
simon partner

merchant’s tale 

yokohama and 
the transformation of japan

t
h
e



T H E  M E R C H A N T ’ S  T A L E

Asia Perspectives

Weatherhead East Asian Institute, Columbia University

T H E  M E R C H A N T ’ S  

Asia Perspectives

Weatherhead East Asian Institute, Columbia University



c o l u m b i a  u n i v e r s i t y  p r e s s    New York

Asia Perspectives: History, Society, and Culture

A series of the Weatherhead East Asian Institute, Columbia University

Carol Gluck, Editor

Comfort Women: Sexual Slavery in the Japanese Military During World War II, by Yoshimi 

Yoshiaki, trans. Suzanne O’Brien

The World Turned Upside Down: Medieval Japanese Society, by Pierre François Souyri,  

trans. Käthe Roth

Yoshimasa and the Silver Pavilion: The Creation of the Soul of Japan, by Donald Keene

Geisha, Harlot, Strangler, Star: The Story of a Woman, Sex, and Moral Values in Modern Japan, 

by William Johnston

Lhasa: Streets with Memories, by Robert Barnett

Frog in the Well: Portraits of Japan by Watanabe Kazan, 1793–1841, by Donald Keene

The Modern Murasaki: Writing by Women of Meiji Japan, ed. and trans. Rebecca L. 

Copeland and Melek Ortabasi

So Lovely a Country Will Never Perish: Wartime Diaries of Japanese Writers, by Donald Keene

Sayonara Amerika, Sayonara Nippon: A Geopolitical Prehistory of J-Pop, by Michael K. 

Bourdaghs

The Winter Sun Shines In: A Life of Masaoka Shiki, by Donald Keene

Manchu Princess, Japanese Spy: The Story of Kawashima Yoshiko, the Cross-Dressing Spy Who 

Commanded Her Own Army, by Phyllis Birnbaum

Imitation and Creativity in Japanese Arts: From Kishida Ryūsei to Miyazaki Hayao, by Michael 

Lucken, trans. Francesca Simkin

The First Modern Japanese: The Life of Ishikawa Takuboku, by Donald Keene

The Japanese and the War: Expectation, Perception, and the Shaping of Memory, by Michael 

Lucken, trans. Karen Grimwade



T H E  M E R C H A N T ’ S  T A L E

YO KO H A M A  A N D  T H E  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  O F  JA PA N

S I M O N  P A R T N E R

T H E  M E R C H A N T ’ S  

YO KO H A M A  A N D  T H E  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N



Columbia University Press

Publishers Since 1893

New York Chichester, West Sussex

cup  .columbia  .edu

Copyright © 2018 Columbia University Press

All rights reserved

Cataloging-in-Publication Data available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978-0-231-18292-8 (cloth)

ISBN 978-0-231-54446-7 (electronic)

Columbia University Press books are printed on permanent  

and durable acid-free paper.

Printed in the United States of America

Cover image: Shinohara Family, March 1872. Studio photograph, Yokohama.  

Courtesy of Shinohara Yukio.

Cover design: Chang Jae Lee



To Shima





List of Tables and Illustrations ix

Notes on the Text xi

Acknowledgments xiii

Introduction xvii

 1. Out of Thin Air (1859–1860) 1
 2. Years of Struggle (1860–1864) 41
 3. Prosperity (1864–1866) 91
 4. Transformation (1866–1873) 143
  Conclusion: The Power of a Place 207

Tables 227

Notes 233

Bibliography 261

Index 273

C O N T E N T S





Table 1. Exports and imports through Yokohama, 1859–1867 227
Table 2. Estimates of Yokohama population, 1859–1870 228
Table 3. Monetary values (in silver monme), 1859–1868 229
Table 4. Relative monetary values, 1865 230
Table 5. Weights 231
Table 6. Volumes 231
Table 7. Areas 231

Figure 1.1. The route from Kōshū to Edo and Yokohama 1
Figure 1.2. Keisai Eisen, Kōnosu, from the series Sixty-Nine Stations of the 

Kiso Kaidō 2
Figure 1.3. Map of Yokohama (ca. 1860) 14
Figure 1.4. Foreigners shopping for lacquerware in Honchō Itchōme  

(ca. 1863) 22
Figure 1.5. Utagawa Sadahide, Complete Picture of the Great Harbor of  

Yokohama (1859–1860) 23

TA B L E S  A N D  I L L U S T R AT I O N S



x tables and illustrations

Figure 1.6. Utagawa Sadahide, Picture of Newly Opened Port of Yokohama in 
Kanagawa (1860) 29

Figure 1.7. Picture of the American proprietor of number 33, Wenrīto  
(E. W. van Reed) 33

Figure 2.1. Picture of the private room of the Chinese employees of a foreign 
merchant house in Yokohama 54

Figure 2.2. Picture of drunken foreign sailors in Ō-dōri, Honchō 
Itchōme 55

Figure 2.3. Scene of black people carrying fresh water 57
Figure 2.4. Ochiai Yoshiiku, Five Nations: Merrymaking at the  

Gankirō Tea House (1860) 59
Figure 3.1. Utagawa Yoshikazu, Foreign Circus in Yokohama (ca. 1864) 113
Figure 3.2. Foreigners visiting a brothel in Miyozakichō 116
Figure 3.3. Foreigners playing billiards 118
Figure 3.4. Utagawa Sadahide, Banquet at a Foreign Mercantile House in 

 Yokohama (1861) 119
Figure 3.5. Charles Wirgman, The Storyteller (a Daily Scene) in  

Yokuhama (sic) 125
Figure 3.6. Felice Beato, Betto (groom), tattooed à la mode  

(ca. 1863–1867) 126
Figure 3.7. Shimooka Renjō, Woman with Pipe (ca. 1865–1875) 128
Figure 4.1. Chūemon’s grave, Senryūji, Higashi-Aburakawa 201
Figure 4.2. Shinohara family, March 1872 202



Japanese family names are written before given names 
throughout this text, except in the cases of a few Japanese (such as Joseph 
Heco, who was a naturalized American citizen) who used the Western name 
order.

In the 1860s, Japanese date conventions varied considerably from the 
Gregorian calendar. It was customary to measure years by era name, with 
new eras being declared periodically for a variety of reasons. The period cov-
ered by this book includes the Ansei era (1854–1859), the Man’en era (1860), 
the Bunkyū era (1861–1863), the Genji era (1864), the Keiō era (1865–1867), and 
the Meiji era (1868–1912). Moreover, although the Japanese used a twelve-
month calendar, the Japanese months did not align with the Gregorian 
equivalents. In general, the Japanese calendar was about a month behind. 
Thus, for example, the twenty-first of the sixth month of the Ansei era was 
July 20, 1859, in the Gregorian calendar. In this book, I use the Gregorian 
calendar in principle, but in many cases for the sake of clarity I also provide 
the Japanese equivalent.

N O T E S  O N  T H E  T E X T



xii notes on the tex t

Throughout this book, unless otherwise stated, “dollars” (or $) refers to 
Mexican silver dollars, the trade currency prevalent in nineteenth-century 
East Asia. I have tried, where possible, to give Western equivalents to Japa-
nese monetary values as well as weights and measures. In the case of money, 
I give the Mexican dollar equivalent value in the year in which the event took 
place and not a twenty-first-century monetary equivalent.
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In April 1859, a Japanese farmer traveled to the shogunal 
capital, Edo (now Tokyo), to seek permission to begin a new life. Shinohara 
Chūemon (1809–1891) was fifty years old. He shared the hereditary head-
man’s position in his village. He had a large and comfortable home, a wife 
and at least six living children, a dense network of lifelong friends, and deep 
business ties with fellow villagers from his own and surrounding communi-
ties. He was, in other words, established and privileged in his village envi-
ronment. By contrast, the new life he sought for himself was a giant leap into 
the unknown. Chūemon left his village of Higashi-Aburakawa in what is 
now Yamanashi prefecture (three to five days’ walk from Edo) in order to 
apply to the shogunal authorities for a building lot in the brand-new interna-
tional port town of Yokohama, scheduled to open in July, as well as for a li-
cense to trade with the foreigners who were expected to take up residence 
there. Once granted permission, he would have to build his business from 
scratch, in a town that did not yet exist, in premises that he would have to 
construct, to trade with a group of people who were not yet present, whose 
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language and customs were unknown, and whose arrival in Japan was the 
subject of violent controversy. Why take such a chance on an uncertain and 
precarious future?

While much of this book is devoted to exploring Chūemon’s motives 
and experiences, the simple answer is opportunity. In the opening of the 
new port, Chūemon saw a unique opportunity to create wealth and prosper-
ity for himself and indeed for his entire community. In the years that fol-
lowed, thousands of others, Japanese and foreign, privileged and marginal, 
men and women, merchants, artisans, artists, and tradesmen, poured into 
Yokohama in search of that same opportunity, swelling the population of 
the town from a few hundred in 1859 to more than thirty thousand by the 
mid-1860s. This book is a portrait of Chūemon and his experiences in Yoko-
hama; of others who, like him, came to Yokohama in search of opportunity; 
and of the city of Yokohama itself during this first turbulent and dramatic 
decade.

With its window onto Japan’s intriguing and hitherto inaccessible 
heartland, its silk merchants and curio shops, its exotic foreign settlement, 
and its glamorous entertainment district, Yokohama was a magnet for Japa-
nese and foreigner alike from the moment it opened for trade on July 1, 1859. 
During the course of the following decade, the town experienced unprece-
dented economic and population growth. It became one of Japan’s premier 
destinations for domestic tourism. It was a center for the study and acqui-
sition of new technologies, new lifestyles, new knowledge of art, science, 
politics, and commerce, and new ways of understanding the world. And it 
became a byword for exoticism, glamour, and prosperity. But it was also a 
lightning rod for domestic opposition to the shogunate’s foreign policy. It 
was a favorite target of radical antiforeign idealists. It was the scene of dra-
matic murders. It was the location of tense showdowns between the shogu-
nal authorities and the foreign community (on at least one occasion, more 
than half the population fled in the expectation of a massacre). And it was a 
classic site of gunboat diplomacy, crowded at times with aggressive foreign 
warships and military garrisons.

Yokohama also played an important, and little-studied, role in the 
broader social, political, and economic transformations of the 1860s and be-
yond. The decade was a period of extraordinary transition in Japan’s dra-
matic modern history. It witnessed the agonizing struggle of the Tokugawa 
shogunate to deal with threats at home and abroad; the revolution and civil 
war that finally overthrew the shogunal regime; the consolidation of power 
in the hands of a new, untested government of young reformers from out-
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sider clans; and the initiation of what was to be a massive program of re-
form, industrialization, and technological transformation that over the 
following decades was to launch Japan into the ranks of the world’s great 
military and imperialist powers. What was the relationship between Japan’s 
first and largest port under the new regime of treaty-based commerce and 
the vast transformations of Japan in the 1860s and beyond?

My first aim in this book is to tell a story. I have always been fascinated 
by the narratives of ordinary people’s lives and by their relationship to the 
great events that are the usual stuff of history books. In Shinohara Chūemon 
as he embarked on his adventure in the new and contentious port of Yoko-
hama at the turn of what would prove to be a revolutionary decade, I felt I 
had found a worthy protagonist. But as I explored Chūemon’s life and expe-
riences and the wider story of his community, I came to understand just how 
transformative the new treaty port of Yokohama had been in the lives of or-
dinary people in Japan and even globally. Moreover, the catalyst of those 
transformations was not (for the most part at least) the weighty policy deci-
sions of elite actors but the vibrant commercial culture of the treaty port 
itself.

Much of the impact of Yokohama can be tied to Japan’s sudden and dis-
ruptive connection to global markets. In the Kantō region and beyond, the 
production of silk, cotton, and tea grew rapidly in response to foreign de-
mand, bringing new wealth to merchants in both Yokohama and the rural 
hinterland, as well as to the small-scale farmers who produced the raw 
materials for these products. On the other hand the price rises, commodity 
shortages, supply-chain disruptions, and political upheavals caused in whole 
or in part by the activities of the new port resulted also in widespread suffer-
ing as villagers and townsmen were mobilized and taxed to support military 
campaigns, impoverished by runaway inflation, or sidelined by rapid shifts 
in demand. The second half of the 1860s saw an unprecedented increase in 
protests in both towns and villages as impoverished and debt-ridden farmers 
and artisans resorted to time-honored traditions of “smashing” (uchikowashi) 
as an outlet for their feelings of helplessness.

But the ripples cast out by the new international port also extended far 
beyond the economic sphere. The new port and its global communities con-
tributed to profound transformations in Japanese society and culture and 
extended even as far as global cultural and material flows. They include the 
disruption of existing hierarchies, as the town’s radically new business prac-
tices rewarded flexible and entrepreneurial risk takers, raising them into the 
ranks of a new merchant elite while freezing out the conservative merchant 
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houses of the Edo establishment. They include a subtle reorientation of both 
space and time, as Japanese merchants and even rural peasant producers be-
came dependent on global market opportunities (and vulnerable to global dis-
ruptions) and as the need to exploit information advantages created a techno-
logical imperative for greater speed of communication. They include the 
transformation of local and regional identities, as Japanese people came to 
grips with the idea of a Japanese “nation” and its potential place in global po-
litical, military, and racial hierarchies. And they include the negotiation of 
Japan’s national identity and even its “brand” image in the global marketplace. 
They include the transformation of physical space, both in the reconfigura-
tion of Japanese urban landscapes and in the transformations of Japanese 
bodies in response to new laws and customs relating to clothing, hairstyles, 
food, and public hygiene. And they include global transformations—such 
as the sudden and pervasive wave of japonisme with its profound effects on 
Euro-American aesthetics—in response to the insertion of Japanese material 
and visual culture into global flows.

The key mechanism of most of these transformations was not the re-
formist policies of the Meiji government (which came to power in 1868 but 
which began its concerted reform program only in the 1870s), but rather it 
was the commercial culture of the treaty port, which affected Japan’s econ-
omy and society as soon as the port opened in 1859 and which continued to 
work its transformative effects through the 1860s and beyond. Yokohama 
was a melting pot of goods, ideas, visual images and verbal representations, 
physical interactions, architectural and sartorial display, and technological 
importation, almost all of which were mediated by the port’s vibrant com-
mercial culture. The profit-seeking agents of change were not just the mer-
chants trading in cotton shirting, kelp, silk thread, or agar-agar. They in-
cluded the writers, Japanese and foreign, who aimed to profit from domestic 
and global curiosity about Yokohama, Japan, and the world. They included 
the producers of cartoons, prints, photographs, and other visual media that 
contributed to new domestic and global understandings of “Japan” and its 
place in the world. They included performers who circulated new images of 
Japanese physical prowess throughout the world. They included craftsmen 
and artisans who made exquisite products for foreign collectors, contribut-
ing to a growing appreciation for Japan’s manufacturing skills and design 
aesthetic. They included tailors, launderers, barbers, cooks, butchers, and 
countless other petty tradesmen and women who came to Yokohama in 
search of opportunity and who contributed to the transformation of Japa-
nese lifestyles. And they included servants, coolies, prostitutes, and enter-
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tainers, who, through their physical interactions with the global communi-
ties of Yokohama, contributed to the complex transformations of Japanese 
bodily practice during the 1860s and beyond.

Most newcomers to Yokohama came in search of economic opportunity. 
Virtually every space in the town’s Japanese and foreign settlements, on its 
waterfront, and in its licensed entertainment and brothel district was dedi-
cated to commerce in one form or another, and just about everything in Yo-
kohama was for sale. It was out of this mundane venality as much as the 
modernizing idealism of government leaders that the seeds of social, cul-
tural, and economic change were planted. Each of the participants in this 
marketplace may have felt relatively powerless to affect the course of events, 
but collectively they were the agents of extraordinary change.

This book focuses as much as possible on the mundane actors in Yoko-
hama’s daily life: merchants, tradesmen, artists, performers, laborers, and 
entertainers. In particular, the book focuses on the experiences of one man, 
Shinohara Chūemon, and his family. Why Chūemon in particular? The sim-
ple answer is that a record of his life has survived. The records of ordinary 
people are hard to recover at the best of times, and the archival records of 
Yokohama have suffered from repeated destruction in devastating fires, the 
massive 1923 earthquake that leveled the city, and the appalling bombings of 
World War II. Chūemon left behind a remarkable personal archive that in-
cludes a collection of 367 letters written between 1859 and 1873, most of them 
from Chūemon to his eldest son, Shōjirō. Thanks to the care and attention of 
his descendants, this archive has survived down to the present day. Cur-
rently the manuscript archive is housed in the Yamanashi Prefectural Mu-
seum, while the letters were transcribed and published back in the 1950s. 
This archival record represents a unique window into the daily life of Yoko-
hama’s Japanese merchant community in the 1860s.

Chūemon is a richly rewarding subject in all sorts of ways. His personal 
experiences and daily life reveal a man of rare enterprise and determination. 
During the course of his decade and more in Yokohama he experienced dev-
astating setbacks that might have made a lesser man give up and return to 
his comfortable home in the provinces. But Chūemon persevered, and even-
tually he prospered. The story of his prosperity reveals a great deal about the 
conditions for success in Yokohama’s competitive commercial marketplace. 
Chūemon also teaches us much about the relationships between the Yoko-
hama marketplace and the provinces that fed Yokohama with its export 
goods (and sometimes purchased its import goods). To follow the story of 
Chūemon is to follow not only Yokohama’s growth and development but also 
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its relationship to the rural hinterland of the Kantō region and beyond. 
Chūemon was not physically present in his home province during most of 
the period covered in this book, but his son Shōjirō remained in their ances-
tral home, managing the family farm and the family’s village responsibili-
ties while also helping his father with his business activities. Kōshū (the 
Edo-era name for what is today Yamanashi prefecture) had a history of grow-
ing commercial ties with the shogunal capital of Edo. In this book, I show 
how the economy of Kōshū was pulled into the orbit of the new commercial 
center of Yokohama, with sometimes radical effects on its social and politi-
cal structures.

There are many gaps in Chūemon’s record and many areas in which his 
experiences did not (based on the available archive) intersect with the larger 
stories of Yokohama’s first decade. On these occasions, I have not hesitated 
to move away from Chūemon’s life in order to present a wider portrait of 
the Yokohama community. The book’s narrative, while loosely organized 
around a chronological account of Chūemon’s life in Yokohama, goes back 
and forth in scale and focus between the granular microhistory of Chūemon’s 
record and the larger history of the town and its varied communities. To that 
end, I have drawn on the archival records of many other participants in Yo-
kohama’s Japanese and foreign communities, including shogunal officials, 
foreign merchants and diplomats, soldiers and sailors, authors and com-
mentators, illustrators and artists, doctors and educators.

This book, then, is a double portrait of two remarkable actors: the irre-
pressible Shinohara Chūemon and the bustling new international port town 
of Yokohama. I hope that the one informs the other and that, when taken 
together, these portraits will help illuminate the mechanisms of social trans-
formation in Japan during the Meiji Restoration and highlight the impor-
tance of transformative space in the study of social and economic change.
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figure 1.1 The route from Kōshū to Edo and Yokohama. Map prepared by author



On the Kōshū H ighway

If we could travel back in time to April 3, 1859, we might see two travelers 
walking briskly along the Kōshū Kaidō highway absorbed in animated con-
versation. They are carrying packages strapped to their backs, wrapped in 
large pieces of indigo cloth knotted at the chest and waist. They wear conical 
hats to ward off sun and rain, and, like most travelers on the road, they wear 
simple straw sandals on their feet. Their cotton robes are hitched above the 
knees for ease of movement and to protect them from the mud of the road; 
their legs are tightly wrapped in cotton leggings.

Woodblock prints of Japan’s five major highways (the Tōkaidō, Nakasendō, 
Nikkō Kaidō, Kōshū Kaidō, and Ōshū Kaidō) allow us to imagine the appear-
ance and surroundings of these travelers. On either side of the wide, well-swept 
dirt road farmers are busy puddling rice fields in preparation for the spring 
planting, pruning their fruit trees and mulberry bushes, or pulling heavy 
wooden plowshares through the fallow wheat and cotton fields. The road is 

1  O U T  O F  T H I N  A I R  ( 1 8 5 9 – 1 8 6 0 )
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lined in some places with mature pine trees, in others with wooden stalls 
offering goods and refreshments to the passersby: a cup of tea poured over 
rice and sucked down sitting on a low wooden bench, straw sandals at a few 
mon for the pair, a bag of dried fruits, or a handful of roasted chestnuts. In the 
distance on all sides is a ring of mountains, those in the foreground green 
with tea and mulberry fields, the high mountains behind still white with 
snow. To the south, towering over them all like a god in the land of giants is 
the massive white cone of Mount Fuji.

Our travelers’ names are Gorōemon and Chūemon. The suffix “-emon” 
was originally a marker of rank reserved for the court aristocracy in Kyoto, 
but over time the urban and rural classes appropriated it, and by now it was 
in common use among farmers, merchants, and townsmen. The same is 
true of the travelers’ shaved heads and topknots: they were originally the style 
of the warrior class but are now almost universal—the exceptions being 
monks and the very poor—differing only in the degree of grooming. Well-
tended men like Chūemon have their hair dressed once or twice a week, 
shaving their scalp smooth and oiling their hair before fastening it in a tight 
knot on the crown.

These men are not young. Chūemon is fifty, a considerable age for an 
era in which the average life expectancy is still in the thirties. “Compared 

figure 1.2 Keisai Eisen, Kōnosu, from the series Sixty-Nine Stations of the Kiso Kaidō (ca. 

1835–1840). Courtesy of Richard Kruml, http:  //www  .japaneseprints  -london  .com  /
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with the world of the Buddhas, a man’s fifty years are but a dream.”1 But 
Chūemon is still very much in the flow of life. His deeply tanned face is a 
little lined, a little weather-beaten. But it is a handsome face, delicate fea-
tured with a small upturned nose, high cheekbones, and large, well-shaped 
ears. He is a trim, spare man, with fine, long-fingered hands. His age and his 
self-confidence give him a certain dignity, in spite of his simple traveling 
clothes.

For farmers like Chūemon, this is a busy time of year. The spring 
silkworm- rearing season is about to begin, cotton and wheat are going into 
the ground, and the paddies must be prepared for the May rice planting. The 
slack season is in the winter, a time when people who can afford it go on trips 
to hot springs or to visit relatives in Edo.

But Chūemon is leaving his son to manage the farm. He has an import-
ant mission that requires his presence elsewhere. Chūemon, a provincial 
farmer from the mountain-ringed province of Kōshū, is on his way to Edo, 
the capital of the Tokugawa shoguns, to request permission to open a shop 
in a town that does not yet exist, to begin trading with foreigners who might 
never arrive, in a language he does not understand or speak, and in com-
modities for which there is no proven demand.

Who is this man, and what has set him off on this surprising mission?
Chūemon’s village, Higashi-Aburakawa, was one of hundreds that 

sprawled across the Kōshū tableland, a small but heavily populated and 
strategically important region in the mountains west of the shogunal capi-
tal. Although the region is surrounded by mountains, it offers benign 
 conditions for agriculture. At an elevation of only a thousand feet, its soil is 
enriched by the volcanic minerals and abundant water resources of the turbu-
lent mountains. Encircled as it was, it trapped sunshine and heat, giving it a 
longer growing season than most regions and lending it to the cultivation of 
warm-weather crops such as fruit and cotton. Kōshū was also one of the lead-
ing silk-producing districts in Japan. “What did you receive as souvenirs from 
Kōshū?” went a local folk song, “Striped silk and dried grapes.”2

In the 1850s, the villages in the western part of the tableland, including 
Higashi-Aburakawa, specialized in cotton, while those to the east grew mulberry 
for silkworm cultivation. Fruit cultivation, including grapes, apples, persim-
mons, pomegranates, peaches, and pears, was carried out in specialized 
clusters of villages. Kōshū’s famous grapes, for example, were grown in vil-
lages near the highway post station of Katsunuma.3 In addition, farmers grew 
a variety of other commercial crops, including tobacco, nuts, and vegetables, 
as well as rice, grains, and vegetables for home consumption.
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This land had close ties to Edo and to the shogunate. Until the sixteenth 
century Kōshū was the stronghold of the powerful Takeda family, whose most 
famous leader, Takeda Shingen, was a contender for national hegemony. 
However, in 1575 Shingen’s son Katsuyori was crushed by Oda Nobunaga 
and Tokugawa Ieyasu, and since the turn of the seventeenth century the 
Tokugawa family had ruled Kōshū province. In spite of its violent beginning, 
their rule was for the most part benevolent. As a directly controlled territory 
of the Tokugawa shogunate, Kōshū was governed by three daikan, or gover-
nors. The Isawa daikan had jurisdiction over the area surrounding Kōfu, 
which included Higashi-Aburakawa.

Higashi-Aburakawa was a village of forty families, situated in the crook 
of two rivers, the Fuefuki and its tributary, the Aburakawa. The entire village 
was no more than one hundred acres in extent. Like much of the Kōfu basin, 
the district was prone to flooding when the snows melted and the rainy sea-
son came in early summer. Even in the 1950s, Chūemon’s great-great-grand-
son Shinohara Yukio recalls having had to paddle to school in a boat when 
the roads were inundated. But the rivers also brought abundant irrigation 
and the promise of fertile soil and good crops.

This was perhaps the kind of community that Francis Hall had in mind 
when he wrote in 1865 of the prosperous villages of the Edo hinterland, vil-
lages where “there were no signs but those of peaceful industry and content, 
each hamlet to all intents a little republic by itself, knowing little and caring 
less for the outside world; to whom a change of rulers or revolution in the 
State would have no significance as great as the death of their own nanooshi 
or headman— people who know no oppression because they feel none, 
whose lives have fewer disturbing elements, perhaps, than any other people 
on whom the sun in its daily revolution falls.” 4

But appearances could be deceptive. In Higashi-Aburakawa, as in most 
villages of the Kantō and surrounding areas, the benefits of the land were 
hardly shared by all. In Higashi-Aburakawa, seven families controlled 72 
percent of all the village’s agricultural production, while twenty-six fami-
lies had between them just 12 percent. Unable to feed themselves from their 
land, these marginal families survived by hiring themselves out for day labor, 
sending their children into service, and finding whatever employment they 
could to feed those they could not send away. The most prosperous families, 
on the other hand, had enough to live a comfortable life, to educate their 
children, to travel, to experiment with new agricultural methods, or invest in 
new business opportunities. These were the families that Chūemon grew up 
with: the Okamura family, who were Chūemon’s in-laws (he had married the 
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daughter of Okamura Kanpei); the Komazawa family, whose heir, Buzaemon, 
was one of Chūemon’s closest friends and collaborators; and the wealthy 
Yamashita family, whose heir, Matsujirō, was to be one of Chūemon’s close 
business associates.

Chūemon’s own family, the Shinohara, was not the wealthiest in the vil-
lage. Their five acres of land put them in the ranks of the haves, but at least 
four other families had greater holdings. But their landholdings and associ-
ated business activities did lend them status as a part of the local elite—the 
gōnō class, that group of wealthy farmers who were to play such an influen-
tial role in the political and economic life of Japan for the rest of the nine-
teenth century. As a member of this class, Chūemon had political obligations 
and privileges: his family was one of the designated nanushi (headmen) of 
the village. This hereditary position rotated in Higashi-Aburakawa between 
families, and the Shinoharas usually took the position in alternate years. 
Chūemon’s membership in the gōnō class also made him a part of a densely 
connected network of men of similar background throughout the region. 
These were men whose ties transcended village boundaries. As a class they 
socialized, they intermarried, they studied together and implemented agri-
cultural and other reforms, and together they invested their surplus capital 
in an increasingly vigorous regional network of commercial enterprise.

Although firmly grounded in agriculture, the economy of the Kōshū re-
gion had become highly commercialized over the past century. The region’s 
agricultural abundance, its position on the periphery of the Kantō Plain, and 
its long-standing ties to the shogunal administration all made it a natural 
supplier to the rapidly growing consumer market in Edo. After the devastating 
wars of the sixteenth century, Edo had become the political center of the re-
gime of the Tokugawa family of shoguns. As a political measure, all Japan’s 
daimyo—feudal lords—were required to reside in Edo in alternate years, and 
their wives and children were required to live there permanently. This con-
centration of Japan’s wealthiest barons and their samurai retainers generated 
growing demand for the artisans and commercial houses that supplied their 
needs. By the mid-eighteenth century, Edo was among the biggest cities in 
the world, with a population of more than one million and a vibrant urban 
consumer culture.

Kōshū supplied Edo and the regional centers that grew up around it 
with agricultural staples such as rice and wheat, as well as with specialty 
products like grapes, tobacco, cotton, and silk. By the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, most farmers with access to mulberry gained extra income by cultivat-
ing silkworms. Some would add a little extra value at home by unspooling the 
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cocoons and reeling silk thread. Some even produced woven silk cloth. Many 
sold their cocoons to the commercial houses of Kōfu and other local towns, 
where an industry had grown up spinning and weaving silk and cotton. The 
final product was shipped down the Kōshū highway to the silk market in 
Hachiōji on the Kantō Plain or directly to one of the licensed silk wholesalers 
in Edo. As a result of these developments, many farming families made more 
income from cash crops like cotton, tobacco, and silk than from their tradi-
tional farming activities. Some, like the Shinohara, became quite wealthy 
in the process.

Chūemon’s family landholdings would not on their own have been 
enough to finance an affluent lifestyle. Five acres were enough to feed a fam-
ily comfortably but not to produce a surplus for travel, education, and invest-
ment. That came from the family’s specialized activities in the production and 
trading of commercial crops. While a little more than half the family’s land 
was devoted to rice production, much of the rest was planted in cotton. The 
Shinoharas’ annual family income in 1858 was twenty-five ryō. The value of 
the ryō is hard to pin down in contemporary equivalents because of the dis-
parity in available goods and services, but based on the wages of a skilled 
artisan then and now, the Bank of Japan equates it to three hundred thousand 
yen (about US$3,000) in today’s money: not wealth but enough for a family 
self-sufficient in food and housing to buy a few of the good things in life.5 This 
money could not have come from the sale of produce grown on the family 
land alone: the balance must have come from trade. Like many regional pro-
ducers, Chūemon clearly supplemented his income by trading in local cash-
based commodities such as cotton and silk. Chūemon was as much a part 
of the merchant as the farming community.

In fact, Chūemon’s background was much more varied than the desig-
nation “farmer” would suggest. He was born a second son, and as a young 
man he had lived for several years in Edo. According to family lore, Yasutarō 
(Chūemon’s childhood name) came to the attention of the local shogunal 
superintendent—the Isawa daikan—who recommended him for a trainee 
position in the Edo bureaucracy. Yasutarō went to work in the Kinza, the 
department responsible for the minting of coinage and the management of 
its circulation. Yasutarō did well in his job, and he was singled out for ad-
vancement by the head of the Kinza, Gotō Sanemon. Gotō is said to have 
taken a special interest in Yasutarō, and he would undoubtedly have furthered 
Yasutarō’s career had circumstances not forced the young man to abandon 
his life in Edo.6
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Those circumstances point to the unpredictability of life and the strange 
turns it can take. In 1830 Yasutarō’s father, Kinzaemon, died, and Yasutarō’s 
older brother became head of the family, changing his own name to Kinzae-
mon. In spite of having had two wives, Yasutarō’s brother Kinzaemon had no 
children of his own. In the mid-1830s Kinzaemon’s own health started failing. 
In light of this crisis, Yasutarō was urgently recalled to Kōshū, and at the 
beginning of 1835 he was adopted by his older brother. Yasutarō was now heir 
to the Shinohara family. Six months later Kinzaemon died, and Yasutarō, who 
was himself recently married with a newborn son, became family head. It was 
at this point that he changed his name to Chūemon.

By the time that our story opens, then, Chūemon was a man who had 
everything to lose. In this peaceful and abundant agricultural region, he was 
a member of the prosperous elite. He had a large and comfortable home; he 
had land and crops; he had storehouses full of produce; he had an honor-
able position as headman of his village; he had a wife and children (the 
youngest six, the oldest twenty-four); he had a dense network of friends and 
business associates; he was physically healthy; he was respected and liked; 
and he was secure in his place within a centuries-old social order. Experi-
enced, energetic, and optimistic, he was an asset to the community in which 
his identity was so deeply rooted. What was it, then, that prompted him to 
leave all this behind?

Perhaps his experiences in Edo, and in particular with the commercial 
economy, made Chūemon open in 1859 to returning to the world of business 
and commerce. Perhaps he was bored with farming. Perhaps he felt it was 
time to pass the baton to his eldest son but did not yet feel ready to fully retire. 
Perhaps he was stirred by a sense of adventure as he imagined the possibilities 
that trade with the outside world might represent. Or perhaps he went to serve 
his community: it is clear from their early correspondence that Chūemon, 
Gorōemon, and their network of local friends, relatives, and investors saw 
their new venture as a form of partnership—a “Kōshū Products Company” 
(Kōshū Sanbutsu Kaisho) that would market the produce of the Kōshū region 
and benefit local producers.7 Indeed, in their application for a plot of land in 
Yokohama, Chūemon and Gorōemon stated that “although we are farmers, 
we have been desiring for some time to become merchants, selling the prod-
ucts of our farming. Already the products of Kōshū are sold in every part of 
the country, and we would like to sell some of these same products [in Yoko-
hama].”8 It is clear that Chūemon and Gorōemon wanted to portray them-
selves as representatives first and foremost of their home province, Kōshū.
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But if their mission was deeply embedded in a sense of loyalty to their 
community, it also reflected their own personalities and outlook. Chūemon’s 
willingness to leave behind so much that was familiar and comfortable and 
to sink so much of his personal and financial capital into a venture in an 
unknown and wholly speculative new space indicates an unusual sense of 
optimism and adventurousness. This entrepreneurial spirit was, perhaps, 
the chief factor that set Chūemon off on the Kōshū highway on that April 
morning. As we will see, he was a resourceful and committed businessman 
who was driven by a perpetual optimism that great opportunities were out 
there, like ripe Kōshū grapes waiting to be grasped and plucked.

Japan’s Reluc tant Embrace

Chūemon’s goal on that journey of April 1859 was to apply for a license to 
open a shop in the new port town of Yokohama. The creation of Yokohama 
marked the culmination of a six-year drama, starting with the arrival of 
Commodore Matthew Perry off Japanese shores in July 1853. Perry’s mission 
was to put an end to Japan’s reclusive foreign policy, which since the seven-
teenth century had limited officially sanctioned trade to an enclave in Naga-
saki in the far southwest of Japan, inhabited by small colonies of Dutch and 
Chinese merchants. Under that policy Christianity was strictly banned, the 
shogunate eschewed diplomatic relations beyond a few sporadic exchanges 
with Korea, foreign visitors except for the regulated communities in Naga-
saki were prohibited, Japanese were forbidden to build ocean-going ships, 
and overseas travel by Japanese subjects was banned. In practice, the shogu-
nate turned a blind eye to a considerable volume of unofficial trade: the Sat-
suma domain in southwestern Japan imported goods from the Ryukyu Is-
lands; the island domain of Tsushima acted as both trading partner and 
informal diplomatic intermediary with Korea; and the Matsumae domain in 
the far north traded with Ainu and other native peoples for furs, seafood, and 
medicines. But from the perspective of most Western governments, Japan was 
a closed country that rejected the international system of trade and diplo-
macy and even at times flouted the basic norms of international hospitality, 
such as offering succor to ships in distress.

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, Japan’s position of 
isolation came under threat from several directions. Russia was rapidly ex-
panding its empire into Siberia, and by the 1830s its ships were nosing into 
northern regions such as Ezo (including what is now Hokkaido) that were only 
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partially integrated into the Tokugawa power structure. There was a distinct 
threat that Russia might lay claim to these regions. At the same time, Great 
Britain and France were aggressively expanding their imperial reach into East 
and Southeast Asia. China’s humiliation in the Opium War of 1839–1842 
launched the start of the treaty port system, by which Chinese ports became 
semicolonial enclaves in which the foreigners claimed special privileges be-
yond the reach of Chinese law. As if these developments weren’t enough, the 
United States was completing its western expansion with the acquisition of 
California from Mexico in 1848 and the gold rush of the early 1850s. From this 
point on, the United States saw itself as having a vital interest in Pacific affairs.

In this environment, Commodore Perry led a U.S. naval fleet to Japan in 
1853. Perry’s message was simple: all we want is a treaty of friendship and safe 
harbor for our whaling vessels; America is a peaceful, nonimperial power and 
will be a good friend to Japan; and if you don’t sign an agreement with us, you 
will have to reckon with the naval might of the aggressive European imperi-
alist powers. Nevertheless, naval strength was an important part of Perry’s 
calculation too. Ostentatiously, he brought his fleet within firing range of the 
massed wooden buildings of the city of Edo. If he had wanted to, he could have 
burned the city down. He wanted the Japanese to know that.

Intimidated by Perry’s naval power and persuaded in part by his argu-
ments, the shogunal authorities decided they had no choice but to enter into 
treaty relations with the United States. When Perry returned to Japan in early 
1854, a signing ceremony was held in a rustic location along the shoreline 
near Edo. Its name was Yokohama.

As many in Japan had feared, the Treaty of Kanagawa (named for the 
nearest administrative center to Yokohama) turned out to be the thin end of 
a wedge that would ultimately force open Japan’s restricted system of inter-
national relations and trade. In 1858 America’s first ambassador to Japan, 
Townsend Harris, persuaded a reluctant shogunal government to sign a further 
agreement, a Treaty of Amity and Commerce, that would greatly expand the 
scope of Japan’s foreign relations. Harris persuaded the shogunal authorities 
that Japan’s eventual opening up to foreign trade was inevitable. He pointed 
to the example of China, where a second Opium War was leading toward an-
other humiliation for the Qing dynasty. And, like Perry, he asked the Japa-
nese authorities if they would prefer to enter into voluntary trade relations 
with a friendly America or involuntary trade relations with an aggressive Brit-
ain, which might foist opium on the Japanese people or even threaten them 
with colonial subjugation. The principal ministers of the shogunal govern-
ment (the group of men known as the rōjū), led by Hotta Masayoshi, concluded 
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that Japan had little choice in the matter since “our national strength has de-
clined, our military preparations are inadequate, and we are in no position 
to eject the foreigners by means of war . . . not to enter into friendly relations 
entails war and not to wage war entails entering into friendly relations; there 
is no other way.”9 Indeed, Hotta argued that Japan’s only real chance of over-
coming the foreign threat was “to stake everything on the present opportunity, 
to conclude friendly alliances, to send ships to foreign countries everywhere 
and conduct trade, to copy the foreigners where they are at their best and so 
repair our own shortcomings, to foster our national strength and complete 
our armaments, and so gradually subject the foreigners to our influence un-
til in the end . . . our hegemony is acknowledged throughout the globe.”10

Hotta appointed Iwase Tadanao, a highly intelligent and farsighted ca-
reer official, to lead the negotiations with Harris. While he was wary of the 
destabilizing impact of a foreign presence in Japan, Iwase clearly recognized 
the potential benefits of international trade, and indeed he went against many 
of his colleagues in arguing that Japan should agree to open a port in or near 
Edo. Iwase argued that the economic stimulus of trade might help the sho-
gunate’s finances (which were in a chronically parlous state), and technology 
flowing into the country from abroad would arrive first in Edo and not near 
the domains of potentially hostile daimyo. Iwase was particularly aware of the 
relative power of Osaka, which was still Japan’s major commercial center—
in part because it captured the economic benefit of the Dutch and Chinese 
trade in Nagasaki. If Osaka were also to benefit from trade under the new 
treaty, then Iwase warned that “first Edo and then the rest of the country will 
wither, and only Osaka will prosper.”11 Iwase felt that opening a new port for 
trade near Edo might help shift Japan’s center of economic gravity more to-
ward the shogun’s power base in the east.12 Iwase argued, “Only by bringing 
the wealth of the country to our doorsteps can we police the country and pro-
vide benefit for eternity. A rich country and a strong military must be the 
basis of our policy.”13

The treaty that was finally signed on July 29, 1858, designated Kanagawa 
as one of three ports that would immediately open to foreign trade. The 
others were Hakodate at the southern tip of Hokkaido and Nagasaki in the 
far west. Hakodate was in fact already open as a part of the Perry treaty of 
1854—though only for the resupply of foreign ships, not for trade; and Naga-
saki had been a center of international trade throughout the Tokugawa era. So 
although all three ports would be covered by the new provisions of the treaty, 
the opening of Kanagawa was its most significant feature. Although the initial 
treaty was with the United States, the “most favored nation” clause of the 
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treaty meant that Japan was soon forced to enter into similar treaties with 
Great Britain, Russia, France, and the Netherlands.

Kanagawa was a busy post station on the Tōkaidō highway, located only 
fifteen miles from the center of Edo. The shogunal authorities hoped that it 
was close enough to Edo to satisfy the foreigners but far enough away not to 
pose a direct threat—particularly since foreigners other than diplomatic staff 
would be expressly forbidden from visiting Edo: while the treaty permitted 
foreigners to travel a distance of up to ten ri (about twenty-four miles) from 
Kanagawa in every other direction, their right was limited to the western bank 
of the Rokugō (now the Tama) River in the direction of Edo, a distance of only 
seven and a half miles.

The new chief minister, Ii Naosuke, delegated five officials to act as com-
missioners of foreign affairs (gaikoku bugyō) and instructed them to come up 
with a detailed plan for the opening of the port. Iwase Tadanao, who had been 
an early proponent of locating a port near Edo, was one of these commission-
ers. Although Iwase was in favor of the economic benefits that foreign trade 
might bring to the shogunate, he shared the concerns of many government 
officials (including his boss, Ii Naosuke) that the foreign presence might un-
dermine shogunal authority and destabilize Japanese society. Therefore, he 
favored isolating the foreigners in a controllable environment. To that end, 
Iwase proposed developing the farming and fishing community of Yokohama 
into a new port town and accommodating the foreigners there rather than in 
the center of Kanagawa.

Yokohama was located on the other side of the bay from Kanagawa and 
surrounded by marshes. With skillful management, the Japanese would be 
able to keep the foreigners confined to this gilded cage. To the foreigners, the 
location offered some real benefits. Unlike Kanagawa, Yokohama was only 
thinly populated, with farming and fishing villages, and it had ample space 
for residential development. The water off the shore of Yokohama was also 
much deeper than that along the Kanagawa shoreline. Large ships would be 
able to dock close to the shore, making the management of cargo easier for 
the foreign merchants. If the foreigners complained that Kanagawa and not 
Yokohama was the port specified in the treaty, the commissioners could ar-
gue that Yokohama was a part of the Kanagawa administrative district, and 
therefore it was not at all in contravention of the treaty—after all, hadn’t the 
Treaty of Kanagawa actually been signed in Yokohama?

In December 1858 and January 1859 the American envoy Townsend Harris 
made two trips from his base in Shimoda to Kanagawa to discuss the precise 
location of the port. In spite of all the commissioners’ efforts to persuade 
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him that Yokohama was a more desirable location than central Kanagawa, 
Harris stubbornly opposed the idea. He was afraid that the Japanese were 
trying to create another Dejima—the island off Nagasaki on which the Dutch 
had been effectively isolated and controlled for the past two hundred fifty 
years. This argument was not far from the truth. Indeed, one senior council-
lor explicitly argued that “in the new port the Westerners would be just as 
isolated and tightly controlled as at Nagasaki. This would give Japan time to 
build up its military defenses and eventually return to sakoku no ryōhō (the 
good policy of isolation).”14

In spite of Harris’s resistance, Ii Naosuke appointed five men to the 
newly created position of Kanagawa commissioners and charged them with 
implementing this expensive gamble. The commissioners aimed to build a 
first-class international port facility, complete with residential districts 
for Japanese and foreigners, entertainment facilities, and a full-scale brothel 
quarter. They were determined to build the port on a substantial scale, in the 
hope that this would mollify the foreigners and reconcile them to the isolated 
location. They were, in effect, planning to conjure a new city out of the 
marshes surrounding a cluster of fishing villages. If they succeeded in win-
ning the foreigners over, they would score a tactical victory, achieving their 
policy goals and satisfying their boss. If the foreigners rejected the new port 
and insisted on relocating to Kanagawa proper, then the commissioners 
would have an expensive ghost town on their hands.

The treaties called for the port to be opened on July 1, 1859. By the time 
the final decision was made to develop Yokohama, the commissioners had 
less than six months to build the town.

Their first step was to invite Japanese merchants to apply for building 
lots. A call for applications was issued on January 23, 1859. The call was 
directed at the larger Edo merchant houses—members of the ton’ya (whole-
saler) guilds, who had long been the recipients of special privileges in 
 exchange for their willingness to work in close cooperation with the govern-
ment. In spite of the promise of foreign markets, these great trading houses 
were reluctant to invest in this unknown and uncertain location. The Edo 
manager of Mitsui—Japan’s wealthiest merchant house and largest retailer—
had to be summoned to Commissioner Mizuno Tadakuni’s house several 
times before reluctantly agreeing to take the plunge.

The invitation was extended to the entire country on February 18, and it 
was to this call that Chūemon responded. The commissioners imagined a va-
riety of merchants setting up shop in Yokohama, not all of whom would sell 
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export products; retail shops were also needed to supply the Japanese and 
foreign communities with the necessities of daily life. The commissioners 
particularly wanted to encourage local families from the surrounding vil-
lages, some of whom had lost their fields to government requisitions.15 In 
all, seventy-one merchants were approved to open businesses in Yokohama. 
Of these, thirty-four were from Edo, eighteen from Kanagawa and other 
neighboring communities, and only nineteen from more distant places.16 
Even assuming that the shogunate communicated the invitation only to the 
residents of directly administered or closely allied domains in the Edo hin-
terland, that represents a very small number from many significant commer-
cial centers including Hachiōji, Odawara, Machida, and Maebashi, not to men-
tion the great silk-producing areas of Shinshū and Ōshū. It is all the more 
surprising, then, that among the nineteen was an unknown farmer from 
Kōshū called Shinohara Chūemon.

The Kanagawa commissioners assigned lots in an area roughly twelve 
acres in extent. Merchants were responsible for grading the land and build-
ing their own premises. The lots in the Japanese town were arrayed over rice 
fields and marshland, between the Benten shrine and what had previously 
been Hongō village. The layout of the town was in five neighborhoods (chō) 
organized around two intersecting avenues, known at the time as Ō-dōri and 
Honchō-dōri. Each of these avenues was sixty feet wide, creating a very grand 
space, far removed from the image many Westerners might have had of the 
crowded alleyways of an Asian city. The Edo merchants were located closest 
to the shrine, which was a strange choice since, although this area had the 
largest lots and the lovely grounds of the shrine as a backdrop, it was also the 
furthest from the docks, the foreign settlement, and the government’s admin-
istrative center.

Meanwhile, the commissioners themselves were responsible for con-
structing all the administrative buildings, including two large stone piers, a 
customs house and a town hall, roads and streets, a few residences to get the 
foreigners started, and of course their own headquarters and residences. The 
commissioners completed their master plan for construction of the port on 
March 26, 1859—at which point there were only three months to go until the 
official opening. For their own headquarters, the commissioners selected a 
site high up on Noge hill in Tobe village, across a small inlet from the main 
town beyond the Benten shrine. The commissioners deliberately located their 
headquarters far from the center of the town, partly to keep their activities 
secret from the foreigners but also because the hilly location afforded the sort 
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of prominence traditionally claimed by the castles of feudal lords—indicating 
dominance of the surrounding districts. The piers and customs house were 
the centerpieces of their city plan—the latter was a large building located in 
the center of the port district, on the waterfront and between the two stone 
piers. The two-story building measured 1 chō (about 360 feet) on each side, 
for a total of 130,000 square feet. It was surrounded by a small moat and ac-
cessed by a huge wooden gate that was closed at night.17 The commissioners 
administered the affairs of the entire Kanagawa region (which comprised 
the post station of Kanagawa and 206 other towns and villages) from their 
Tobe headquarters—including collection of the land tax (which they used to 
fund their operations), local village administration, road building and main-
tenance, and regional justice. Meanwhile, the commissioners handled the 
business of Yokohama and its trade at the customs house and surrounding 
offices. They also maintained a small office in the town of Kanagawa.18

figure 1.3 Map of Yokohama (ca. 1860). The Japanese quarter is on the right side, and the 

Benten shrine is the wooded area at right. The customs house and government buildings 

are in the center, and the foreign settlement is on the left. The brothel quarter is the 

moated area at the top. J. Hoffmann, “Yokohama, de nieuwe japansche haven en handelsplaats nabij 

Yedo,” Bijdragen tot de taal-, land- en volkenkunde van Nederlandsch-Indië (August 1862): 

415–32
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The commissioners also built a new road connecting Yokohama to 
Kanagawa and beyond. In order to enter Yokohama, a traveler would have to 
cross one of two bridges, “Each . . . protected by a gate, shut at sunset, and 
by a guard-house, in which yakunin [officials] were always on duty to watch 
who entered or left the settlement, examine the luggage, bundles or parcels, 
and to see that they conveyed nothing contraband in or out.”19

Even with all these preparations, one part of the plan remained to be 
implemented. The commissioners envisioned a community in which the for-
eigners would be able to fulfill all their needs—whether for food, souvenirs, 
entertainment, or sex—without ever having to leave Yokohama. In order to 
service the carnal desires of the foreigners, the government designated a 
marshy area outside the town of Yokohama as a brothel quarter.

Hitherto, foreigners residing in Japan had been able to purchase sexual 
services only under special dispensation from the government. In Nagasaki, 
Dutch merchants were not permitted into the town’s houses of entertain-
ment, but they were allowed to receive women on the island of Dejima where 
they lived. America’s first consul, Townsend Harris, and his secretary, Henry 
Heusken, were assigned women (in the case of Harris, the famed Tōjin 
Okichi, who has since been the subject of many Japanese dramas, Kabuki 
plays, and films), but only as an exceptional policy and under the fiction that 
they were nurses to help the foreigners through times of sickness. Mean-
while, the diplomatic staff who took up residence in Edo were allowed to 
keep women, but in the guise of domestic servants.20 Indeed, the idea of 
providing a special quarter to supply young Japanese women to the foreigners 
was deeply sensitive and might be seen as a humiliating concession.

However, the commissioners also recognized that by providing sexual 
services to foreigners, they would be able to exercise a measure of control. 
Based on their experiences in Hakodate and Shimoda (two ports that had 
been resupplying foreign ships since the mid-1850s), the commissioners rec-
ognized the danger of drunken sailors causing disturbances: “We have heard 
of repeated incidents in which foreign sailors, from their extreme boredom, 
enter the shops of merchants, steal liquor, and then go on a drunken ram-
page.”21 The commissioners reasoned that an officially monitored entertain-
ment quarter would reduce unregulated contact between foreign sailors and 
the townspeople and prevent “major trouble arising from a trivial cause.”22

The plan for the Yokohama entertainment district was to “open houses 
of prostitution on the same lines as those in [Edo’s] Yoshiwara.”23 Like Edo’s 
famous Yoshiwara licensed quarter, Yokohama’s district would be separated 
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from the residential areas of the town, it would be walled and guarded, and 
the brothel houses it contained would be strictly licensed and regulated. This 
was in contrast to nearby Kanagawa, where the prostitutes were located in 
teahouses lining the Tōkaidō highway in the town center.

The Kanagawa commissioners invited the brothel owners of Kanagawa 
and Shinagawa to apply for land grants on a twelve-acre site at a distance 
from the new town. As with the Edo merchants, the commissioners applied 
a mixture of incentive and arm-twisting to persuade the brothel owners 
to build the quarter at their own expense. The cost of construction was enor-
mous: the designated area was in the middle of a marsh, which had to be 
drained before any construction could take place. Costs were so high that 
almost all the contractors pulled out before the project was completed. In 
the end only one man, a brothel owner from Shinagawa called Satō Sakichi, 
stayed to complete the project. Sakichi managed and financed the draining 
of the marsh, built the houses, and built a main gate and bridge, a moat, and 
an eleven-hundred-foot-long wooden causeway across the marsh to connect 
the district to the town of Yokohama.

The licensed quarter was still not ready at the beginning of July, when 
the port opened for foreign trade. As a temporary measure, the Kanagawa 
commissioners converted an unoccupied building in the foreign settle-
ment to serve as a makeshift brothel.24 On July 7, the commissioners issued 
a directive to the town leaders of Kanagawa and other well-known brothel 
districts along the highway: “We are asking all the restaurant owners and 
innkeepers to contribute women proportionate to their numbers so that we 
can complete this urgent task.”25 The leader of the association of Kanagawa 
brothel owners was instructed to “urgently recruit fifty women.” However, 
according to one report, “the girls who were sent to Yokohama cried bitterly, 
and several of them fled” rather than be sent to service the sexual needs of 
the foreigners.26 According to one diarist, “The prostitutes of Kanagawa were 
summoned to work in the brothels of Yokohama, but no one volunteered to 
move there. So they held a lottery and selected thirty women. They were all 
crying, and when it came time to go, they had to be forced into palanquins 
that were then roped shut.”27 When interviewed, one of the women lamented, 
“We do not plan to be prostitutes for our whole lives. In the coming years we 
hope to gain the status of wives. If we meet with harm at the hands of the 
foreigners, it will be a shame that will last our entire lives.”28

In spite of coercion and resistance, delays, cost overloads, bureaucratic 
confusion, diplomatic disputes, and the last-minute nature of the construc-
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tion program, the four major components of the Yokohama port town—the 
official buildings and infrastructure, the Japanese merchant quarter, the for-
eign settlement, and the licensed entertainment district—were all more or 
less ready for business by July 1.

Among the Japanese merchants racing to open their shops on time was 
Chūemon. He and his business partner, Gorōemon, received their lease on 
April 16. Their original plan had been to open a shop together, under joint 
ownership and management. To that end, they had planned to request a 
21,000-square-foot (600 tsubo) lot. But the lease they ultimately received was 
for only 11,000 square feet (312.5 tsubo), on which they would build two sepa-
rate shops and sublet land for a third shop. At some point along the way, 
Chūemon and Gorōemon had made the decision to operate independently of 
each other. Most likely this was because of financial considerations. Perhaps 
when it came right down to it, they were unable to work out an equitable own-
ership scheme for an operation that was jointly managed by two people but 
financed by a whole community. The legal framework of the joint stock com-
pany was not available to them, nor were the safeguards of a partnership 
agreement. The only model in widespread use was that of one-to-one loans 
and mortgages. In the end, this was the arrangement that they adopted.

Their ventures were nevertheless closely connected. Gorōemon and 
Chūemon continued collaborating throughout the following decade, and their 
relationship seems to have remained cordial. Their businesses were on the 
same lot, so they might have been seen from the outside as a single entity—
especially since both proprietors called their shops by the same name, 
Kōshūya, or “House of Kōshū.” The shops were of equal size: 3,600 square feet 
(102 tsubo). Each occupied 24 feet (4 ken) of frontage side by side on Honchō-dōri 
and stretched 150 feet (25 ken) to the back of the lot. The third shop on their 
lot, built by another Kōshū merchant, Gunnaiya Kōemon, was the same width 
but only 54 feet (9 ken) deep. The space behind Gunnaiya remained empty.29

It may seem strange to have had two shops with the same name sitting 
side by side. But the policy of the commissioners was to group merchants as 
much as possible by place of origin. There seems to have been an assumption 
that merchants from similar areas would collaborate as well as compete. On a 
map prepared by Mitsui in 1859, the three Kōshū shops are simply lumped 
together as “Kōshū merchants.” The same applied to lots owned by merchants 
from Hodogaya, Kanagawa, Shinagawa, and Shibau.30

On April 26, 1859, Chūemon picked up the official lease documents for 
his property at the commissioners’ office in Edo, and he set out for Kanagawa. 
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Soon after arriving, he wrote to a builder he knew in Kōshū and asked him to 
help with construction of his shop. “In Kanagawa there are no builders, and 
lumber is expensive, so I would like to have these materials prepared in 
Kawauchi in Kōshū and sent down by boat. Please talk to Shirōji and others 
at Kawauchi and discuss what supplies will be needed.” Kawauchi was in a 
mountainous area on the edge of the Kōfu plain and was rich in timber and 
other natural resources.31

Chūemon succeeded in contracting with his builder, arranging for the 
shipment of construction materials down the Fuji River and around the Izu 
Peninsula to Yokohama, hiring local labor for the construction project (even 
when every other resident of Yokohama had a construction project under way), 
and completing his shop by June 1, 1859, in plenty of time for the opening of 
the port. Chūemon’s building project seems to have gone quicker than most. 
The commissioners’ office summoned all the Yokohama merchants for a con-
ference on June 1 to scold those whose buildings remained unfinished. The 
only shops that were complete were Chūemon’s Kōshūya and Mitsui’s Echi-
goya. “Even though I was late in renting my land, I got to work quickly and 
made good progress with the construction, and so I was successful. Both of 
us received praise for this . . . Around sixty other [merchants] were scolded 
and sternly told to finish the construction as soon as possible.”32

Chūemon hired a young man from his village named Yaemon as his 
assistant. For his initial stock of goods, Chūemon relied on two business part-
ners, Matsujirō in Higashi-Aburakawa and Genzaemon from Kurokoma vil-
lage, to get the word out that he was accepting produce on commission from 
Kōshū merchants. They sent him supplies of silk from the Gunnai region, 
cotton cloth, dried grapes, and tobacco.33 On June 29, Chūemon wrote, “The 
foreign ships will arrive on the third of next month [July 2, 1859], and every-
one has been told to try their utmost to prepare their goods by that time . . . We 
have been told by the commissioners not to despise the foreigners and to put 
our best goods on display.”34

The P ort Opens

The new port of Yokohama opened for business on the stipulated date, July 1, 
1859.

The Japanese were more or less ready, but the town could hardly be called 
lively. Only two foreign ships were in the port: one Dutch and one American. 
According to an early Japanese visitor, “The goods [for sale] were expensive 
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and few transactions were taking place. The foreigners came to look at the 
goods, but they went back [to their ships] without buying anything. More-
over, Yokohama was a sad [looking] place . . . the construction was still not 
complete, and so the foreigners stayed away, going instead to stay in the 
temples of Kanagawa.”35 Another early report stated, “About 70 to 80 per-
cent of the shops on Honchō-dōri are complete, but the others are still under 
construction.”36 Henry Holmes, captain of one of the first merchant ships 
to arrive in the new port, found “no pilot . . . no buoys to mark the proper 
channel, nor . . . any light to direct . . . I found no shipping or native craft in 
the place, nor were we boarded by any officials.”37 A Dutch merchant, “Cees” 
de Coningh, wrote,

Upon our arrival, there was absolutely no trace of town or city to be dis-
cerned, no matter how close we came to the shore to drop anchor. The 
only preparation made for the arrival of foreigners was a large wooden 
building that the Japanese called their Interpreters’ Office surrounded 
by a sextet of sheds, the whole encircled with palisades, and further be-
yond these sheds stood four little sentry boxes, which could best be 
compared to our waffle stalls. Otherwise, one could see nothing else 
nearby save for the cultivated fields between the lovely trees of the farm-
ers’ and fishermen’s houses of the real village of Yokohama.38

The foreign quarter consisted of “a few dozen wooden bungalows with 
matching warehouses on nearby farmland from which the harvest had been 
completed; they were strewn chaotically across the uprooted turnip fields 
as if they had been shaken out of a box of children’s toys.” Beyond those, “wheat 
and turnips still lay on the ground of the terrain of the new foreign quarter.”39

Sir Rutherford Alcock, the British envoy to Japan, formed a more favor-
able impression of Yokohama, which he visited soon after its opening:

It was impossible not to be struck with the admirable and costly struc-
tures of granite which the Japanese had so rapidly raised, in a large broad 
pier running far into the bay, and a long flight of steps, at which twenty 
boats might land their passengers or cargoes at the same time. Imme-
diately in front was a large official-looking building, which was pointed 
out as the custom-house, and thither we proceeded to find some of the 
officials and an interpreter. The gate gave entrance into a courtyard, 
paved with stones from the beach, and round the four sides were ranges 
of offices, some evidently still in the carpenters’ hands.



20 ou t of thin air (1859–1860)

To the southwest of the piers and customs house, out of a marsh by 
the edge of a deserted bay, a wave of the conjuror’s wand had created a 
considerable and bustling settlement of Japanese merchants. A large 
wide street was bordered on both sides with handsome, well-built 
houses of timber and mud walls. But the occupants had evidently only 
that very morning been precipitated in; their goods were still for the 
greater part unpacked; while frantic efforts were being made by servants 
and porters, in a state of deliquescence, to make some sort of show of 
the salable contents.40

Alcock nevertheless found the shops full of “goods entirely selected to 
suit a foreigner’s wants and tastes . . . lacquer, basket-work, porcelain and 
bronze, fancy silks and embroideries, spread out in every tempting form.” 41 
Alcock wanted to buy a pair of dogs—this seems to have been a popular pur-
chase among early diplomats—and he looked for them in a street that spe-
cialized in livestock. Here he found goats, bears, deer, storks, and many other 
varieties of birds. Perhaps hearing of the foreign sailors’ fascination with sea 
creatures, one enterprising craftsman had sewn together a preserved mon-
key’s torso and a large fish tail to make a strikingly realistic mermaid, “as nat-
ural and lifelike as any dried mummy!” 42

The American merchant Francis Hall, a keen observer and diarist who ar-
rived in Yokohama in November 1859, described the shops as

under buildings of one and two stories, the fronts being open to the 
street. The goods were arranged on shelves or stood in boxes on a sin-
gle platform or series of ascending platforms. The platform that con-
stituted the main floor was spread with mats, fresh and clean. On the 
mats were squatted the sellers around a brazier of charcoal fire, smok-
ing, talking, or drinking tea. Wherever I stopped, goods were freely 
shown and I was often invited to a cup of tea, or proffered some eatable 
like sweetmeats, cakes, or nuts . . . Each store had, as with us, its own 
class of merchandise. Silks and spices, goods, lacquered ware, porce-
lain, provisions, had each their own place.43

Commenting on the friendliness of the merchants, Hall nevertheless 
added that there was “an edict from Yedo prohibiting the Japanese to use the 
salutation “Ohio” [Good morning], except towards persons with whom they 
have business.” 44 Indeed, in early July the Kanagawa commissioners had sum-
moned village and township officials from throughout the treaty zone and 
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given them a set of instructions on how to behave with the foreigners. Al-
though salutations were not prohibited, the regulations did forbid Japanese 
from accepting any kind of gift or invitation from a foreigner, or from enter-
ing a foreigner’s house unless it was essential for trading purposes.45

Contemporary Japanese guidebooks described the specializations of the 
different neighborhoods: Honchō Itchōme specialized in money changing, 
where “the clatter of the scales echoes throughout the district,” while in 
Nichōme (where Chūemon’s shop was located) “we come to the branch shop 
of the great Mitsui company.” The main product of Nichōme was lacquerware, 
though there were also many silk merchants, pottery sellers, and tea shops. 
In Gochōme were shops selling lovely art objects including lacquer, lavish 
paintings decorated with gold and silver, and lacquered porcelain.

For the Japanese, the foreigners themselves were among the principal 
objects on display. They “come three and five at a time and walk around exam-
ining the wares of the merchants. In front of many of the shops are chairs 
placed for the foreigners to sit. Here they will sit with cigars in their mouths, 
and, striking a match, they will smoke them. The shop owners will bring piles 
of goods outside to show them. When the foreigner buys something, then the 
price is written down in a ledger, and the proprietor together with the for-
eigner must go to the customs house.”

Because Honchō-dōri was wide, the foreigners liked to ride their horses 
there: “Husband and wife will ride together in a cart, and when they arrive at a 
place where they have business, he will pull on the reins and stop the horse, 
and they will do their shopping or whatever, and then get back in their cart 
and ride on . . . They will put down woolen rugs in the winter, while in the 
summer they use rush mats.” 46

Japanese observers were particularly struck by the accommodations the 
Yokohama merchants made to Western customs: “When it rains, the shops 
stand their tatami mats on their sides and put fresh straw on the floor. The 
foreigners walk inside in their boots, just as they do at home. And when the 
merchants of Honchō visit the foreigners in their houses, they, too, enter still 
wearing their straw sandals or wooden clogs.” 47

Japanese guidebooks also described the scenes around the customs 
house, where goods were unloaded and transactions took place:

The pier to the east is where the foreigners unload their vessels. It is a 
busy scene. Japanese and foreigners are all mixed up, with carts end-
lessly hauling off mountains of goods piled here and there and taking 
them to the trading houses of the foreigners, under the stern gaze of the 
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guards. If there is any disturbance caused by either Japanese or for-
eigner, no one will be allowed to proceed . . . The pier to the left is for 
the goods brought in by the Edo merchants. Tens of carts are coming 
and going from here, the cries of the drivers echoing from the skies.48

Among the grandest of the Japanese shops was the Nakaiya, owned by 
Kuroiwa Jūbei and opened in September 1859. The massive shop of twenty 
thousand square feet was entirely roofed in copper, an extravagance that was 
said to have outraged the shogunal officials, who were dealing with a major 
financial crisis as they struggled to build a national defense against the for-
eign threat. Inside, the shop had an interior courtyard covered in netting, in 
which exotic birds flew freely. The shop also featured a glass-walled aquar-
ium (glass was a novelty in Japan) and a floor-standing musical box.49

Although both Japanese and foreign merchants strove to offer tempting 
products, they were handicapped by their limited knowledge of each other. 
At first, Japanese merchants were more interested in selling export products 
than in buying imported goods. Foreign merchants complained of weak de-
mand and of the poverty of the Japanese merchants, who could not afford to 

figure 1.4 Foreigners shopping for lacquerware in Honchō Itchōme (ca. 1863). Utagawa 

Sadahide, Yokohama kaikō kenbunshi (ca. 1863)
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buy more than small samples. Even if they had the resources, most Japanese 
did not see much need for the goods on display in the foreign merchant 
houses. On seeing the near-naked coolies running through the streets of 
Yokohama, one early visitor dryly remarked, “It does not seem that there 
will be any great demand for Manchester cotton goods.”50

Among the first foreign residents was William Keswick, a young Scotsman 
with the China-based trading firm of Jardine, Matheson. Keswick, twenty- 
five years old, was a junior member of the firm, but he was well connected. He 
was a great-nephew of company founder William Jardine and a grandson of 
William Jardine’s sister and heir, Jean Johnstone. Keswick’s father was a 
member of the company, and Keswick himself would become a partner in Jar-
dine’s in 1862 while still in his twenties and managing partner in 1874 (his 
descendants run the company to this day). An observer described the Kes-
wick of 1859 as “still a young gentleman, with thin, reddish sideburns, a some-
what effeminate appearance, and lisping voice; yet a true diplomat who said 
all that he had to say with an ice-cold, deadened courtesy.”51 In a letter dated 

figure 1.5 Utagawa Sadahide, Complete Picture of the Great Harbor of Yokohama (1859–1860). 
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July 21, 1859, Keswick wrote that business in the port was desultory. “There are 
now a fair number of Japanese merchants (shopkeepers) in the settlement, 
but they have as yet bought little or nothing, with the exception of a few 
trinkets from the Dutchmen. They have for sale isinglass, some of the better 
descriptions of seaweed, mushrooms etc. and raw silk, and silk piece goods.”52

For a while at least, townsmen, foreigners, and villagers all lived side by 
side. Francis Hall described the still-remaining farming and fishing commu-
nity of Yokohama as “a large village of brown cottages among which wind 
paths three to five feet broad . . . These streets and walks are very serpentine 
and bordered with evergreen hedges and bamboo polings all through the 
town . . . nothing could be more rural.” Hall adds that the farmers of Yoko-
hama were “very civil, inviting us into their houses, and set before us tea 
and hot sake.” However, “I heard repeatedly the salutati]on of ‘tojin,’ and once 
‘tojin baka,’ ‘foreign or China fool.’ ”53

Not all the foreigners took up residence in Yokohama. The U.S. envoy 
Townsend Harris was so indignant at the creation of Yokohama (rather than 
using Kanagawa, as stipulated by the treaty) that he is said to have sworn never 
to set foot in the place.54 Harris did his best to encourage Americans to take 
up residence with him in Kanagawa, even though there was virtually no ac-
commodation for them. Although the merchants generally ignored him in 
favor of the comfort and convenience of Yokohama, a few missionaries—
who wanted to be closer to the Japanese population—followed his advice. 
James Hepburn, with the American Presbyterian Mission, arrived on Octo-
ber 17, 1859, and, like all the other foreigners who chose to live in Kanagawa, 
he took up residence in a Buddhist temple. Such was the shortage of avail-
able housing that every single temple in Kanagawa had been rented out to 
the foreigners. “The people seem to take it very quietly indeed rather pleased, 
I should judge them—& the priests.”55 The rent for the temple was sixteen 
dollars a month, including the priest’s residence. Hepburn and his wife re-
modeled the former into “a very comfortable dwelling house . . . containing 
some eight rooms, large & small.” They sublet the priest’s residence to an-
other group of missionaries, from the Dutch Reformed Church. Since they 
brought very little with them from China, Hepburn had his furniture made 
by local craftsmen: “All they need is a model, their workmanship is good and 
they can make everything we want.” He had, however, brought a Western- 
style heating stove from Shanghai, “and find it now indispensable.”56

Commenting on the quality of life in Kanagawa, Hepburn wrote that 
he and his wife had “plenty to eat, such as fish, fowls, eggs, sweet potatoes, 
string-beans, turnips, radishes, rice of the best quality—carrots. We occa-
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sionally get a piece of fresh beef, mutton & veal from some kind Captain or 
our very kind Consul, and oysters too of excellent quality and large size from 
the market . . . milk and butter we have not.” Margaret Ballagh, one of the 
Dutch Reformed missionaries who lived in the same compound, wrote that 
the vegetable seller would make the rounds, carrying (in November) “spin-
ach, but not very tender; turnips, squashes and potatoes—both Irish and 
sweet,” as well as chestnuts, walnuts, persimmons, oranges and grapes. “I se-
lect what I want and pay him with a few copper coins strung on a straw rope, 
and after thanking me by a low bow, making a deep inspiration at the same 
time, and passing the money up to his head and touching his forehead with 
it, he throws the string into his baskets, takes them up on each end of a pole and 
placing the pole across his shoulder, he trots off to another house.” She bought 
fish in the same way and was able to send to Yokohama for “passable” beef. 
“We get a little pork occasionally, but the mutton is too expensive for us mis-
sionaries to look at.” They made their own bread, grinding a mixture of local 
and imported flour using a stone pestle.57

The reason for the high prices and difficulty in obtaining meat products 
was the general absence of animal husbandry or butchering in Japan. Large 
animals like cattle and swine were expensive to rear, and butchering them 
was offensive to Japanese religious and cultural taboos against contact with 
death and blood (the main exceptions were mountain villages, some of which 
subsisted in part on wild game, and outcast communities that were desig-
nated to perform “unclean” tasks such as butchering). In Yokohama, meat 
such as beef and pork was supplied by visiting ships and a few enterprising 
foreigners who set up slaughterhouses and butchering facilities on the edge 
of the foreign settlement.

The Hepburns paid their two servants eight bu each per month, equiva-
lent at the time to four dollars. Noting the relative economy of his household, 
Hepburn pointed out that “all other persons here, have either Chinese cooks 
& washermen, or English,” and that “in Nagasaki two merchants send their 
clothes over to Shanghai to be laundered.” Nevertheless, “we have found the 
price of marketing thus far higher than we expected, quite as high as it was 
at Amoy. I think we are imposed upon, and charged exorbitant prices . . . We 
pay as much for fish as we did in New York. Fruits are cheap.” Most items of 
daily consumption were obtainable locally, but “they have no woolen goods 
that we have yet seen, and no tailors. We are much worse off in this respect 
than they are in China.” Moreover, as one of the few foreign families living 
in Kanagawa proper, the Hepburns felt “certain that we are under constant 
surveillance, and all our movements and doings are reported to the rulers.”58
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Several visitors to Yokohama commented on one of its most notable 
features: its very visible brothel district. When the port opened in July, this 
was still in its temporary quarters in a residential block at the edge of the 
foreign quarter (later to reopen as the Yokohama Hotel). The prostitutes 
were moved to the new licensed quarter when it finally opened in November 
1859. The district was given the name Miyozakichō. At the time of its open-
ing, it consisted of six brothels occupying three semidetached residential 
buildings, as well as teahouses, geisha houses, and retail shops.59 The 
Gankirō was the largest and grandest of the brothels. It was owned by Sakichi, 
the primary developer of the quarter. Sakichi was officially appointed the 
nanushi, or “headman,” of the district, and he moved into a newly constructed 
district office adjacent to the brothels. From this office, he supervised the 
running of the quarter and took care of discipline and order among the 
residents.

The licensed quarter, as Francis Hall described it at the end of 1859, was 
“a small town of itself, and its buildings cover many acres in extent.” The en-
trance was “through a massive gate just within which is a police station and 
ample police.” The Gankirō was “a hundred and twenty five feet long by sixty 
broad, two stories in height. The lower story was divided into offices, recep-
tion rooms, and some bedrooms. Occupying a large quadrangle in the cen-
ter was an artificial lake crossed by an elaborately furnished bridge . . . A 
wing connected with this lower story was set apart for Chinamen espe-
cially.” On the ground floor was a “large apartment or sort of common living 
room, where twelve or fifteen girls were seated about on the mats, talking, 
smoking, painting their cheeks, whitening their necks, dressing their hair, 
and similar toilet devotions.” At the entrance was a notice stating that “all 
noisy persons would be ejected.” Another notice, in English and Dutch, 
listed the prices charged by the house. On the second floor was “a broad gal-
lery around an open space looking upon the lake below. This gallery was divided 
into bedrooms of good size, fitted up with clean mats and handsome silk 
covered mattresses and comfortables . . . One large room was for a refresh-
ment room and was fitted up with table, chairs, and lounges. The walls, and 
particularly the ceiling, were handsomely, though rather gorgeously, papered. 
There were seats in the same room for musicians.”60

When the quarter officially opened, according to Rodolphe Lindau, “all the 
foreigners—the consuls among the very first—received a little package 
containing a porcelain cup, a paper fan and a strip of blue cloth . . . The fan 
pictured a bird’s eye view of the establishment, and on the cloth appeared 
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in English the statement, ‘This place is designed for the pleasures of 
 foreigners’ . . . There was a great party at the Gankiro that lasted all night.”61

The port town of Yokohama was established under treaties that were 
closely modeled on those that governed foreign concession areas in China 
such as Shanghai, Fuzhou, Guangzhou, Ningbo, and Xiamen. Many features 
of Yokohama would have been instantly recognizable to a habitué of the Chi-
nese ports—for example, the substantial customs house that greeted inbound 
visitors, the large numbers of laborers and boatmen waiting at the docks, the 
hongs (foreign-merchant houses) with their godowns (warehouses), the wa-
terfront bund with its emphasis on the needs and pleasures of the foreign 
community, and the enormous contrast between the spacious layout and (as 
foreigners started to build) Western-style buildings of the foreign settlement 
and the relatively crowded conditions of the “native quarter.” Like the Chi-
nese treaty ports, there were significant areas in which the Japanese govern-
ment relinquished control, creating a semicolonial space within the foreign 
settlement. This semicolonial environment was most apparent in the sys-
tem of extraterritoriality, which put foreign residents beyond the reach of 
Japanese law and empowered them to introduce their own systems of polic-
ing and control.62 But it was also embodied in the built space of Yokohama, 
which gave foreigners immense spatial privilege and which was created 
entirely to serve their needs and desires.

Nevertheless, there were significant differences between Yokohama and 
the major Chinese treaty ports (though there was also considerable variation 
among the latter). Unlike the foreign concessions in Shanghai and other Chi-
nese ports, Yokohama was planned and laid out entirely by the Japanese 
government, which retained a much higher degree of control over the urban 
environment of Yokohama than did the local governments in the Chinese 
ports. In Yokohama, for example, although there were several attempts to 
form an independent municipal council, the foreign community never suc-
ceeded in taking full control of its municipal affairs. In spite of widespread 
dissatisfaction and complaints by the foreign community, the shogunal 
government did a better job than the foreigners themselves of supplying essen-
tial services such as street maintenance, infrastructure improvements, drain-
age, and trash removal. Nor did the foreign community have the authority 
to mandate wholesale urban-planning initiatives such as harbor construction 
or the laying out of street plans (although the Japanese government did con-
sult closely with the foreigners on such matters). Yokohama was indeed a 
planned city developed expressly for foreign residence; but the original 
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planning was done entirely by Japanese administrators. Moreover, although 
the British, French, and Americans created their own police forces, augmented 
at times by military patrols, the Japanese retained overall control over secu-
rity, in both the foreign settlement and the wider community. And in spite of 
initial plans to the contrary, the foreign settlement was never divided into 
national concessions under the control of competing foreign governments.

Thus, while the international concession in Shanghai became a haven for 
dissidents, Japanese subjects almost never had the opportunity to shelter from 
Japanese authority under the umbrella of extraterritorial privilege. The only 
exceptions were a tiny group of “overseas Japanese” (mostly castaways who 
had been educated in the United States, in some cases acquiring American 
citizenship) and a few servants and trading-house employees who were able 
to obtain a measure of informal protection when they got on the wrong 
side of the Japanese authorities. In fact, Japanese subjecthood was even 
more strictly enforced in Yokohama than in the residents’ provincial places 
of origin: because of the unstable security situation as well the government’s 
desire to control trade as much as possible, Japanese residents had to submit 
to strict systems of identification, registration, and monitoring.63

And although it was limited by the free-trade provisions of the treaty, 
the Japanese government was also able to assert greater control over the pa-
rameters of trade than its Chinese counterpart. For example, the import of 
opium was prohibited, as was the export of rice and other staples. The Japa-
nese retained control over their customs house and the import duties it 
brought in. Travel within Japan by foreigners was prohibited, and trading 
could take place only within the treaty ports. A variety of bans on interac-
tions between Japanese and foreigners also remained in effect, including the 
prohibition of overseas travel by Japanese (this was increasingly flouted, 
however) and the strict ban on Japanese practicing Christianity.

Get ting Started

Chūemon opened his store with high hopes. But he must have known that es-
tablishing a successful business in a new market like Yokohama would not 
be easy. Unlike the wealthy Edo merchants, he came with very little capital 
and limited contacts or government influence, and he had no experience of 
the foreigners he was hoping to deal with. Seen from the outside, at least, he 
surely fit one samurai official’s description of the provincial Yokohama mer-
chant: a man who dreamed of wealth “as though reaching for the clouds, or 
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as though trees would turn into rice cakes.”64 Ernest Satow, a British diplo-
mat who was resident in Yokohama in the early 1860s, commented that the 
Japanese merchant class were “adventurers, destitute of capital and ignorant 
of commerce.”65

This description seems too harsh. Chūemon was certainly an experienced 
businessman, and even if he did dream of riches in the new port, his goals 
were not purely selfish: he also aimed to help his agricultural community back 
in Kōshū. But given his lack of capital, it is easy to see how he might have 
appeared to others—and why he had to struggle so to get his business 
started.

By the end of July, the port was well and truly open for business. “The 
construction in this town is something extraordinary. Large numbers of 
people are coming to view it. There are 11 ships here, decorated for their 
foreign travels. Japanese are arriving in great numbers to see the place.”66

Business, however, was not getting off to such a good start. Chūemon ex-
plained to a group of eight business partners that the products they were 

figure 1.6 Utagawa Sadahide, Picture of Newly Opened Port of Yokohama in Kanagawa (1860). 

Chūemon’s store is on the right, near the front of the picture. Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 

M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: Gift of Ambassador and Mrs. William 

Leonhart, S1998.52a-c
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sending him, such as dried grapes, tobacco, pottery, and cotton, were not sell-
ing. On the other hand, “The foreigners are buying large quantities of Seto 
ware [porcelain], lacquer, and kanten [agar-agar, a gelling agent made from 
seaweed] . . . There is also some demand for vegetables, fish, and chicken.” 
Most of these were not products of the Kōshū region. Instead of trying to 
compete in these markets, Chūemon suggested it might be more profitable 
to buy goods from the foreigners for resale in the Kōshū market. To that end, 
he asked each business partner to contribute three ryō ($6). The letters do 
not indicate whether or not he succeeded in raising the fifty dollars or so that 
he was looking for to buy foreign goods, but even if he did, the foreign mer-
chants would hardly have been overjoyed. A successful Shanghai merchant 
would have been looking for transactions in the thousands, or even tens of 
thousands, of dollars.67

Considering his disadvantages, Chūemon was actually quite successful 
in connecting with this exciting new market. But he also had an early lesson 
in its perils. Very soon after the port opened, Chūemon succeeded in selling 
on commission a consignment of silk from Hanbei of Ōno village to an En-
glishman, James Barber. At the time, Barber was Keswick’s assistant manager 
at Jardine, Matheson. Later, he was to start his own firm in Yokohama. He 
had a reputation for being a tough character.

On September 8, 1859, Chūemon wrote to his partners about a serious 
problem with the transaction:

As I wrote the other day, I would like to sort out the business with the 
silk thread, but Barber is obstinate and I’m unable to make any prog-
ress with him. I plan to take the matter to the town office, but it’s by no 
means easy. Right now there need to be rules governing the exchange 
between Japanese and English farmers and merchants. However, I will 
certainly not lose in this. We must be reasonable and keep calm. You 
must go and talk to [Hanbei] and tell him to remain patient for a little 
longer.68

It appears that Chūemon had delivered a small shipment of silk to Barber (or 
to Barber’s agent), for which he was expecting payment of some eighty ryō 
(about $160). For some unknown reason, Barber had failed to pay him.

Trade disputes between Japanese and foreign merchants were very com-
mon, which is hardly surprising given the different business cultures of the 
two groups. Certainly, there were numerous opportunities for misunder-
standing and miscommunication. The problem was exacerbated by the lack 
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of any effective dispute-resolution mechanism. According to the extraterri-
toriality clauses of the trade treaties, foreign merchants could be sued only 
in a court of their own nationality. Quite apart from the linguistic complica-
tions, British law required the loser in such a case to pay the court costs for 
both parties. According to Yuki Honjo, only six cases were brought by Japa-
nese merchants in the entire decade of the 1860s.69 In practice, as we see in 
Chūemon’s response, Japanese merchants saw their best hope in mediation 
by the Kanagawa commissioners. Similarly, foreign merchants had no ready 
recourse when they had a complaint against a Japanese merchant. There was 
an ad-hoc system for adjudication of foreign suits against Japanese subjects 
by a Japanese magistrate in the presence of a Western consul, but it seems to 
have operated almost exclusively for criminal cases. Only after 1874 did the 
newly established Kanagawa court (saibansho) begin to offer regular adjudica-
tion of disputes.70 Until then it seems that, just as Chūemon took his complaint 
to the Kanagawa commissioners, so foreign merchants took their grievances 
to their diplomatic representatives in the hope of some redress. On April 1, 
1864, for example, Samuel Gower of Jardine, Matheson wrote that he had 
placed a commercial dispute in the hands of British minister Sir Rutherford 
Alcock, who wanted to help, but “he does not seem sanguine of obtaining 
anything through the Japanese Government—unless it be the punishment 
of the man.” Gower added, “I believe myself that the man . . . deserves 
punishment.”71

There were numerous causes for complaint on both sides. As in the 
Barber case, Japanese merchants complained of the foreigners taking deliv-
ery of silk, whether a sample or a full shipment, and not paying for it. Typi-
cally, foreign merchants (or their Chinese managers) would examine sam-
ples of merchandise presented by Japanese sellers and agree on a price. The 
Japanese merchant would then have to deliver the full consignment of goods 
within a specified period, and, once delivered, the foreign merchant would 
inspect the goods in his company godown. Only when he was satisfied that 
the consignment fulfilled the contract would he pay the Japanese merchant.72 
A common accusation was that foreign merchants would deliberately wait 
until a ship arrived with news of foreign market conditions; if conditions were 
unfavorable, the merchant would reject the goods awaiting approval in his 
warehouse, on the ground that they had failed his inspection.

Other complaints centered on the Chinese compradors (business man-
agers), employees of the China-based foreign merchant houses who operated 
more or less independently within their employers’ houses of business. In 
most cases, the Japanese merchant was required to pay a commission, known 
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as a “Chinese gift” (nankin shinjō), to the Chinese manager. Chinese managers 
were also accused of tampering with scales and a variety of other corrupt 
practices.73

The foreigners in turn complained of broken promises, silk deliveries of 
a lower quality than those promised in the samples, or Japanese merchants 
failing to deliver shipments at the agreed-upon price. William Keswick com-
plained that “it is very disappointing that the Japanese have so very little re-
spect for contracts and that we have no certain means of redress in cases of 
bad faith.”74 Ernest Satow offers a litany of dishonest practices on the part of 
Japanese merchants: “Foreigners made large advances to men of straw for the 
purchase of merchandise which was never delivered, or ordered manufactures 
from home on the account of men who, if the price fell, refused to accept the 
goods that would now bring them in only a loss. Raw silk was adulterated with 
sand or fastened with heavy paper ties, and every separate skein had to be 
carefully inspected before payment, while the tea could not be trusted to be 
as good as the sample.”

As a result, “the conviction that Japanese was a synonym for dishonest 
trader became so firmly seated in the minds of foreigners that it was impos-
sible for any friendly feeling to exist.”75 James Barber himself complained in 
a letter to his head office that “the dealers have no respect for their engage-
ments.”76 Rutherford Alcock, the British envoy to Japan, called the Japanese 
merchants “among the most dishonest and tricky of Easterns.”77

Unfortunately there is no record as to how or if Chūemon’s dispute with 
Barber was resolved, but in any case Chūemon seems to have learned from 
his mistakes. There is only one other dispute with a foreigner recorded in the 
letters: in February 1864, he successfully negotiated the handover of an out-
standing balance of a thousand dollars, presumably owed him by a foreign 
merchant in payment for a delivery of export goods, in a late-night negotiat-
ing session at the government offices.78 By this time, it appears that the Japa-
nese and foreign merchants had developed a functioning system of dispute 
resolution through the good offices of the Japanese authorities. In general, 
Chūemon seems to have developed excellent relationships with foreign mer-
chant houses. In fact, he was much more likely to run into problems with his 
own government, which at times during the 1860s tried to restrict the volume 
of foreign trade, or even prevent it altogether.

More than business relations or regulation, it was the lack of capital that 
defined Chūemon’s early years in business in Yokohama. From the beginning, 
his letters were filled with pleas to his son and business partners to advance 
him more money, to wait longer for payment of debts he owed them, and to 
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borrow money in Kōshū on his behalf. He lacked the capital to purchase an 
inventory of stock to sell from his shop, and, as we will see (chapter 2), he even 
lacked at times the money for his day-to-day expenses. And in this he was not 
alone. Among the provincial merchants who tried to establish themselves in 
Yokohama, lack of capital was the primary reason for business failure.

The capital shortage reflected the contradictions of the treaty port environ-
ment. The majority of the Japanese merchants were not capitalized on anything 
like the scale needed to fill the enormous foreign demand for silk, tea, and other 
export commodities. To give an example, a single packhorse load of silk 
thread purchased in the producing region cost from four hundred fifty ryō 
($900) upward—many times Chūemon’s entire income from the previous 
year.79 Financing was available both in Yokohama and in Kōshū, but in Kōshū 
it was scarce and depended on personal relationships, while in Yokohama cap-
ital was relatively abundant but commanded very high interest rates exceed-
ing 10 percent per month.80 By contrast, foreign merchants were extremely 
well capitalized (though limited at times by their restricted access to Japanese 
currency) and could easily have extended credit to their Japanese suppliers. 

figure 1.7 Picture of the American proprietor of number 33, Wenrīto (E. W. van Reed), on 

horseback inside his compound. Utagawa Sadahide, Yokohama kaikō kenbunshi (ca. 1863)
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However, the available legal mechanisms gave them almost no recourse if 
their Japanese debtor defaulted. They had nothing to rely on but trust, and 
that was in extremely short supply in the early years. In May 1860, William 
Keswick advanced a large sum to a Japanese merchant, Takasuya Seibei, whom 
Keswick was “satisfied . . . is to be trusted. He is a man of position and the 
most respectable merchant in Yokuhama [sic].”81 However, Keswick’s succes-
sor had to ask the British minister to demand Seibei’s arrest for absconding 
with the money.82

Chūemon arrived in Yokohama with enough capital to get his trading 
license and lease a lot, but little more. He had virtually no money of his own, 
so he was dependent on his business partners and friends in Kōshū to advance 
him the funds to build his shop and purchase inventory. Even before open-
ing, Chūemon was already begging his business associates to advance him 
more capital. In a letter dated April 18, 1859 (Ansei 6/3/16), he asked for a loan 
of twenty ryō: “If I can just raise this money, I foresee great profits in the fu-
ture, so please, please lend me the money as requested.”

This became the tone of many of Chūemon’s letters for the next two years. 
When he was not begging his business partners to advance him funds, he was 
cajoling his son Shōjirō, who had remained in the village to carry on the fam-
ily farming business, to raise money on his behalf.

On December 27, 1859 (Ansei 6/12/4), as the Japanese calendar year be-
gan to draw to a close, Chūemon faced the reality that he could not fulfill the 
traditional year-end settlement of debts. He wrote to his son, “I know that I 
need to send you money, but this winter I am extremely stuck for funds, and 
there is nothing I can do about it. Please discuss this with your mother, and 
also with Matsujirō and Jizaemon, and see if you can make some sort of plan. 
Also please go to Okamura and consult with him. You must also go to the 
village office, and also to Buheita of Higashi Takahashi village and consult 
with them. You must consult with vagrants and absolutely everyone.”83

Chūemon had to deal with these issues in relative isolation. Although he 
had collaborators in Yokohama, his closest friends and business partners 
as well as his family were all back in Kōshū. Undoubtedly Chūemon missed his 
wife and children. His wife in particular was a close collaborator in Chūemon’s 
business affairs, and he planned to bring her to Yokohama as soon as he 
was settled enough. Separated from his family by several days’ walk, he 
worried about their health and well-being. In 1858–1859, Japan was swept by 
cholera and measles epidemics that many have linked directly to Japan’s 
opening to foreign contact. Between them, they are thought to have killed 
as many as a hundred thousand Japanese. On September 22, 1859, Chūemon 
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wrote to Shōjirō, “I hear that many people in the village have died of sick-
ness, and this makes me a little worried about you. You must have faith and 
you must not be negligent.”84

Chūemon’s younger son Naotarō was more than eager to join his father 
in Yokohama. For a second son with no inheritance, the family’s new ven-
ture in Yokohama represented an opportunity to escape from the straitjacket 
of village life. But Chūemon was concerned about Naotarō’s immaturity 
and impatience: “Please tell him that while his father is away he must be 
especially patient. If he works hard at farming this year and is patient, then 
I will bring him to Kanagawa. Please tell him that he must certainly have 
patience.”85 Underlying Chūemon’s encouragement was his evident worry 
about his younger son’s character. In a letter dated August 6, Chūemon 
admonished Shōjirō to “tell [Naotarō] again and again that he must not be 
idle when I am away. And give him strict instructions not to go out and play 
at night.”86

Although Chūemon missed his family and undoubtedly felt far from 
those he loved, in Yokohama he was literally swamped with travelers and mer-
chants from Kōshū, who had come to try their luck selling produce to the 
foreigners and who looked to Chūemon for assistance and accommodation. 
“Every night forty or fifty or sixty people are staying here. They are bringing 
many packages with them, and there’s nowhere to sleep. People are sleeping 
back-to-back in the entranceway.”87 Observing this situation, Chūemon saw a 
business opportunity if he could expand his premises to accommodate 
guests properly. Early in 1860 he wrote, “Many merchants are arriving from 
all over Japan, and there are no facilities for their accommodation. Many of 
them are high-class customers, and I would like to be able to accommodate 
them.”88 Chūemon would have to wait another eight years before he could 
realize his vision of opening an inn to accommodate the flood of visitors.

The G old Rush

The products offered for sale by Chūemon in these first months covered a 
wide range. The idea was to sell the products of Kōshū to the entire world. 
However, Chūemon quickly discovered that the foreigners were interested in 
only a small range of products. Foremost among these were silk and gold, 
neither of which Chūemon was easily able to provide. Silk was too expen-
sive for Chūemon to purchase on his own account, and the sale of gold to 
foreigners was tightly controlled by the Japanese government.
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In spite of the difficulties that foreigners had in obtaining gold, this was 
the commodity most in demand in 1859. The reason was the huge disparity 
between the gold-silver ratio in Japan and that in the rest of the world. In 
Japan, the nominal ratio was five to one. In the global market, it was fifteen 
to one. According to the trade treaties, foreign silver would be exchanged for 
Japanese one-bu silver coins on a weight-for-weight basis. Based on this 
agreement, one hundred Mexican silver dollars (the prevailing trade cur-
rency in East Asia) bought three hundred one-bu coins, which in turn bought 
as many as seventy-five gold koban coins (the koban was the standard gold 
coin, worth four silver bu) on the black market. A foreign merchant could 
ship those koban to Shanghai, sell them for three hundred Mexican dollars, 
and bring the silver back to Japan to make another purchase. With these easy 
profits in sight, the demand for Japanese gold was overwhelming.

The Japanese government argued in vain that its monetary system was 
not strictly based on gold or silver content but rather was a notional system 
in which coins were issued as tokens of value. In other words, the actual buy-
ing power of the one-bu silver coin was much higher than its silver content. 
The government even tried minting a new half-bu coin, especially for the 
foreign trade, with three times the silver content of the half bu circulating 
in the rest of Japan, to reflect its “true” value relative to gold. But this elicited 
protests from both foreign and Japanese merchants, and the new coin had to 
be abandoned.89

The British minister, Sir Rutherford Alcock, was sympathetic to the 
plight of the Japanese. In his memoir, he recalls a top Japanese official com-
plaining that the opening of trade had brought Japan “nothing but expense. 
Everything is getting dearer and if this be the result of foreign trade at its 
first beginnings what will it be in its development?”90 But Alcock and other 
foreign envoys were more concerned to preserve their rights under the trea-
ties than to help the Japanese manage their consequences.

The export of currency—other than copper coins—was explicitly permit-
ted by Japan’s treaties with the foreign powers. Nevertheless, the shogunal 
government tightened its controls over the sale of gold to foreigners, threat-
ening Japanese subjects with death if caught. It also tried to thwart the trade 
by severely restricting the issue of Japanese silver coins to foreigners—using 
the excuse that the currency was all needed for the reconstruction of the 
shogun’s castle after a devastating fire. These policies were effective to some 
extent, but Japanese and foreign traders did their best to get around them, 
and the trade in gold coins continued. In practice, foreigners were willing to 
pay more than the legal value of the gold they purchased because of the high 
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profits they could still get on the Shanghai market. On the other hand, Japa-
nese black marketeers were willing to risk their lives selling gold coins be-
cause of the high prices the foreigners were willing to pay. As a result, in spite 
of the best efforts of the Japanese, possibly as much as sixteen million dol-
lars’ worth of Japanese gold (based on the global price) was exported to Shang-
hai in the first months after the opening of trade.91

Contemporary writers and subsequent historians have tended to blame 
the foreigners for this disruptive drain on the Japanese gold supply. It has been 
described as “a scandalous speculation . . . leaving many blots on the foreign 
name”; as an example of “bad faith” aimed at “illicit” gain; as “unscrupulous”; 
as creating “an amount of indignation and bitterness on the part of the Japa-
nese as it will take years to allay”; and as “[draining] their treasury of native 
currency by false representations.”92 Indeed, like the opium trade in China, 
one could see it as typifying the exploitative and asymmetrical relations of 
trade under the East Asian treaty port system. There is a scholarly debate as 
to how obsessed the foreign merchants actually were with the gold and how 
detrimental the trade really was to the shogunal government or the Japanese 
economy.93 But from the comments of early visitors to Yokohama it is clear 
that the gold trade was a huge lure to foreign merchants and adventurers, 
and that many did in fact make quick fortunes. At the same time, the up-
heavals in currency values that resulted from the foreign “gold rush” un-
doubtedly contributed to the destabilization of the Japanese financial system 
and ultimately brought hardship to millions of poor Japanese (discussed 
further in chapter 3).

John Brooke, an American naval captain who was stuck in Yokohama for 
several months after his first lieutenant ran their ship aground, witnessed the 
scramble for gold firsthand. In November, Brooke commented that “gold is 
abundant and there is a steady stream of it setting from the country . . . The 
Japanese government must be aware of the fact that gold is largely exported 
and I presume steps will soon be taken to check it.”94 Brooke declared him-
self “heartily tired of Yokohama. There is too much traffic, too much talking 
of cobans [koban].”95

Brooke’s lieutenant—the same man who had grounded their ship and 
caused them to be marooned in Yokohama—did his very best to profit from 
their sojourn. As government officers, both Brooke and his lieutenant were 
given privileged access to Japanese silver coins. Brooke commented that “the 
Authorities allow so many [one-bu coins] for each person requiring the ex-
change. Lieut. Thorburn has been using my name by permission. I have often 
told him that I do not wish to change money, but he persistently requests it 
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nearly every day.”96 In January, when their house was burned down in a fire, 
Thorburn confided to Brooke that he had been able to save his cash hoard of 
nine thousand dollars. Brooke commented rather sourly, “He has been for-
tunate then since his arrival here, for he was then in debt.”97

Large-scale merchants like Jardine, Matheson were also trying to get 
their hands on gold coins, although their first preference was probably still 
to buy silk and other products.98 On November 16, 1859, William Keswick 
asked his Shanghai office for two hundred fifty thousand dollars for the pur-
chase of gold and silk. When he saw an opportunity to buy gold before these 
funds arrived, he was quite prepared to borrow at a 16 per cent rate in order 
to secure “a few hundred pieces.”99 On December 3, he wrote that “during the 
last two or three days I have not so much as seen even one Cobang. I very much 
fear from this . . . that the Authorities are really in possession of sufficient 
power to almost suppress the trade.”100 But a few days later, he was able to 
send onboard a Jardine ship a total of nine boxes of koban coins, under the 
accounts of six different Yokohama-based merchants. The total value was 
about thirty-five thousand dollars, and it appears that Jardine’s was acting as 
exchange broker on their behalf.101

The American merchant Francis Hall reported meeting “a German Jew 
who will furnish one with kobangs.”102 The next day, Hall “obtained 50 ko-
bangs of the Jew” before visiting a Japanese shop, in which “the old gentle-
man cautiously opened a drawer and brought out some kobangs. These I did 
not buy as he asked too much.”103 A few days later, Hall noted that “two or 
three shops have been closed by the authorities . . . for dealing in kobangs.” 
And the following week Hall wrote that “all natives crossing the bridges into 
Yokohama are searched for kobangs.”104 Yet in spite of these threats and re-
strictions, on December 22, 1859, Hall was able to send his agent in Canton 
“120 kobangs and 75 quarters ditto.”105

Cees de Coningh recalled in his memoir that since his house was in an 
isolated place, he was often visited by Japanese smugglers, who would ille-
gally bring gold coins and gold dust into Yokohama. On one occasion, he 
was visited by a gang of three smugglers, men “with the most rascally faces 
I have ever seen”106 They sold him a huge pile of gold dust that they had se-
creted about their bodies for four hundred bu ($200). De Coningh should 
have been alerted by the low price. When he had the “gold” sent to Shanghai 
for assay, he learned that it was in fact antimony, worth only $0.15 per 
pound.107

Although Chūemon was not directly affected by the Yokohama gold 
rush, the stagnation in trade caused by the unavailability to foreign mer-
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chants of Japanese currency—as well as their preference for using all the cur-
rency they could obtain to buy gold—surely reduced his prospects for doing 
business with them. However, in spite of these obstacles, Chūemon remained 
optimistic through the end of 1859. In addition to his abortive sale to Barber, 
surviving documents indicate at least five other sales of silk to foreigners 
during the second half of 1859.108 And although Chūemon faced the New Year 
away from his family and unable to pay his debts, he continued to believe in 
the near-limitless potential of the Yokohama market.

 
The treaty port of Yokohama was created from conflict. A reluctant shogunal 
government accepted trade relations with the United States, Great Britain, 
and several other Western countries because it believed it had no other choice. 
The background to this reluctant embrace was an aggressive age of Western 
(including Russian) imperialism in Asia, fueled by technological development 
and the rapid opening of new routes to the Pacific. The subjection of large 
parts of Asia to European rule, and the humiliation of China in the two Opium 
Wars, were sobering reminders of Japan’s precarious position.

But if the shogunal government was forced to accede to the main goal 
of the Western nations—trade conducted under the protection of extraterrito-
rial privilege—it was successful in asserting a measure of control over the pro-
cess. Under the guidance of Chief Minister Ii Naosuke, a group of senior 
administrators created a new town “out of thin air,” a town that was expressly 
planned to manage and control Japan’s relationship with its new foreign resi-
dents. Unlike many of the Chinese treaty ports, which were governed as colo-
nial enclaves by powerful councils of foreign residents, Yokohama remained 
for the most part under the direct control of the shogunal administration. The 
planning, layout, construction, and day-to-day management of the town all re-
mained in the hands of the Kanagawa commissioners. The plan they developed 
was designed to isolate the foreigners in a guarded location as far as possible 
from the mainstream of Japanese commercial and social activity. Japanese, 
foreigners, and the workers and prostitutes who served them—each group was 
allotted its own space, separated from the others and, wherever possible, closely 
supervised and controlled by the government. Key to the success of the project 
was the attractiveness of the town that the commissioners had created. Com-
plete with grand government buildings, extensive commercial facilities, an ex-
cellent port, and lavish entertainment facilities, Yokohama was designed to be 
a place where both Japanese and foreigners would want to live.

In spite of the success of many of these measures, Yokohama was from 
the beginning a lightning rod of conflict, both for the Western powers that 
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occupied its foreign settlement and for domestic agitators determined to re-
verse the shogunate’s humiliating submission to foreign demands. Indeed, 
the conflict over the treaties and their implementation laid bare fissures in the 
Japanese sociopolitical structure that were only to deepen in the decade that 
followed—that called into question, indeed, the very notion of “Japan” as a 
unitary state.

Yet even in the painful circumstances of its birth, Yokohama was under-
stood by many to be a place of extraordinary opportunity. Its foreign residents 
scrambled to take advantage of new trading opportunities and to profit from 
the unintended consequences of ill-thought-out policies related to currency 
and foreign exchange. In spite of the reluctance of many, and even the coercion 
employed to bring them in the first place, Japanese merchants, laborers, en-
trepreneurs, and tourists soon flocked to the town in response to the oppor-
tunities it offered for wealth and pleasure.

Among those who responded to the call of Yokohama was Shinohara 
Chūemon, a fifty-year-old man with no experience of foreigners or foreign 
trade, with limited financial resources, and without the status or privilege of 
the elite merchant houses of Edo. In order to move to Yokohama he left be-
hind a comfortable life of local privilege, a position as political leader of his 
village, and a rich network of family and friends in exchange for an uncertain 
future as a small-scale merchant in a town that did not yet exist. What im-
pulse was strong enough to uproot him from his comfortable place in the sun 
and pull him to this new space of radical uncertainty? A part of the answer 
lies in the enigma of individual personality—we can never truly understand 
human motivation. What we can discern, though, are Chūemon’s deep com-
mitment to the well-developed commercial and human networks of the re-
gional elite of Kōshū whom he aspired to represent; his sense of belonging 
within the shogunal system that linked Yokohama and Kōshū; and the pow-
erful lure of personal gain.



2  Y E A RS  O F  S T RU G G L E  ( 1 8 6 0 – 1 8 6 4 )

N eighb ors

The city was brilliant with ornament and spectacles . . . The whole pop-
ulation were in holiday dresses . . . as if a thousand rainbows had been 
shattered into four or five foot fragments and gone stalking about in cu-
rious pose, the robes of every imaginable hue.1

It was July 18, 1860, and the entire community of Yokohama had come 
together to enjoy an extravagant festival. Sitting on the mat of a Japanese 
shopkeeper, surrounded by smiling faces and plied with tea and snacks, 
Francis Hall watched as a procession of a dozen floats passed by, pulled by 
pairs of bullocks. Each float represented one of the neighborhoods of the 
Japanese town. Spellbound, Hall tried to interpret the twenty-five-foot-high 
individual tableaux atop each cart: a pine grove with waterfall, tiger and 
dragon; a colorful goddess “with long hair flowing down her neck and a gor-
geous dress of brocade silks and gold silken tissues”; a man tossing his head 
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and arms about “to represent a fox with a grotesque fox head adorned with a 
long beard”; and a “Nippon demi-god bearing aloft over his head an im-
mense bell.” Most intriguing to Hall was a “representation of the train of a 
daimio passing through the streets of Yedo [Edo]. The norimon [palanquin] 
was preceded by pike and standard bearers, armor bearers, weapon bearers 
who wound along with a peculiar slow and mock dignified step, for this 
scene was evidently a half caricature. The norimon instead of a Prince had 
another fox riding within who sat in dignified state. On each side of the nori-
mon walked three men clad in female attire, their faces painted and colored 
like so many harlequins.”

Indeed, bizarre scenes abounded: townsmen dressed as warriors with 
wooden swords and fan-bearing servants; “two, four, or more girls dressed 
as policemen and bearing in their hands the iron staff and rings of that of-
fice”; courtesans of the brothel quarter dressed in gorgeous finery, perched 
on the floats and acting out “a variety of plays, pantomimes, and dances”; and 
two men carrying penises “of colossal proportions” on their backs. As night 
fell, “the spectator was bewildered with the glare of light, the glittering of 
colors, the miming cars, the showy females in the house show, many grace-
ful dances; it was a scene conjured up by a wizard’s spell. All night long the 
revel lasted, there was no sleep.” Hall found it “the gayest scene of popular 
festivity that it had ever been my lot to witness.”

The Benten festival was a first-anniversary celebration for the town. The 
authorities, anxious to show off Yokohama’s newfound prosperity and future 
potential (and also to impress their foreign guests), planned it on a grand 
scale. The festival was nominally a religious event, in honor of Benzaiten, the 
Buddhist-Shinto-Hindu syncretic deity of the Benten shrine (and, conveniently 
for the new town, one of the shichifukujin, or “seven deities of wealth”). In prac-
tice it was a lavish street party, raucous, brilliantly colored, and well lubri-
cated with sake, which was “only less free than water.”2 The cost was said to 
be in excess of twenty thousand ryō ($40,000 in Mexican dollars), of which 
eighteen hundred ryō was donated by the shogun himself.3

Chūemon, his wife, and three of his sons were there. Naotarō had finally 
got his wish and moved to Yokohama to help his father in the shop. The 
younger boys, Seitarō and Katsusuke, had come to be with their mother. 
Happy to be reunited, the family was full of optimism about the future. For 
Chūemon and Naotarō, the festival symbolized the hope and glamour they 
attached to Yokohama. They had been building up excitement about the event 
for weeks, urging their family members and friends from Kōshū to join them 
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and watch from Chūemon’s storefront, in a prime position on Honchō-dōri 
and near one of the town’s biggest intersections. Their street was brilliantly 
decorated, hung with brightly colored paper lanterns, the shop fronts covered 
in decorative paper and ornaments.

This was Chūemon’s neighborhood, his home now. And as a proprietor 
of one of the first businesses to open, he had a respectable position as a lead-
ing member of the community. Chūemon and Naotarō could not watch the 
festival with their family because they had been deputed as parade marshals. 
Both were required to wear formal clothes—pleated hakama trousers and ki-
mono with the family crest.4 Since they did not own any such clothing, they 
had to have it specially made up.5 That was not their only expense. A few days 
after the festival, Chūemon was presented with a bill for thirty-five ryō ($70) 
for his share of the festival costs. This was no small sum: as we will see, 
Chūemon was struggling to find even a few ryō in loans to invest in his fledg-
ling business.

The entertainment was a splendid celebration of Yokohama’s arrival on 
the national and global stage. Already the town was growing extraordinarily 
quickly, a magnet for merchants, adventurers, opportunists, transients, and 
migrants from all parts of the world. In Japan and abroad, Yokohama was 
coming to be known as a place where fortunes could be made, where the con-
straints of class and privilege could be thrown off, and anyone, if they were 
lucky, and clever, and hardworking enough, could make it big; a place where 
“one can see apprentices and coolies freely walking around the streets carry-
ing large amounts of foreign silver.”6

Chūemon was a core member of this community. The people in his im-
mediate circle were the proprietors of the shops of Nichōme. Although they 
were all business owners, they were a diverse group. Chūemon himself was 
struggling to get his modest business on a firm footing. Right across the street 
from Chūemon was the Echigoya, the Yokohama branch of the Mitsuis, 
Japan’s wealthiest merchant family. The grand two-story textile emporium 
and foreign-exchange broker had been built at an expense of almost four thou-
sand ryō—twenty times Chūemon’s own investment—with a wood-floored 
area with chairs for foreign buyers and a separate tatami-floored sales area 
for Japanese buyers.7 The owner of the shop was Mitsui Hachirōemon, a dis-
tant and legendary figure who conducted his business from the family head-
quarters in Kyoto, sending runners up and down the two-hundred-fifty-mile 
highway (they made the journey in four days) to keep him informed. Chūemon 
was friends with Senjirō, the Echigoya’s Yokohama branch manager.8 At the 
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other extreme was the Shibaya store two blocks down from Chūemon, which 
had been opened by a trio of villagers from nearby Shibau village, led by Te-
zuka Seigorō. Seigorō and his associates had built their eighteen-hundred-
square-foot store at a cost of only thirty ryō.

The merchants of Nichōme were bound by the administrative system of 
the Edo shogunate, a system of which British diplomat Laurence Oliphant 
declared “the great principle . . . is the absolute extinction of individual 
freedom.” The system worked by “a complicated machinery, so nicely bal-
anced, that, as everybody watches everybody, so no individual can escape 
paying the penalty to society of any injury he may attempt to inflict upon it.”9 
Certainly, this was a system in which every resident was assigned duties and 
obligations, with a high degree of oversight. The Kanagawa commissioners 
placed the headmen of Hodogaya and Yokohama villages in overall charge of 
the town’s administration. Under them, at the head of every neighborhood 
was a machi-nanushi, or “neighborhood headman.” The nanushi conducted 
their day-to-day business in the chōkaisho (town hall), a building in the ad-
ministrative center of the town next to the customs house and under the 
supervision of the Kanagawa commissioners. The nanushis’ responsibilities 
included communicating and enforcing the laws enacted by the commission-
ers; keeping an up-to-date register of all residents and their family members; 
ensuring that fire prevention and firefighting measures were in place; regis-
tering and approving financial and property transactions; rooting out bad 
elements in the neighborhood; mediating disputes; organizing the neighbor-
hood’s participation in festivals; and administering neighborhood funds.10

Below the level of the neighborhood headmen were the five-household 
groups (goningumi), which were responsible for the smooth operation of daily 
life in the neighborhood. They implemented fire and security checks, inspected 
houses and streets, and generally took joint responsibility for maintaining 
an orderly and law-abiding neighborhood. Fighting or disorderly conduct in 
the street or in any one house might result in the punishment of the whole 
neighborhood, on the principle that “he who neglected to prevent a crime 
when he could have is beyond doubt guilty of the same crime.”11

Compared with Edo, which was administered by townsmen with rela-
tively light supervision by the samurai class, in Yokohama the office of the 
Kanagawa commissioners was much more involved in day-to-day adminis-
tration. Most merchants would encounter the samurai officials on a daily basis 
as the officials certified business transactions, inspected incoming shipments, 
mediated relationships with the foreign merchants, managed the town 
hall, and administered land transactions. The officials were particularly con-
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cerned to manage contacts with foreigners. For example, Japanese in foreign 
employ were required to pay a monthly fee to help pay for “a man who kept a 
register of all foreigners’ servants, their names, ages, where they came from, 
and other particulars of personal identity,” an example in one foreigner’s 
opinion of “the absolute knowledge this government endeavors to obtain of 
all its subjects, particularly those in foreign service.”12

Chūemon was connected to this administrative and social web on sev-
eral levels. As a merchant in the busy Nichōme district, he was an integral 
part of the local community. He participated in community events, and he 
contributed financially when called on, participating, for example, in an in-
formal insurance network to compensate victims of fire and other disasters. 
Beginning in mid-1860, Chūemon also worked as a staff member in the town 
hall. This administrative position, which came with a nominal salary, in-
volved a considerable commitment of time and effort. Chūemon was reluc-
tant at first to take it on, not least because he was still one of the headmen of 
his home village in Kōshū. But “they told me that if I refused, my status in 
the community would suffer.”13 Once in the position, Chūemon took his du-
ties seriously—indeed, with his previous bureaucratic experience he was a 
valuable member of the staff. Although we do not know the exact nature of 
his duties, one remarkable document that has survived in his family archive 
shows that in 1861 Chūemon performed a detailed survey of every merchant 
house in the five neighborhoods of Honchō. Chūemon’s report recorded the 
names of the owner and manager, the land rent, the size of the buildings, the 
place of origin of the owner, any changes in or additions to the premises, and 
the trade items registered for that business. It remains today one of the most 
comprehensive sources of information on Yokohama’s merchant community 
in the early 1860s.14

In addition to his role and responsibilities in the local and town commu-
nities, Chūemon also represented his home province of Kōshū. Chūemon’s 
shop was a meeting place and even an overnight refuge for large numbers of 
visitors from Kōshū—mostly farmers and petty merchants hoping to sell 
consignments of silk, cotton, or other local commodities in the Yokohama 
marketplace. The flow of visitors from the provinces swelled the population of 
Yokohama, as did the rapid influx of petty shopkeepers, service workers, tea 
and sake shop proprietors, hawkers and street entertainers, porters and la-
borers, boatmen, beggars, prostitutes, and outcasts. Estimates of the Japanese 
population of Yokohama at the turn of the 1860s vary widely. Foreign consular 
estimates put it at three thousand, but Samuel Oliver, who visited Yokohama 
in 1861, estimated it as closer to twenty thousand. A Japanese guidebook 
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written around 1863 estimated there were ten thousand households in Yo-
kohama, implying a population of thirty thousand or more.15

The bustling new port created enormous demand for manual labor. Por-
ters were everywhere to be seen pushing heavily laden handcarts or carrying 
loads suspended on each end of a pole. They were typically organized into in-
formal groups, with a leader selected for his strength and charisma, who 
contracted with employers on behalf of the group in exchange for a share in 
the income. The groups operated like gangs, sometimes intimidating rivals 
or taking part in public disturbances to protest rising prices or other difficul-
ties.16 According to Francis Hall, the Yokohama porters were “bare legged 
fellows with ragged wrappers around their shoulders, a dirty set of vagabonds 
as one could hope to see.” In the summer months they worked naked except 
for a cloth around their waists. They were “poor men who have no house, no 
clothes, no family, who live by coolie jobs, drink sake, and gamble. The gov-
ernment furnishes them shelter, and if two or three hundred laborers are 
wanted, you apply to the government and the government knows where to get 
them.”17

Slightly higher on the social scale, the skilled laborer might live “in his 
room [with] no furnishings other than his bed, a little chest of unfinished 
wood, the strictly necessary pieces of clothing, and some kitchen utensils. Of 
course he has no servants, and he lives with his wife and two or three chil-
dren quite well, on an income of twelve to fourteen itsebus a month [12–14 
bu, $6–$7], including the house rent.”18 This class of laborer included carpen-
ters, builders, gardeners, metalworkers, and the boatmen who rowed be-
tween the piers and the ships waiting to load and unload their cargo.

Boatmen also operated the ferry service between Yokohama and 
Kanagawa, carrying passengers on their backs to the waiting boats during 
low tide. The Japanese women would “throw their arms around the bearers’ 
necks, who throw their arms back under the fleshiest part of the riders’ body 
behind, and thus with her bare red legs hanging straight down (not astrad-
dle) the Japanese girl goes laughing to the ferryboat.” Like many laboring 
groups, the boatmen had a strong collective spirit. On feast days, they would 
carry their boats through the streets “with loud demonstrations of joy” 
and row out into the bay, “shouting, and flinging iron cash into the water for 
good luck.”19

At the bottom of the social scale were the outcasts and beggars. Outcasts 
(known as eta or hinin) lived in designated areas on the edges of communities 
throughout Japan. They were an essential part of the social and economic 
functioning of Tokugawa-era society, performing a wide variety of reserved 
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tasks—often those involving contact with blood. Outcast status was heredi-
tary, but it was possible to be cast into its ranks as punishment for a criminal 
offense. In spite of the discrimination and limitations from which they suf-
fered, the outcasts had found useful niches for themselves in society, and they 
benefited from their monopoly over certain services. On April 21, 1860, Fran-
cis Hall visited a community of leather workers in a segregated hamlet out-
side Yokohama:

The houses were in a thick cluster with no apparent regulation of streets. 
A few hides were stretched and drying in the sun. There was nothing 
about this quarter to indicate any special poverty except a number of 
houses that were underground. A cellar was dug and over it a straw roof 
placed with a paper window in the floor. In the quarter generally the 
people were as well clad and looked as prosperous as other parts of 
Kanagawa. Some of these leather dressers are said to grow rich in their 
proscribed traffic. Persecuted they truly are, being forbidden to marry 
without [outside] their own guild, or to enter the houses of others.

Beggars were highly visible on the nearby Tōkaidō highway, “a most de-
graded looking lot of outcasts. A few seemed beggars from disease, but the 
most appeared to be professional beggars. They had a sinister expression of 
countenance[,] their hair was cut short to about a half inch in length, their 
clothing and whole appearance filthy beyond measure. Many boys were among 
them.” In addition, “travelling priests, shaven and shorn, followed the road 
for alms.”20 The beggars were “very importunate throwing themselves across 
our way and following after us.” But unlike in the West, they were “never 
teased in Japan and are seldom refused a mong [mon], or the 50th part of a 
cent, the smallest of coins.”21

However, beggars who attempted to solicit foreigners for money within 
the Yokohama town limits were quickly ejected. John Black reports that in 
the wake of a severe food shortage in 1867, poverty-stricken Japanese gathered 
at the Yokohama docks, where large quantities of rice were being im-
ported: “They would be seen at the landing-places, watching the unload-
ing of the cargo-boats, sweeping up the grain that might be shaken out 
of the bags in handling them; and even following the kurumas, or trucks, 
on which they were conveyed from the hatobas [piers] to the merchant’s 
godowns, to sweep up what might fall by the way.” However, “the Gover-
nor of Kanagawa had the whole of them taken in hand by the police. From 
that day to this [Black was writing in the late 1870s], with an exceptional 
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individual or two, the sight of the begging fraternity . . . is exceedingly 
rare.”22

The streets of Yokohama were, however, crowded with peddlers selling 
“fancy goods, confectionery . . . dolls, figures of dogs, rabbits, cats, and other 
animals.”23 Some of the children’s toys offered for sale were, as Francis Hall 
noted, “too indecent to describe. Every day convinces me more and more of 
what an utter want of modest[y] in some things pervades this people.”24 The 
peddlers tended to congregate around the shrines and other public gather-
ing places: “Their wares were spread out on stands and lighted by paper lan-
terns suspended from bamboo poles. Children’s toys, prints, and eatables 
were the principal wares offered for sale. There were oranges and dried per-
simmons, and sticky looking confectioneries, rice cakes, fish dipped in rice 
batter and fried in oil, crabs and prawns served up hot or cold, and tea and 
sake. There were miniature swords and boats for the children, dolls without 
clothes that could and could not cry, jumping jacks, sugar cats and wooden 
dogs and tiny houses and pictures of the great emperors.”25

A contemporary Japanese guidebook described the sights and sounds of 
the Yokohama streets:

There are countless carts coming and going, and the noise resounds in 
the heavens . . . At night, beside the gate, one can find peddlers of all 
sorts, selling sweets, tempura, sushi, daifuku [sweet rice cakes], yakisoba 
[fried noodles], and dengaku [miso-coated tofu]. There are also blind 
masseurs, impersonators, gidayu storytellers, and jōruri balladeers sing-
ing in high voices. Mixed with all these are the sounds of the merry-
makers returning from Miyozaki in their palanquins, the clatter 
of wooden clogs, and the laughter of beautiful women as they walk 
 together . . . Then there is the chanting of the pilgrim as he makes a 
trip to the licensed quarter on his way from Naritasan temple to Aki-
habarasan temple. And there is the cry of “Hi no yōjin!” [“Watch out 
for fire!”] of the town officers. Then there are night watchmen rattling 
their iron staffs. It is no different from Edo: as you try to sleep in your 
inn . . . the sounds of the blind masseurs, the cries of the eta house 
girls, the chatter of passing travelers all enter into your sleeping ears.26

Another book describes how “day and night, an unusual number of peep-
shows, mechanical contraptions, magic tricks, and street comics all ply 
their trades.”27
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No foreigner who visited Yokohama failed to mention the children, who 
must have been a prominent feature of the urban landscape: “The streets are 
full of them. They seem always to be merry and good natured. I have not seen 
a quarrel yet and rarely see a child crying.” The children would gather in sunny 
spots and play with balls or spinning tops, many of the girls with baby 
brothers and sisters strapped to their backs. The boys loved to fly kites, 
whether decorated with “the hideous face of an ancient hero, or fabulous 
monster, or the pictured representative of just such a boy as themselves.”28 
Foreigners often remarked on the harmony with which the children played: 
“graceful, dignified, and yielding to each other’s wishes as so many little 
misses at home would hardly do.” When offered a gift, they “not only awaited 
in quiet the division, showing no shade of greediness, but were rather 
pleased that all were to share alike.”29

On holidays, the children would pour into the streets in their finest 
clothes, red ribbons in their black hair, cheeks bright, kimonos brilliantly col-
orful. The daughters of the samurai officials had “faces artificially whitened 
till not a vestige of the original color is left, with vermillion lips, hair in great 
shining coils of midnight, broad girdles gathered in buns behind half as large 
as themselves, and socks of spotless purity.” As for the samurai boy, he would 
“strut . . . proudly in his new silk trousers and a gala robe such as his father 
wears and two swords tied to his side.”30

Chūemon’s youngest son, Katsusuke, was seven years old in 1860. It is not 
hard to imagine him playing with these children in the brightly decorated 
main street of Honchō Nichōme on a holiday afternoon. He would never have 
lacked for company, on the streets or in his home, which was usually full to 
bursting. For the thirty or forty Kōshū merchants who were sleeping on 
Chūemon’s floor each night, Yokohama represented the hope of a profitable 
sale. For Chūemon, they brought news and familiar goods from home. Some-
times they brought letters from his family, and Chūemon often asked one of 
them to carry a letter back to Higashi-Aburakawa for him.

Every day, thousands of merchants and tourists poured into Yokohama. 
To the travelers on the Tōkaidō who turned off the main road to take a look at 
this famous new place, Yokohama offered gratification for their curiosity and 
a good story to tell their families back home. “From early in the morning till 
late at night the crowds will astonish the eye,” wrote one observer. “Since we 
are living in such a fortunate era, it would truly be a shame not to see this 
place.”31 When Chūemon’s in-laws came to pay him a visit and see the sights, 
he wrote, “I wanted to show them the foreigners’ houses, but the crowds were 
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so great, and everyone in such a hurry, that they just walked along the street 
and then hurriedly left for Edo . . . I’m so sorry that they went to so much 
trouble but saw so little.”32 So great was the crush of curious visitors that the 
government issued wooden tags to bona fide merchants who wanted to enter 
a foreigner’s house or place of business. If they could not show an identity tag, 
they were liable to be rudely ejected from the premises. A contemporary travel 
guide described the house of Yokohama’s wealthiest merchant, William Kes-
wick of Jardine Matheson: “Outside the gate of this house congregate innu-
merable travelers who have come to see the foreigners of Yokohama and their 
houses . . . If someone sneaks in, there are black men and Chinese patrolling 
who will chase them off with sticks.”33

Within a short space of time, a pioneer community was transformed into 
a teeming urban space, filled with all the diversity and restless energy of men, 
women, and children in search of entertainment and opportunity. People 
poured into the town from all parts of Japan and the world: some just to look, 
many to try their luck at gaining some small share of the town’s reputed wealth 
and opportunity.

From the beginning, Yokohama was a global community. In spite of the 
government’s efforts to separate Japanese and foreigners and control their in-
teractions, the town depended on and prospered from those connections. 
Chūemon was no exception. Unfortunately, he offers little comment in his 
letters on his relations with the foreign community. He mentions a few by 
name, but for the most part the foreigners are lumped together as ijin (aliens). 
Chūemon refers several times to foreigners making the rounds of the Japa-
nese traders in search of particular items, but he never specifies whether these 
are the British or American merchants themselves, or their Chinese interme-
diaries, or indeed their Japanese employees.

In fact, the foreign community that Chūemon would have encountered 
on any given day was extraordinarily diverse. The 135 registered foreign 
residents (in 1862) were a small section of a population that included not 
only merchants but also petty tradesmen, publicans, servants, artisans, 
sailors, and vagrants from Europe, the Americas, India, Southeast Asia, and 
China.34

Usually the foreigners were lured by the same impulse that brought 
Japanese people to Yokohama from far and wide: the desire for gain. Some 
were respected members of international merchant houses. Others were 
tradesmen or artisans in search of new opportunity, or missionaries in search 
of converts. Many were brawlers and adventurers, men who attracted epithets 
such as “lawless and dissolute,” “a disgrace to Western civilization,” and “the 
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scum of the white race.” They included “persistently drunk doctors, dissi-
pated lawyers, absconding bankrupts, discharged officers, sottish ship 
captains—in short, all kinds of common characters that, just by the look of 
them, one would wish sent to the galleys or behind the bars of a prison.”35 
Indeed, the life of the East Asian treaty ports was not for the fainthearted. 
Many of the residents of Yokohama had moved on from Shanghai or other 
Chinese ports, where they might have cut their teeth smuggling opium, and 
where they had seen their fellow countrymen decimated by epidemics. At the 
turn of the 1860s, China was suffering the convulsions of the Taiping Rebel-
lion, combined with a severe cholera outbreak. Yokohama was thought to 
be a healthier place than Shanghai, but given the hostility of many Japanese 
to the foreign presence, here, too, the threat of violence always lurked in the 
background. It is not surprising, then, that Yokohama’s foreign community 
quickly acquired a reputation for lawless and quarrelsome behavior.

Guns were common, hunting popular, and litigation rampant. In a no-
torious incident that combined all three, an English merchant named Michael 
Moss was arrested by a party of Japanese samurai officials with a dead goose 
in his hands. Hunting was prohibited by the Japanese authorities, and Moss 
had been caught red-handed. But he resisted arrest, and as he fought his cap-
tors his gun went off, hitting one of the Japanese guards. After Moss’s release 
into British custody, the consul fined him a thousand dollars as a gesture of 
support for his Japanese colleagues (never mind that the consul was himself 
a keen hunter). On reviewing the case, British minister Sir Rutherford Alcock 
went even further, sentencing Moss to three months’ imprisonment in the 
Hong Kong jail and permanently deporting him from Yokohama. Although 
Moss served only five days in jail, he launched a suit against Alcock for wrong-
ful imprisonment and won two thousand dollars in compensatory dam-
ages.36 Most lawsuits were pettier, such as that against American missionary 
Jonathan Goble, who shot the British vice-consul’s dog from his bedroom 
window in front of the owner’s eyes after the dog had strayed onto Goble’s 
lot.37 Perhaps, with this sort of incident taking place, it is not surprising that 
the British consul issued a decree against “the common practice of carrying 
fire-arms during the day and in the most ostentatious manner . . . There is 
something especially provocative and irritating in such ostentatious display 
of fire-arms, for men supposed to be following the avocations of merchants, 
which are or ought to be entirely peaceable . . . British subjects are hereby 
prohibited from so offending under penalty of fines and imprisonment.” For 
good measure, the consul added, “Furious horse riding in the streets of 
Yokohama is a common practice among foreigners, and not only among 
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them but among their Chinese servants . . . The undersigned can see no ad-
equate justification for this.”38

Of course, many members of the foreign community were known for 
their helpfulness and for the good works they did among the Japanese. James 
Hepburn, a doctor and American missionary, offered a free clinic for the Jap-
anese in Kanagawa, and he published the first Japanese-English dictionary, 
which remained the standard work for the next hundred years. Hepburn 
opened an academy of Western sciences, and his wife opened a school. Duane 
Simmons, a Dutch Reform missionary and also a doctor, treated Japanese pa-
tients free of charge.

The fastest-growing section of the foreign population were the Chinese. 
At the outset, these were mostly the agents of European or American merchant 
houses—the so-called compradors—who handled many of the companies’ 
dealings with the Japanese merchant community. Although few of the com-
pradors would have spoken or understood Japanese, they did share a common 
culture with the Japanese, and they could communicate to some extent 
through the character-based writing system. The compradors working in the 
merchant houses managed many of the day-to-day activities of the business, 
including communications, assaying of goods and currency, customs proce-
dures, bookkeeping, and the hiring of local labor. The chief compradors were 
important businessmen in their own right, bringing with them staffs of book-
keepers, accountants, inventory managers, cooks, and other servants.39 In-
creasingly, foreigners also hired Japanese assistants (bantō) to take on many 
of the administrative duties of the firm. Japanese agents or employees were 
useful to foreign merchants not only as administrators but also as direct buyers 
of silk and tea in the producing regions, since neither European merchants 
nor their Chinese agents were allowed to travel outside the treaty limits. 
Nevertheless, the Chinese retained powerful influence within the foreign 
merchant houses, in spite of frequent complaints about their greedy or dis-
honest business dealings.40

The Chinese compradors in Yokohama fit into a broader diaspora that 
already had deep roots throughout Asia. In Japan, Chinese communities had 
been living in Nagasaki for some centuries. Chinese merchants might have 
preferred to come independently and operate their own trading operations, 
but since China did not have treaty relations with Japan, allying themselves 
with foreign merchants gave them a level of protection and security that they 
would not otherwise have had. Many of them, however, launched their own 
business activities once they had established themselves in Yokohama, and 
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some became extremely wealthy importing Chinese products such as sugar 
and medicines.41

As the port grew, small-scale Chinese tradesmen also began arriving in 
Yokohama: tailors, printers, stationery suppliers, launderers, brick makers, 
silversmiths, barbers, furniture makers, and building contractors experi-
enced in Western-style house construction. In 1862, a Chinese entrepreneur 
opened the first hotel in Yokohama aimed specifically at the growing Chinese 
market.42

English newspaper proprietor John Black, in his memoir of Yokohama in 
the 1860s, had little good to say about the Chinese: “The lower orders . . . flocked 
over in great numbers; the quarters of the foreign settlement that they quickly 
filled became an eye-sore from the filth in which they lived; and it was feared 
that it would become a hot-bed of disease and the source of some dire epidemic, 
unless some control were exercised over it.” The Chinese were also “suspected 
of supplying the thieves who had latterly committed numerous depredations in 
the settlement; and they certainly had many gambling dens opened. So that 
they were very undesirable neighbours in a variety of ways.” 43

In 1865, there were fewer than six hundred Chinese registered with the 
Japanese authorities.44 Most lived in a newly developed section in the south-
east of Yokohama, behind the original foreign settlement—the area that was 
to become Yokohama’s Chinatown. In addition, a significant number of un-
documented Chinese undoubtedly slipped through the cracks of Japanese 
and foreign oversight. In an article of June 23, 1866, the Japan Times questioned 
the official statistics, pointing out that unemployed Chinese congregated 
nightly in two “low Chinese eating houses” and claiming that several recent 
robberies and thefts had been committed by Chinese drifters. Ishii Kanji 
estimates that of the thousand Chinese known to be resident in Yokohama 
in 1870, only thirty were compradors, sixty were servants or independent 
tradesmen, and the remaining nine hundred or so were “semiemployed day 
laborers.”

At any given time, the majority of the foreigners in Yokohama would 
have been transients: sailors on shore leave, soldiers on short-term assign-
ments, and a sprinkling of drifters, deserters, and vagrants. The sailors in-
cluded merchant seamen who were temporary sojourners, in port for a few 
days and determined to have as much drink and sex as they could, and navy 
men who were stationed for longer periods. All of them, like sailors every-
where, were notorious for their drunkenness and rough behavior. Images of 
drunken foreigners were a favorite with illustrators of Yokohama street life, 
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and Ernest Satow wrote that “drunken” (doronken) was one of the few foreign 
words that almost all the residents of Yokohama knew.

Although the lives of the sailors are not well documented, we can get a 
hint as to their conditions from the consular court reports of the time. On 
any given day, the majority of the British court’s cases dealt with drunken, 
and sometimes violent, sailors. For example, on April 3, 1866, the court re-
corded the following cases:

Samuel Cook, a Seaman belonging to H.M.S Adventure, was charged 
by Constable Vollhardt, with being drunk and incapable in the public 
streets at 3 A.M. this morning. Prisoner in defence said, that he was not 
incapable, he had stowed a little liquor away and was slightly the worse 
for it, but was quite capable of taking care of himself without intruding 
upon the hospitality of the police for a night’s lodging. The prisoner was 
dismissed after being admonished and warned never to be brought up 
again . . . George Whitston, who described himself as being an Assistant 
Military Steward aboard H.M.S. Adventure, was charged with being 

figure 2.1 Picture of the private room of the Chinese employees of a foreign merchant 

house in Yokohama. Utagawa Sadahide, Yokohama kaikō kenbunshi (ca. 1863)
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drunk in the Main Street about 1 A.M. this morning, also with assault-
ing a French police constable while in the execution of his duty . . . The 
prisoner in defence stated that he had taken a glass too much or he 
would not have behaved as he did. As a rule he was generally very quiet 
when in liquor; was very sorry for what occurred, but could not recollect 
anything about it. Fined $2 for being drunk and lying asleep in the 
streets, and $3 for the assault.45

Contingents of soldiers began arriving in Yokohama in 1863–1864. The 
British “China station” naval fleet, which arrived in January 1864, carried some 
six hundred sailors and Royal Marines, who were to remain in Yokohama on 
and off for the rest of the decade. In July 1864, they were augmented by almost 
six hundred men of the British Twentieth Light Infantry regiment. In August 
1864 a further three hundred eighty men of the Sixty-Seventh Regiment 
arrived—most of them were South Asian sepoys.46 Other British reinforce-
ments came from the Ninth and Eleventh regiments, as well as detachments 
of artillery, engineers, and marines. While the British were much the biggest 

figure 2.2 Picture of drunken foreign sailors in Ō-dōri, Honchō Itchōme. Utagawa Sada-

hide, Yokohama kaikō kenbunshi (ca. 1863)
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contingent, the French, Dutch, Russians, and Americans also brought mili-
tary forces to Yokohama. By the middle of the 1860s, the military forces 
probably constituted the single largest segment of the foreign population, 
totaling as many as eighteen hundred men (as well as a few officers’ wives). 
The sailors remained mainly on their ships, while the soldiers took up resi-
dence on “The Bluff,” a hill directly adjacent to the foreign settlement. At 
first they were forced to live in tents, but eventually a small town grew up 
around them, including barracks, training grounds, rifle range, and riding 
circuit. Much of this infrastructure was built at Japanese expense.47

The soldiers and sailors were multiethnic and multiracial. They might 
have signed on in Boston, Liverpool, Calcutta, Charleston, Batavia, or Shang-
hai. Europeans also brought servants from their various colonies, adding to 
the racial diversity. Japanese observers found it hard to distinguish between 
African, Afro-American, Indian, and Javanese, generally lumping them all to-
gether as “blacks” (kuronbō). Japanese writers and illustrators had been de-
picting dark-skinned people throughout the Tokugawa era, as a part of the 
genre of exotic images of foreigners in Nagasaki.48 From the perspective of 
commercially minded Japanese writers aiming to appeal to a curious reader-
ship, the multiracial community added greatly to the exotic aura of the new 
port town. The black men’s “hair is curly like mustard, though their eyes are 
just the same color as ours. Among them are some very beautiful men. To look 
at, they are as lovely as the recently arrived Chinese women . . . [They] wash 
clothes in a tub with soap, just like women. They wrap red silk crepe around 
their heads, they wear yellow jackets and white trousers, and their faces are 
black. It’s quite a sight!” 49

Yokohama was also home to a number of foreign vagrants and beggars. 
John Black wrote that the community of foreign beggars, known locally as 
loafers, were

far more importunate on Japanese than the Japanese poor had been 
with us. These men were generally sea men of intemperate habits, who, 
having got their discharge from their ships, soon spent the little money 
they had received from their captains, and instead of shipping again, 
and getting away as quickly as possible, wandered about the settlement 
for a time, getting any Jack ashore with whom they could foregather, to 
“stand a drink” or a meal at a grog-shop, until they became so well-
known and so besotted in appearance that they were ashamed to show 
their faces any longer by day among their own countrymen. They 



years of strug gle (1860–1864) 57

would wander away among the country walks or sea-side villages, ever 
and anon begging a little rice from the kind-hearted natives, and to-
wards evening making a descent upon the native settlement of Yoko-
hama, or the adjoining Japanese village of Homura [Honmura], and 
levying blackmail upon the people.50

While Chūemon offers few clues as to the nature of his personal contacts 
with foreigners, there is ample documentation attesting to a wide range of 
relationships between the Japanese and foreign communities, from strictly 
business dealings, to personal friendships, to student-teacher relations, to en-
mity and even murder. The most intimate relationships between foreigners 
and Japanese were with concubines, employees, and servants.

Japanese servants were readily available, although many of the more 
affluent merchants preferred to bring their personal staff with them from 
China or even England. Many foreigners seem to have formed close ties with 
their servants. Their biggest complaints were laziness and drunkenness. As 

figure 2.3 Scene of black people carrying fresh water. Utagawa Sadahide, Yokohama kaikō 

kenbunshi (ca. 1863)
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one Japanese observer commented, it was “difficult to get a servant in Nippon 
that was good for anything that did not drink . . . All that are active and in-
telligent drink and all that do not drink are fools.”51

Although for the most part the foreign community were appreciative of 
their Japanese servants, there were also accounts of bad behavior and even 
violence on both sides. Theft by Japanese servants was not uncommon. On 
May 26, 1866, the Japan Times wrote of a servant caught in the act who, on learn-
ing that he would be turned over to the Japanese authorities, tried to kill 
himself by slashing his own throat. According to the newspaper, “It is sus-
pected that he has been convicted several times for crimes which he has com-
mitted, and thinking that he would suffer the full penalty of the law for this 
last offence, attempted to defeat the ends of justice by his self-destruction.” 
Similarly, Francis Hall wrote of a missionary who had to protect his servant 
even though he had repeatedly stolen from his master, because “the Japanese 
have knowledge of his offence and are watching for him, [and] if they take 
him he will probably be executed.”52

On the other hand, the Reverend Buckworth Bailey, rector of the English 
church in Yokohama, was said to have “whipped his servants and on one oc-
casion put them in sacks to prevent them running away.”53 And in 1869, when 
an Englishman called Hoey was murdered, the Japanese who were arrested 
claimed that his killing was in retribution for a severe beating they had suf-
fered at his hands.54

The most intimate relations were between foreign men and Japanese 
women. The Miyozaki brothel quarter was open to both Japanese and foreign 
men, with separate facilities for each ethnic group and social class. Although 
few writers or even diarists felt free to write honestly about their experiences, 
there are enough accounts surviving to indicate that it was a place of charm 
and hilarity as well as sexual pleasure. W. H. Poyntz describes a party at the 
Gankirō given for Sir Vincent King and the officers of his flagship in the early 
1860s:

The whole party assembled in a large room at the Gankirō at the en-
trance to which were boxes where the money was taken . . . Presently 
there entered about a dozen musume [girls], each with a musical instru-
ment like a small banjo, who squatted on a raised dais and formed the 
orchestra; following them about twenty girls appeared, with a little more 
colour in their costumes than usual. The music struck up, and the young 
ladies attitudinized, pirouetted, and danced with considerable vivacity; 
some of them were very pretty, and all graceful. In company with the 
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instruments, singing and dancing went on at the same time; the former 
composed of apparently a single sentence over and over again, winding 
up at intervals with ‘yah, yah, yah’, jerked sharply out, at the expiration 
of which the dancers threw off a garment, till at last the greater part of 
their clothing was conspicuous by its absence, and the one who retained 
the most was the winner. It was a lively-spirited scene, and the officers 
of the flagship as well as ourselves much enjoyed it.55

While the Miyozaki quarter was clearly frequented as a place of entertain-
ment by most of the foreign community (including the rapidly growing Chi-
nese community), for sex most of the established foreign merchants preferred 
the more personal intimacy of an exclusive relationship. These relationships 
are almost never referred to by the foreigners themselves, even in their dia-
ries and personal papers. But without a doubt many of these relationships 
were loving and deeply felt. Ernest Satow, for example, who was to become a 
distinguished diplomat and eventually British ambassador to Japan, remained 
close to his Japanese partner, Takeda Kane, throughout his life and supported 
and loved his two sons by her—without ever publicly acknowledging their 

figure 2.4 Ochiai Yoshiiku, Five Nations: Merrymaking at the Gankirō Tea House (1860). 

Chadbourne collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC 4-8479-81
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relationship.56 In other cases, the relations were more purely commercial: 
many of the foreigners selected women from the Miyozaki entertainment dis-
trict and kept them for their exclusive use. As early as July 10, 1859, one of 
the brothel keepers, Zenjirō, submitted a request to lease two of his women, 
Kazeshima and Hatsukiku, to live in the foreign quarter for a fee of fifteen 
ryō (about $30) per month.57 There were other cases in which women who 
were not from the licensed quarter were kept by foreigners.

No matter the circumstances, women who lived as the mistresses of 
foreigners were required to register as prostitutes with the Japanese authorities 
and pay a monthly fee of 1.5 ryō ($3) to Sakichi, the manager of the licensed 
quarter. If they came from a brothel, they would continue to be under contract 
to that institution, which would bill the foreigner a monthly fee for their 
services. A Detailed Account of Miyozaki (Miyozaki saikenki), published in 1865, lists 
the fees for the prostitutes of the Gankirō who became mistresses of foreigners 
as $50 per month, $25 per half month, or $5 per night. Other brothels charged 
only $25 per month and $2 per night. Sakichi’s office charged the same $3 
monthly fee regardless of the amount paid by the foreigner to the brothel.58

Women who consorted with foreigners were known by the derogatory 
term rashamen. The word means “sheep’s wool.” As a contemporary Japanese 
guidebook explains, “The origin of this name is that the foreigners carry with 
them across the ocean an animal called a sheep [rasha]. The character of this 
animal is to be very open and trusting with people. On the ship, when the sail-
ors begin to burn with fleshly appetites, they are said to sometimes force 
themselves on these animals. For this reason, a person on whom the foreign-
ers force themselves is known as a rashamen.”59 The derogatory name sug-
gests the ambivalence and even contempt that Japanese men felt for women 
who served the sexual needs of foreign men. Of course, in most cases the 
women themselves had little or no choice in the matter. Some women did re-
fuse to become the mistresses of foreign men. A prostitute called Kiyū, for 
example, was said to have killed herself rather than become the mistress of 
a foreigner: she subsequently became the subject of several popular dra-
mas.60 A report prepared by the Kanagawa commissioners’ office in 1862 es-
timated that there were five hundred women servicing foreign men under 
the management of the Yokohama licensed quarter. Other estimates ranged 
as high as twenty-five hundred, with many of the women outside the pur-
view of the official regulations. Given that the total resident population of 
foreigners including Chinese, Europeans, Americans, and their servants 
was probably no higher than five hundred in 1862, a large number of these 
women must have been serving the desires of transients, mainly sailors. Ac-
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cording to a guidebook of 1862 called Tales of Yokohama (Yokohamabanashi), 
“What with the squealing of pigs [a favorite food of the foreign residents] and 
the crying of sheep [rashamen], Japan has come to an unimaginable state of 
things.”61

One guidebook actually published a register of thirty-one rashamen and 
their foreign patrons, including the following:

Dutch consul “Bosubokusu” [Dirk de Graeff van Polesbroek], a 
rashamen called Chō

British consul “Kepitan Uisu” [Captain F. H. Vyse], a rashamen called 
Taka

No. 41, Dutch merchant “Batakui” [P. J. Batteke], a girl called Sekino
No. 70, Dutch merchant “Gabutaimen” [identity unknown], a girl 

called Kin62

Polesbroek’s mistress is known to have been the twenty-one-year-old 
daughter of a Japanese merchant by the name of Bunkichi, who lived in 
Nichōme. Although she was already living with Polesbroek in his official 
residence in Chōenji temple in Kanagawa, once the new system was imple-
mented, she was required to register with the Gankirō as one of its prosti-
tutes, and she was billed to Polesbroek at the rate of fifteen ryō per month.63

While some writers expressed compassion for the fate of the rashamen, 
others expressed indignation at the women themselves and the foreign men 
who patronized them. One masterless samurai, Shimizu Seiichi, attacked and 
killed two British army officers in November 1864. Under interrogation, he 
justified his crime in part by referring to a visit he had made to a foreign mer-
chant’s house. Inside the house he had found a beautiful young Japanese 
woman: “She was richly dressed, as if she were the wife of an official: she 
greeted us with a friendly smile and did not appear to feel the shamefulness 
of her position. The servant addressed her with the greatest subserviency and 
asked permission of the hussy to show me the sleeping room and bath room 
of the master. When I returned to Yedo in the evening, I thought of all I had 
seen and my own misery.”64

The women who worked in the Yokohama licensed quarter came mainly 
from the class of meshimori onna, or “teahouse girls.” Most of them had been 
sold into prostitution because of the poverty of their families, who were 
landless villagers, manual laborers, or outcasts. Although little evidence 
has survived on the lives of these women, some information is available 
from surviving contracts of prostitutes in the teahouses along Japan’s 
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highways—the places from which most of the women in Miyozaki were 
brought. For example, in the case of a contract from 1848, a girl called Moto 
was sold by her father, Senjirō, to an innkeeper named Tōjirō for a four-year 
term as a prostitute. Senjirō gave as the reason for the sale that he was unable 
to pay his annual rice tax. The lump-sum payment was fifteen ryō, a relatively 
high sum (just a few years earlier, at the height of the Tenpō recession, girls 
were being sold for as little as two ryō). The entire amount was paid up front 
to Senjirō. Moto would have to work for the entire four years or her father 
would be sued as a debtor. Although Moto’s age is not stated, surviving 
records from the same post station indicate that the majority of prostitutes 
were from eighteen to twenty-four, although some were as young as thir-
teen.65 In another case, that of a peasant called Shigesaku who sold his 
twenty-five-year old wife, the contract even included a return clause: if the 
buyer was not satisfied with his purchase, he had the right to return her 
within twenty days for a full refund. Many such contracts also contained sui-
cide clauses: if the girl or woman were to commit suicide for any reason, the 
seller was obliged to return the payment in full.66

One documented case of a Yokohama prostitute is that of Taki. Taki came 
from a respectable rural family, and at the age of twenty-two she made a good 
marriage, to a samurai in service to the Kii branch of the Tokugawa family. 
Taki’s husband worked in the domain’s Edo residence, and the couple lived 
there for seven years until, for unknown reasons, they divorced. When she 
returned to her village, she found her father gravely ill and the family sunk 
into debt. Forced to help her family, she consented to be sold to Tokubei in 
the Miyozaki licensed quarter. The following year, Taki was a victim of the 
great fire of November 1866.67

In 1867 William Willis, a doctor attached to the British legation, re-
searched and wrote up a study on the sex trade in Yokohama and Japan more 
broadly.68 Willis divided Japanese prostitutes into two classes: those who were 
bought at the age of six to ten and instructed in “such accomplishments and 
arts as it behoves them to acquire, such as playing music, making poetry, and 
writing letters, etc.,” and those who were “picked up at different ages” below 
twenty-five. In either case, prostitutes were considered ready to start servic-
ing men at the age of fifteen. The zengen, or “go-betweens” who arranged the 
purchase of prostitutes from their families, “are supposed to be respectable 
persons and their seal a guarantee that the transaction is a fair one and agree-
able to the established custom of Japan.”69 According to Willis, the girl’s 
consent was required in order for the transaction to be recognized as valid, 
“unless in the case of children where the parent seems to possess right of 
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disposal.” Consent might be given for a number of reasons, but the most 
common was the poverty of the girl’s family. In Japan, Willis writes, “it not 
unfrequently [sic] happens that when a man is reduced to poverty his daugh-
ter or wife volunteers to sell herself for a term to a brothel, and such an act 
is looked upon as the highest evidence of filial or conjugal affection.”70 Given 
the circumstances of their sale and the extensive powers that brothel keep-
ers had over the women they employed, their status amounted to little short 
of slavery. This was in stark contrast to the glamorous aura of beauty and 
lighthearted entertainment that the brothels strove to convey.

Stumbling with Trade

With so many people pouring in and so much national attention focused on 
Yokohama, it must have felt to Chūemon at times as though he had found 
his way to the center of the world. Now all he had to do was take advantage of 
the enormous opportunity that had opened up. By April of 1860 he had his 
family with him. His period of isolation was over, and his partners in Kōshū 
were waiting for him to start making money for them.

But how? Chūemon lacked the money to buy the product that the foreign-
ers most wanted: silk thread. For a while, he clung to the idea of the “Kōshū 
Products Company” that would sell the varied produce of his region. But there 
were no buyers for grapes, tobacco, cotton cloth, or any of the other products 
on which they had pinned their hopes. What the foreigners wanted most was 
gold. And after that, silk and tea.

Forced to improvise, Chūemon began dabbling in a succession of low-
value products, many of which were not from Kōshū at all. He scored one 
early success with eggs, which he was able to buy in Kōshū and resell at a 
small profit in Yokohama.71 Chūemon also started trading in tea, buying 
small batches from growers around the Kantō Plain and peddling them to 
the foreign merchant houses.72 He considered trying again with a small 
consignment of tobacco, but in the end he decided it was not worth it.73 In 
January 1862 he submitted a sample of seaweed (kajime) to a foreigner. “If he 
buys, the deal will be for a total of 434 ryō.” But there is no sign that this deal 
ever came to fruition.74

Chūemon also began trading Japanese products to the local Japanese 
community. In early 1861 he began buying dried sardines from Awa province 
(now Chiba prefecture), used by farmers in the Kantō area for fertilizer.75 
Chūemon also hoped to land a commission on a trade in Kōshū-made paper: 
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“Please tell Ichikawa’s Tsujiya that if he wants to sell paper, he is welcome 
to come here. It seems he is planning to sell four thousand or five thousand 
ryō worth of merchandise, so even a 2 percent commission would be quite 
an amount.”76 These commission sales offered a basic livelihood to small-
scale merchants like Chūemon. But if he was ever going to make real money, 
he would need to buy and sell on his own account, and preferably to the 
foreigners.

An inventory dated December 1861 listed all the trade products Chūemon 
had registered with the town hall during the course of the previous two years. 
They included seaweed, dried fish, cotton and silk cloth, tea, sundry imported 
goods, sweets, lacquer, medicine, vegetables, eggs, salted fish, cocoons, silk-
worm eggs, tobacco, paper, cotton and silk thread, lumber, cabinetwork, soap 
for clothes, copper, wax, and foods aimed at foreign buyers. The picture that 
emerges from this list is of a sort of general store, with a mix of business with 
foreign buyers, the Kōshū market, and the local population. Meanwhile a 
merchant by the name of Mataemon who was subletting some of Chūemon’s 
space was selling food to the foreign community, specifically chicken and 
other fresh meats—a detail that, put together with the dried fish and other 
food products, suggests that Chūemon’s shop must have been quite a pungent 
place.77

One of the stranger items Chūemon dabbled in was animal bone. On Au-
gust 29, 1861, he wrote, “A foreigner is buying horse bones. Top-quality bones 
are 3 bu [$1.50] for 100 kin [132 lbs.].” Chūemon mentioned that a daimyo in 
Edo was buying up available supplies in order to resell them to this foreigner. 
He asked his collaborators to send him a shipment if they could.78 It is unclear 
what the foreign buyer might have planned to use them for: perhaps fertilizer. 
However, this venture did not go very far. On September 9, Chūemon wrote to 
his business partners, “The foreigner has left, so no one’s buying them in Yo-
kohama. The daimyo in Edo will still honor any commitments he had made, 
but after that he will stop. I will share any losses you have on this.”79

Nothing that Chūemon tried his hand at really seemed to work. And in 
the meantime, the debts began to mount up. From the beginning, Chūemon’s 
letters were filled with pleas to his son and business partners to advance him 
more money, to wait longer for payment of debts he owed them, and to bor-
row money in Kōshū on his behalf. In the early months of 1860, Chūemon 
wrote repeatedly to Shōjirō asking him to raise money and send it to him: “Did 
you return to the village safely? Now, you need to let me know if you were able 
to raise the money I asked for. Even if you weren’t able to raise it all, send what 
you can as soon as possible. Many customers are coming here, but I have 
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no money for purchases or for transportation, so please send money as soon 
as you can.”80 Money was available for loan in Yokohama, but “on a loan of 
fifty ryō the monthly interest is from six to seven ryō, which you could hardly 
call a good deal. At home, even a so-called high interest rate is only 10 or 20 
or at most 30 percent. Please understand this and borrow money even at a 
high rate.”81 So short of funds was he that Chūemon was forced to sublet the 
back half of his own shop: “I rented our work area [katte] with all its imple-
ments to Shirobei. I, Mother, Naotarō, Seitarō, and three others are all living 
in the front of the shop.”82

It was customary for men of Chūemon’s class to settle their debts twice 
a year, at the summer Bon holiday and at the New Year. When the Bon holi-
day approached in 1860, Chūemon faced the reality that he would once again 
be unable to repay his creditors. “I’m very sorry that I still can’t send you 
money. I still haven’t received the income from my tea sales.” Chūemon was 
acutely aware that he needed to send gifts to his in-laws and the senior branch 
of his family, as expected at the Bon holiday, but “I haven’t the money . . . I 
intend to send the goods as soon as I have the money.”83

In the second half of 1860, things went from bad to worse. Chūemon’s 
whole family fell sick with a severe skin disease that left them suppurating 
and bedridden. Chūemon identified the disease as hizen, or scabies: a para-
sitic mite that burrows into the skin causing irritating rashes. When left un-
treated, the mites can multiply into the millions, causing thick encrustations 
over the body. At best, the disease was disfiguring and socially disabling. At 
worst, especially if combined with other chronic conditions, it could be life 
threatening.

The disease hit Chūemon and his family as his expenses were relentlessly 
piling up. After a serious fire had destroyed many merchants’ stocks in Janu-
ary, Chūemon had begun construction of a fireproof storage building, at a cost 
of seventy ryō. He needed a safe place to store his merchandise: he was hold-
ing much of it on commission, and if it was destroyed by fire, he would be held 
liable. But as the year went on and his entire family fell sick, he struggled more 
and more to make the payments. Meanwhile he had to find thirty-five ryō to 
cover his share of the cost of the July Benten festival described in the previ-
ous section. And he had to put food on the table.

In August, Chūemon was forced to pawn all his wife’s kimonos just to 
pay the day-to-day bills.84 This was the low point in his entire experience 
as a Yokohama merchant. In September, he wrote, “We are all losing our 
strength . . . I do realize that I have to work very hard on my end. However, 
I am suppurating with pus at present and really finding things difficult.”85 
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Meanwhile, Chūemon’s wife’s illness was reaching a critical stage, to the 
point that he feared for her life. She was “vomiting everything and . . . is in 
pain both day and night.” Chūemon summoned a doctor, who “mixed up 
some medicine for her, which had an immediate effect.”86 But now he had 
expensive medical bills to worry about on top of everything else.

In November, Chūemon’s father-in-law became seriously ill in Edo. Eti-
quette prescribed that Chūemon should send a gift of money to help with 
expenses and, if the old man became worse, pay him a visit in person. But 
because of his sickness and his financial worries, Chūemon was unable to 
meet these obligations. “I am very concerned about the grave sickness of the 
old gentleman,” he wrote apologetically.

I understand that he will be leaving Edo shortly to return home, and I 
also understand that you want me to send some money, but, unfor-
tunately, since the summer I have been sick and things have been diffi-
cult for me . . . There is really nothing I can say to excuse myself. I, 
too, would like to return home, but my wife has been very ill . . . even 
to the point that her life has been in danger . . . I, too, have broken out 
all over my hands and legs, and I have been unable to attend to my 
official duties but have been stuck at home lying next to my wife. 
Naotarō has also erupted all over his feet. The main thing, though, is 
to take care of my wife. I really want her to return home and was think-
ing of hiring a traveling chair to do so, but she has broken out all over 
her backside, so it would be impossible to sit. It is really extremely 
unfortunate.87

When the old man died a few days later, Chūemon wrote to express his 
bitter regret. “We very much wanted to return home to see his face one last 
time, but with my wife gravely ill we simply could not. I wrote to them, but I 
hope you will convey that message. Although we are grieving, [my wife] was 
gravely ill. Now at last her life is spared. But even if we were to set off now, it 
would be too late. There’s really nothing we could have done.” Chūemon 
added, “As for us, we have been taking medicinal baths since the twelfth, 
and we seem to be improving. Mother is able to eat two small rice balls at a 
time. We are unable to go to work in the town hall and remain stuck at home. 
I am conducting no trade, and I have no money. We are completely stuck as a 
result of these travails. I know I need to do something, but it is not going to 
happen immediately, and in the meantime I’m in a bad way.”88 Chūemon en-
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tered into some desultory negotiations to either sell or lease his shop, but no 
serious buyers came forward.

As the end of the year approached, Chūemon once again faced the pros-
pect of being unable to settle his debts. Indeed, he urgently needed his son 
to borrow more money on his behalf. On December 1, 1860, he wrote,

Your letter of the eighth [Man’en 1/10/8] did not mention whether you 
had succeeded in raising money. This is extremely important. You can-
not abandon your father in this moment of trouble. No matter what other 
business people have, you must please send money. Our creditors will 
certainly not lose on their investment in this business. Please think 
about this carefully and help your gravely ill father in the nick of 
time . . . This winter the interest will be payable to our creditors in the 
village, and this is a grave worry. Here, too, I have had many worries 
since the spring. Trade has not gone well. All I am able to do is get a 
small commission on the sale of packages that people bring me, and 
with prices as low as they are in the current economy, there is no trade. 
My health problems have just made things worse . . . You must put your 
strength into it and come to your father’s aid in his time of need!89

Remarkably, in the midst of these troubles, Chūemon’s mind could still 
turn to new business opportunities. As the days grew shorter and the nights 
colder, he had noticed the extremely high price of charcoal in Yokohama. 
Prices in general were high in Yokohama because of the strong demand for 
food and other supplies and the relative price insensitivity of the foreign com-
munity. In the case of charcoal, there was an additional stimulus from the 
enormous consumption of the foreigners. A contemporary description of 
the foreigners’ lifestyles notes that “when winter comes around, they burn 
large amounts of charcoal or coal in each room, and the smoke exits the 
house through copper pipes that pass through holes in the roof or walls, 
without staining the ceilings or the walls in the least. It is as warm as though 
it were the third or fourth month [April or May in the Western calendar].”90

On December 16, 1860, Chūemon wrote to Shōjirō,

In Yokohama the price of charcoal is above 400 mon [$0.08] for a 3-kan 
[25.5 lbs.] bag. In the Kawauchi region [of Kōshū] you can get a 6-kan bag 
for under 200 mon . . . It seems that Sadaemon in Minobu is the biggest 
charcoal trader in Kōshū. He sends charcoal to Edo all year long. I would 
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like you to use this man’s price as a reference and talk to Nanbuya in Mi-
nobu, as well as others. I would like to send charcoal to Yokohama. If 
we can negotiate this successfully, then we can buy Minobu charcoal at 
6 kan for 200 mon, add 200 mon for transportation, and then sell that 
same bag for more than 700 mon. That’s the current price among 
townsmen. The foreigners pay even more.91

Of course, the problem was—as always—lack of funds. After four 
months of sickness and discomfort, Chūemon’s skin disease had finally im-
proved to the point where “I have been able to sit up for the past four or five 
days, and Naotarō is almost completely recovered. Seitarō has it on his 
hands, but he is still able to play on his own. Mother has been able to go to 
the bathroom on her own these past ten days, and she is eating a little better. 
At this point there is no worry at all for her life. As I mentioned, my real prob-
lem is money.”92 Chūemon was determined to put all his effort into raising 
money, come what may. “No matter how difficult it may be, you must suc-
ceed in raising some money on this occasion and send it to Yokohama. I have 
put my house and land up as security for a loan, but still I need you to send 
forty or fifty ryō. If we can just pull through this, we will be safe . . . The 
storehouse is now complete—it cost seventy ryō. Then there was the cost of 
the doctor and medicine and many other expenses. Hence we have come to 
this situation. Please consult well with our relations and send money.”93

Shōjirō finally came through with some funds in mid-December. 
Chūemon wrote, “Your letter included an enclosure of thirty ryō, which I duly 
acknowledge. I have been waiting for it for some time, but since you did not 
send it, I assumed you were unable to raise the money at your end. I was at my 
wit’s end and suffering from great mental stress. So now that I see that you 
were after all able to send it, I am so relieved.”94

The combination of this money, plus the fifty ryō Chūemon had raised 
by mortgaging his shop, was enough to tide the family through the end of the 
year. In a remarkable testament to the power of entrepreneurial optimism, 
Chūemon then proceeded to mortgage everything else that he had—his 
outbuilding and his new storehouse—for an additional loan of forty ryō. 
With this money, he sent Naotarō off to Kōshū to negotiate the purchase of 
charcoal.

Chūemon’s plan was an ambitious one. He wanted Naotarō to use the 
forty ryō as a down payment on a very large consignment—four hundred bags 
(about twenty thousand pounds)—of charcoal. Because of the enormous bulk 
of the charcoal, he planned to ship it by boat, down the Fuji River to Suruga 
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Bay, then by sea around the Izu Peninsula. He had done this successfully 
with the building supplies for his shop, and he anticipated a repeat of this 
experience. Chūemon was hoping that the shipment would arrive before 
the end of the Japanese calendar year (February 10, 1861, in the Gregorian 
calendar)—in time to sell it during the period of peak demand.

Naotarō set off for Kōshū in the middle of the eleventh month, giving him 
time to negotiate the purchase and arrange transportation of the shipment 
in time for it to reach Yokohama by the end of the year. Anxiously, Chūemon 
awaited news from his son. But no letter came, and as the end of the year ap-
proached, there was no sign of the charcoal. A worried Chūemon wrote to 
his older son Shōjirō: “I am wondering what has happened. Our partner in 
Kawauchi is very solid, and I don’t think there are any other issues on our 
end.”95

A week into the Japanese New Year, the goods had still not arrived, nor 
any word of their whereabouts. “Naotarō was supposed to have concluded a 
contract for this . . . Is this all on their side? Did they deceive Naotarō? I can’t 
really believe that. We had a firm contract, and I had made a deposit. If they 
were lying to me, then it is a big waste of expenses. Or perhaps it is because the 
goods have been delayed at sea.”96 Two days later, Chūemon finally got a hint 
as to the nature of the problem. Naotarō and the seller had miscommunicated 
over the down payment, and in the meantime the seller had shipped his inven-
tory to another customer. Rather than try to resolve the down payment issue 
and set up a new shipment, Naotarō had just turned around and gone back 
home to Higashi-Aburakawa. Chūemon was furious. “No matter what hap-
pens it’s necessary to keep talking to them. For Naotarō to just go home and 
play shows a complete lack of responsibility with regard to money and a lack 
of feeling. This isn’t just regular money. It is at a high rate of interest, and it is 
unacceptable for it to cost me even one day—or even half a day—of extra 
interest . . . No matter what happens we will make no profit from this.”97

Chūemon gave Shōjirō strict instructions to confiscate the thirty-five ryō 
that Naotarō still had on his person and asked him to go personally to the 
seller in Minobu to try to resolve the problem. Shōjirō needed to persuade the 
seller to “send us large quantities, year-round, regardless of payment . . . and 
I will send the money as soon as the shipment arrives. There won’t be any dif-
ficulty at all with that, so please make him understand and agree.”98

A few weeks later, Shōjirō reported back to him that he had succeeded in 
negotiating a shipment of charcoal. Chūemon counted on its arrival to help 
dig himself out from the slump in his business. “If only the charcoal would 
arrive, then everything would go smoothly. I have been accepting goods 
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from merchants on a commission basis, but I’ve been unable to sell those 
goods, so I’m left with no money.”99 Meanwhile, he continued to be over-
whelmed by debts and obligations. In April, he was told he would have to 
contribute ten ryō toward the rebuilding of Edo Castle, which had burned in a 
disastrous fire in December of the previous year.100

On June 16, Chūemon finally got word that four hundred bags had arrived 
at the shipping agent’s in Iwamoto village in Suruga. “But not a single bag has 
arrived in Yokohama. It is a huge loss to me. I am paying 2.2 ryō a month in 
interest, and I am really struggling to find the money. I am shortly going to 
refinance the loan at a lower rate, which will help.”101 Meanwhile, Naotarō had 
slunk back to Yokohama, hoping to make it up with his father. Unable to face 
Chūemon in person, he went to their neighbor, Gorōemon, and asked him to 
intercede for him and beg Chūemon to forgive him. Chūemon, though, was 
unyielding. “Gorōemon came to me with all sorts of apologies, but I refused to 
listen. I am disinheriting Naotarō.”102 After their recovery, Chūemon’s wife and 
their son Seitarō had gone back to Kōshū (they would never return to Yoko-
hama other than for brief visits), leaving Chūemon once again on his own.

On June 24, the first two hundred and fifty bags of charcoal finally arrived 
in Yokohama. At this point, Chūemon was not even clear how many bags his 
seller had shipped to him. Chūemon had made a down payment for four hun-
dred, but apparently Shōjirō had done a good job persuading the seller that 
he should “send us large quantities, year-round, regardless of payment,” and 
Shōjirō indicated there might be as many as fifteen hundred bags on the way. 
However, one disappointment followed another. Each bag turned out to 
contain only 4.5 kan (38 lbs.)—1.5 kan less than Chūemon had been expect-
ing. Moreover, in the hot summer months there was little demand for char-
coal, and the price had plummeted. “The cost has been much greater than 
anticipated . . . If the shipment turns out to be fifteen hundred bags, then I 
won’t know what to do.”103

By the beginning of August, seven hundred fifty bags had arrived. “I hope 
that prices will go up in the ninth month, and then perhaps I can redeem my 
losses.”104 Once again, Chūemon found himself unable to settle his debts by 
the Bon holiday. “I know people must be getting angry with me,” he wrote to 
Shōjirō, “but please ask them to be patient a little longer . . . The thirteenth 
of this month August 18, 1861] was the deadline for the settlement of all ac-
counts, whether official or private. But as usual I am out of funds.”105

On September 9, 1861, at a low ebb, Chūemon wrote, “I have tried so many 
things, but none of them seem to work out. I feel that there must be some-
thing lacking in my spirit. Right now it’s all I can do just to make a bare living. 
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I’d love to have some regular business that would earn a reliable living, but 
I have no spare hands here and no one who can work toward the future. If I 
even had a maid, then I could start earning a little extra.”106

Perhaps it was his recognition of his inability to go it alone that persuaded 
Chūemon in the end to take Naotarō back. But he had one stipulation: Naotarō 
must get a wife. Chūemon asked two acquaintances in Edo to act as match-
makers.107 They found a local girl, named Take, whose family came from Ho-
shikawa village near Yokohama. The ceremony took place without any fanfare, 
and by the end of 1861, Naotarō and his wife had moved in with Chūemon.108

As the Japanese calendar year drew to a close, Chūemon was once again 
forced to put off his creditors. “I will not be able to clear up all my debts be-
fore year’s end. I am trying to either rent out or sell my shop, but that is not 
progressing, so I will not be able to settle my accounts this year . . . I keep 
trying at various things to make some money, but nothing seems to work out. 
Perhaps it’s just the times we live in.”109

“E xpel the B arbarian!”

The times were, indeed, foreboding. In spite of the commercial promise of 
Yokohama, political clouds were gathering that were to further complicate 
Chūemon’s life and help frustrate his dreams of prosperity.

The first hint of trouble to come was on August 25, 1859, just a few weeks 
after the opening of the port, when Chūemon reported to his son about a vi-
olent attack in the streets of Yokohama. “Three foreigners were murdered. 
One, a Russian, was killed instantly, while the other two were Americans, of 
whom one died at the ninth hour, and the other is still living. Most people 
are saying that the attackers were of the samurai class.”110 The unprovoked 
attack on a detachment of Russian sailors (all the victims were in fact Rus-
sian) marked the beginning of a concerted and escalating campaign of vio-
lence against foreigners and their supposed collaborators that terrorized the 
Yokohama community and ultimately destabilized the shogunate itself.

The antiforeign sentiment was indeed strongest among the samurai 
class, which saw the humiliation of the shogunate by the foreigners as a na-
tional outrage. Agitators could draw on a powerful intellectual tradition of 
nationalistic and antiforeign thought in Japan. Aizawa Seishisai of the Mito 
domain wrote in “New Theses” (1825) about the arrogance of the foreign 
powers but also the danger that Japan faced from them: “Today, the alien 
barbarians of the West . . . are dashing about across the seas, trampling other 
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countries underfoot, and daring, with their squinting eyes and limping feet, 
to override the noble nations. What manner of arrogance is this!” Aizawa 
warned that the foreigners would try to beguile the Japanese with their tech-
nologies: “The weakness of some for novel gadgets and rare medicines, 
which delight the eye and enthrall the heart, have led many to admire foreign 
ways. If someday the treacherous foreigner should take advantage of this sit-
uation and lure ignorant people to his ways, our people will adopt such 
practices as eating dogs and sheep and wearing woolen clothing. And no 
one will be able to stop it.”111

Motoori Norinaga, the eminent eighteenth-century founder of the 
Kokugaku (National Learning) school, drew attention to the centrality of 
the emperor in Japan’s political and spiritual traditions:

Our country’s imperial line, which casts its light over this world, rep-
resents the descendants of the Heaven-Shining Goddess. And in accor-
dance with that goddess’s mandate . . . the imperial line is destined to 
rule the nation for eons until the end of time . . . That is the very basis 
of our Way . . . Foreign countries expound their own Ways, each as if 
its Way alone were true. But their dynastic lines, basic to their existence, 
do not continue, they change frequently and are quite corrupt. Thus one 
can surmise that in everything they say there are falsehoods and that 
there is no basis for them.112

These twin concepts of reverence for the emperor and resistance to the 
foreigners crystallized at the turn of the 1860s into the Sonnō Jōi (Revere the 
Emperor, Expel the Barbarian) movement. Although Mito was the early leader, 
the movement was to spread throughout Japan in the coming years. From the 
shogunal government’s point of view, the danger of this thesis was that rev-
erence for the emperor might also imply contempt for the shogun, who had 
arguably usurped power from the imperial line. Paradoxically, the emperor 
was a relative newcomer to the political scene. For many centuries, the emperor 
and his courtiers had been relegated to a ceremonial role while political af-
fairs were conducted by the warrior class. Under the Tokugawa regime, the 
imperial line had been acknowledged but largely ignored while Edo consoli-
dated its position as the nation’s political center. Indeed, the early diplo-
matic missions to Japan, including that of Commodore Perry, assumed that 
the shogun was the sole and undisputed ruler of Japan and even styled him 
as “emperor.” Now the Kyoto-based imperial dynasty was to reappear on the 
political stage, eventually coming to dominate Japanese political ideology.
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The Mito warriors were deeply committed to the doctrine of direct ac-
tion. Many believed that since the shogunal government was doing nothing 
to stop the foreigners, the Mito samurai would have to take matters into their 
own hands. In March 1860, a group of Mito samurai assassinated the shogu-
nal chief minister, Ii Naosuke, in retribution for his vacillating policy toward 
the foreigners (as well as his persecution of their own daimyo). Many of them 
called for the destruction of the new foreign colony in Yokohama. Mito was 
widely blamed for the attack on the Russians, and in the months that followed 
it became a matter of common belief that samurai from Mito, with or with-
out the blessing of their domain, were preparing a massed attack on Yoko-
hama. It was assumed that in order to protect their daimyo, these men would 
relinquish their formal association with the Mito domain and become rōnin, 
or “masterless samurai.” As the decade went on, the word rōnin would cover a 
wide range of activities, from selfless patriotism to outright banditry.

As a result of these attacks and rumors of attacks, a climate of fear 
quickly spread in Yokohama. The problems with security prompted British 
consul Howard Vyse to issue a notification—contradicting the orders of his 
predecessor—that “all British subjects will, for the future, go about always 
armed as much as possible for their own personal safety, as regards a re-
volver or any other deadly weapon they may be able to obtain; and the under-
signed gives free permission to and hopes that all British subjects will give 
free use to the same, on any reasonable provocation, as regards the Japa-
nese, whether official or non-official.”113

Cees de Coningh vividly describes the fear that he and other foreign 
residents of Yokohama felt at the height of the hostility. When De Coningh 
went out for a drink with two Dutch merchants, “they each pulled a loaded 
revolver out from their belt and lay it on the table in front of them.” The mer-
chants explained, “God and our revolvers are the only things in which we 
can place our trust. We go to bed with the knowledge that we may be chopped 
up or burned in our own beds.”114

It was widely assumed that the attackers would start their assault by 
setting fire to the town. So when a fire broke out on the night of January 3, 
1860, and quickly spread, the foreigners gathered together “in a desperate 
defense so that we would not be helplessly cut down one by one,” as De 
Coningh described.

Not a single warship lay in the roadstead; but with the first outbreak 
of flames, the captains of the half-dozen merchant ships sent their 
sloops ashore with as many men as they could spare, so that in a 
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 moment we were reinforced by almost six dozen sailors armed with 
swords and crowbars . . . We cast our gaze as far as we could by the 
light of the flames of our burning city, ready for anything, to see the 
murderers expected to show up any minute out of the darkness for the 
battle of life and death. In those moments we were completely indif-
ferent to what burned away behind us because if there was an attack we 
would have to overcome it or die.115

The Japanese government was deeply concerned about the international 
repercussions of attacks on foreigners, and it took extraordinary measures 
to protect them. The Kanagawa commissioners had already installed sentry 
posts at all the bridges leading into Yokohama, as well as installing gates 
across the main streets that could be closed in an emergency. As the threat 
of attacks mounted, the commissioners increased the number of checkpoints; 
requisitioned two ships to guard the entrance to the harbor and stop and 
question incoming Japanese vessels; closed off minor roads that might have 
given access to the town; placed new guard posts on the Tōkaidō highway and 
stopped and questioned travelers there; and organized the Japanese townsmen 
into patrols, ordering them to beat drums if they saw anything suspicious, 
upon which all the gates of the town would be closed. Japanese entering the 
town were inspected, and anyone carrying a sword was required either to 
check it in at the sentry post or to register it and receive a tag, which he 
must return on his departure. The domains of Echizen and Matsuyama were 
charged with supplying the samurai forces to guard the town, but in addi-
tion the commissioners asked regional administrators from throughout the 
Kantō to send contingents of their police forces to patrol the town. The com-
missioners also recruited a force of three hundred fifty hired men, most of 
whom were local ruffians and members of outcast groups, placing them in 
guardhouses at strategic points throughout the town (including several in 
front of the houses of prominent foreigners). The Kantō police contingents 
were in turn charged with watching over these guards. The foreigners were 
anxious that the government should take all possible measures to protect 
them, but they were also understandably concerned that their “protectors” 
might end up being the ones who massacred them. The overall air of deep 
suspicion between shogunal officials and the foreign community tended to 
exacerbate the tensions.116

Chūemon might justifiably have been concerned for his own safety—
merchants who did business with foreigners were also being targeted, and 
in an attack there was no telling who would be killed and who spared. But he 
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was much more concerned about the confidence of his investors and busi-
ness partners. He did not want them to think that the business they were 
investing in might be disrupted or even destroyed by violence. On January 13, 
1861, Chūemon wrote, “I realize that in Kōshū this place has a great reputa-
tion as a depraved place. The other day there was a rumor that five hundred 
men of Mito were going to attack Yokohama, and the night guards were or-
dered to be extremely vigilant. But there is no truth to the story that Mito is 
dispatching its people to the Kantō area. So please don’t be concerned.”117 
And three weeks later, “Regarding Yokohama, I understand that it has a very 
bad reputation in Kōshū. However, there is nothing out of the ordinary here. 
Although there are rumors of Mito rōnin attacking us, there are no signs what-
ever of this happening. Indeed, in the [Japanese] New Year they are going to 
reclaim the Tadaya Shinden marshes and extend the town. You will have to 
see what prosperity is about to come to this town.”118

In fact, the biggest threat to Chūemon during the early months of 1862 
came not from aggressive samurai but from another, all-too-familiar foe. On 
May 8 Chūemon wrote to family and friends in his village,

In the eighth hour of last night, a fire broke out in the public bathhouse 
of Tadachō Itchōme. There was a strong south wind, and by the morn-
ing [Honchō] Sanchōme and Nichōme [where Chūemon lived] were 
completely burned. Itchōme was unharmed. Our personal possessions 
were all saved, and the storehouse was also unharmed. None of us were 
hurt at all. At present we are sheltering in the rear quarters of a ginger 
merchant in Itchōme. You certainly don’t need to worry. If you are wor-
rying about whether or not you should come, you should not. I have 
fourteen or fifteen ryō in cash, so again you should set your mind at 
ease.119

No doubt Chūemon was doing his best in this letter to quell any alarm 
on the part of his son or their investors. To lose one’s house and shop was a 
major disaster by any standards. Chūemon seems, however, to have recovered 
from the disaster quite quickly. He recognized his luck in losing only his 
building and not his possessions, nor the goods in his warehouse. He must 
have felt deeply grateful that he had had the prescience to build his fireproof 
storehouse the previous year. The community operated at times like this an 
informal insurance system. When disaster struck, residents of all the unaf-
fected neighborhoods were expected to make substantial contributions to 
a fund to help the victims rebuild. In addition, Chūemon received gifts of 
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money from friends, business partners, and relatives. On June 4 he was able 
to move into rebuilt premises, and on June 29, he asked Shōjirō to thank his 
business partners for their financial assistance.120

The political situation, meanwhile, continued to deteriorate. The Sonnō 
Jōi movement had by this time spread throughout Japan, stirring particular 
passions in the peripheral (but powerful) domains of Chōshū, Satsuma, and 
Tosa (Chōshū and Satsuma were both in the far west of Japan; Tosa was on 
Shikoku Island). In early 1862, samurai began flooding into Kyoto, determined 
to persuade the emperor himself to issue an edict of expulsion against the 
foreigners. On June 29, Chūemon commented on “a rumor that an order has 
been given to expel the foreigners. However, even if it is implemented, it will 
not be possible in less than three to five years. Moreover, the rumor that the 
rōnin followers of the daimyo have been gathering in Kyoto and that the em-
peror has issued an edict are also unfounded.” Chūemon had to report, how-
ever, that “on the evening of the twenty-ninth of last month, at 8:00 p.m., at 
Tōzenji in Shinagawa, two foreigners were murdered. The murderers have not 
been apprehended.”121

The same rumors were echoed by Francis Hall: “For several days past 
our ears have been full of rumors of disturbances in Japan, even so serious as 
their threatening revolution. The source of these rumors is wholly in the 
common people and it is difficult to ascertain what, if any, foundation they 
have.” Among the rumors was one of a virtual coup d’état in Kyoto:

We have rumors from Miako [Kyoto] that many ronins have concen-
trated there or in that vicinity, and demand so-called reforms to be in-
stituted in the empire by the Mikado [emperor] . . . Great consternation 
is said to have been produced, multitudes fled into the country, the 
wealthy took away, or hid, their treasures, trade was suspended, crops 
were unsold, particularly tea just then coming to market, while the Mi-
kado confers with his princes as to the state of affairs . . . The Gover-
nor of Osaca committed hara kiri, just why does not appear unless 
from the menaces of the ronins.122

There was a good deal of truth in these rumors. On May 21, 1862, some 
sixty proimperial loyalists met at the Teradaya Inn in Fushimi, near Kyoto, 
to plot a revolt aimed at seizing control of the Imperial Palace and bringing 
the emperor under their control. Most of the conspirators were samurai from 
Satsuma. At one point the group virtually kidnapped their own clan leader, 
Shimazu Hisamitsu, and forced him to Kyoto to lead their effort. Hisamitsu 
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received a direct order from the emperor to disband the samurai group and 
make them disperse peacefully, and he attempted to carry it out. However, 
many resisted, and in the end several men were killed.

Meanwhile, closer to home, the rumor of an attack on foreigners was also 
true. Tōzenji was the site of the British legation in Edo, and after an attack 
the previous year, it was heavily guarded by several hundred Japanese guards 
as well as a detachment of British marines. But on the night of June 26, an as-
sassin killed two British guards in a failed attempt to kill the British envoy, 
Colonel Neale. The assassin escaped, but he was identified and found wounded 
at his house, at which point he committed suicide. The assassin turned out to 
be one of the guard unit assigned to protect the British, a revelation that fur-
ther deepened the foreigners’ distrust of their hosts. As Francis Hall com-
mented, “it certainly is an unpleasant reflection for any Minister resident at 
Yedo [Edo] that the guards sent to defend him may prove his most dangerous 
enemy.”123

By this time, Japanese from the samurai and even the educated commoner 
classes were flocking to the Sonnō Jōi call for action. In later years, one Chōshū 
samurai reminisced, “At that time I should have thought it an act of the high-
est virtue, whatever were the consequences, to cut down a foreigner; and if 
more than one—so much the better.”124 Shibusawa Eiichi, who went on to 
become one of Meiji Japan’s great business leaders (and a pioneer of Japan’s 
Westernization), narrated in his autobiography how as a young man from a 
farmer-merchant family, he was determined to launch an attack on the for-
eigners. “Even supposing that the country had no choice but to accept the 
terms of the treaties, it would be better to fight first, meeting force with force, 
for only then could there be true amity between nations. What did it matter 
that the foreigners possessed huge gunboats and cannons? We had our sa-
murai swords, we had honed our skills in the spirit of our ancestors, and we 
would cut them down, one by one, mercilessly.”125

Fukuchi Gen’ichirō, a samurai official who was posted to Yokohama as 
an English interpreter, recalled that even the shogunal officials were provoked 
at times into hatred of the foreigners. He recalled his shock at seeing the West-
erners walking onto the tatami floors of the official buildings, still in their 
boots and accompanied by their dogs.

We officials grew indignant, some of us angrily declaring the bar-
barians’ haughtiness and rudeness toward officials to be simply 
monstrous . . . But the foreign merchants also frothed in indignation. 
Prevented by the difficulties of language from fully understanding 
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commercial operations and suffering from indiscretions on the part of 
customs officials, they often reacted in anger. They protested vigorously 
against the constant procrastinations in negotiations. And they were not 
always unjustified in those protests. We did many things to invite their 
scorn. The only thing that kept matters from getting out of hand was 
the samurai spirit of the Japanese, the tendency of even lesser officials 
to bear the situation quietly and with dignity.126

Similarly, John Black recounts a conversation he had with a government 
official, recalling the mutual misunderstanding of the early days: “You know 
we didn’t understand foreigners then so well we as do now. When we met 
them we knew that they had an uneasy feeling lest we should draw our 
swords; but we in like manner used to look out of the side of our eye as we 
passed, lest the foreigner should draw his revolver and shoot us.” He goes 
on, “I assure you that I have seen foreigners take out their revolvers, perhaps 
only to shew that they had them, in a very menacing manner, and in a way 
that made me feel very uncomfortable at the time.”127

In spite of all its precautions, the government could not prevent a series 
of attacks on foreigners, although almost none of them took place in Yokohama 
itself. The foreign legations in Edo came under sustained attack: in addition 
to two attacks on the British legation, the American minister’s interpreter 
was cut down in the street, and the new British legation buildings were 
burned to the ground shortly before completion. There were also several at-
tacks on the roads and highways around Yokohama, targeting foreigners trav-
eling alone or in small groups. Chūemon reported on several of the murders 
in his letters to his son.

The most dramatic of these incidents, and the one with the most far- 
reaching consequences, took place on September 14, 1862. A party of four 
English friends rode out to the Tōkaidō highway in Kanagawa on their way 
to visit Kawasaki Taishi, a well-known temple. When they reached the high-
way, they found that a huge daimyo’s procession was passing by—it was the 
train of Shimazu Hisamitsu (also known as Saburō), the regent of the Satsuma 
domain. The foreigners—three men and a woman—reined in their horses 
beside the road to watch the train pass. But the Satsuma samurai—who were 
virulently antiforeign—demanded that they dismount, and then threatened 
them. When one of the horses startled and moved toward the samurai, they 
drew their swords and attacked. One of the party, a Shanghai merchant called 
Charles Richardson who was visiting Yokohama, was killed. The others fled 
for their lives, with varying levels of injury.
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The incident threw the entire community into a state of high alarm. On 
September 15, Chūemon sent a message by expedited delivery to inform his 
family: “At around six o’clock last night, all the foreigners living in Yokohama, 
together with their warships, proceeded to Kanagawa and prepared spears 
and guns to protest against the rough treatment by the Satsuma men.” 
Chūemon reported that the Kanagawa commissioner had summoned the 
town’s officials, and they had visited the Satsuma party at their lodgings in 
Hodogaya. “They have held discussions, but nothing has been settled. This 
affair will not end quickly and is causing great upset. As things stand I can’t 
see any easy way to manage this problem.”128

Indeed, many members of the foreign community wanted to launch an 
expedition to attack the Satsuma men—who were known to be staying in inns 
only a few miles from Yokohama—and exact retribution on the spot. They 
were overruled by their diplomatic representatives, who feared escalation into 
a broader conflict that might result in the wholesale massacre of the foreign-
ers. But the British envoy subsequently submitted a series of demands for the 
arrest of the perpetrators, as well as compensation for the murdered man’s 
family. The demands, and the threat of violence if they were not met, put in-
tense pressure on the shogunate. In the eyes of many Japanese, the Satsuma 
samurai were heroic patriots who had undertaken an unpleasant job that the 
shogunate itself was unwilling to take on. If the shogunal government were 
now to cave in and pay the huge financial indemnity the British were demand-
ing for Richardson’s murder, then its prestige would only decline further.

Meanwhile, in Kyoto, an alliance of radical samurai and several restive 
members of the court aristocracy was gaining influence over the imperial 
court. In April 1863, they persuaded the emperor to demand that the shogun 
set a date for the expulsion of the foreigners and the final closing of the treaty 
ports. The emperor further demanded that the shogun present himself per-
sonally in Kyoto to inform the emperor of the date on which the expulsion 
would take place. The shogunal administrators, anxious to unite the coun-
try and worried about the growing power of dissenting daimyo, reluctantly 
consented. The shogun, Iemochi, set off on April 22, 1863, with an enormous 
train of retainers. It was the first time a shogun had made such a journey in 
more than two hundred years, and his submission was seen by many as a hu-
miliating reversal (the long journey with twenty thousand retainers was also 
hugely costly for the shogunal government). On arriving in Kyoto, the shogun 
was pressed by the emperor and his courtiers to commit to a deadline for the 
expulsion of the foreigners. Reluctantly, the shogun vowed that he would 
expel the foreigners and enforce the closing of the ports by June 25, 1863.
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By this point, many observers both within and outside Japan had come 
to the conclusion that the shogunate itself might (and perhaps should) col-
lapse. Robert Fortune wrote in 1862,

It is becoming clearer every day that the Government of the Tycoon [sho-
gun], with whom we have made our treaties, is powerless to enforce 
those treaty rights. The feudal princes, with that curious personage the 
Mikado, or “Spiritual Emperor,” are stronger than the Government at 
Yedo; and until a change takes place, resulting in the formation of a pow-
erful Government either at Miaco [Kyoto] or Yedo, and the destruction 
of the feudal system, there will, I fear, be little security for the lives of 
our countrymen in this part of the world. How this is to be accom-
plished, whether by civil war or by the interference of foreign powers, 
is at present uncertain.129

The person of the “Mikado” (emperor) was indeed mysterious, to many 
Japanese as well as to foreigners. For centuries he had been a secluded figure 
removed from politics, living for the most part in genteel poverty in his 
austere compound in the ancient capital of Kyoto. But Fortune correctly 
prophesied the revolution and civil war that would, six years later, install the 
emperor in Edo as sole ruler of a unified Japan, leading shortly thereafter to 
the wholesale dismantling of the “feudal” system of class division and do-
mainal power.

In spite of the tension, life in Yokohama went on. Given the proven pros-
perity of the Yokohama trade, and the relatively peaceful state of affairs in the 
port itself, it was hard for residents to believe that the community would ac-
tually be closed down. On December 5, 1862, Chūemon wrote, “I am certainly 
worried about how things will turn out in Yokohama. However, buildings 
keep going up here, and now they are completing construction of many new 
official buildings. The foreigners are also building many new houses. And you 
should see the liveliness of this place. Even the government officials are mar-
veling at it. So there is really no cause at all for worry.”130 And a month later 
he added,

Although the reputation of Yokohama is bad at the moment, you 
should not worry. Mitsui Hachirōemon is undertaking all sorts of new 
construction, and he is expanding his storehouses. If things here were 
really as bad as they say, then surely all this construction would not be 
taking place. I occasionally talk to Senjirō, the manager of the Mitsui 
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branch, and he assures me that everything is as normal. Nothing is 
changed, and there is really no cause for concern. I am making money 
a little at a time, and I am stouthearted.131

And indeed, Chūemon ended the second year of the Bunkyū era (1862) on 
a surprisingly optimistic note: “In the eighth month of this year, I leased an 
eighty-eight tsubo lot in the expanded Shibaichō district. I am now receiving 
two ryō per month rent on this property . . . On top of that I have the profits 
from my trading . . . So you should be extremely reassured . . . If we can 
prosper through trading here, our farming business at home will be on too 
small a scale . . . This winter, I will send you a roll of gold-embroidered cloth. 
It should be enough for eight and a half kimonos.”132

The government in Edo was trying to deal with the foreign crisis amid 
intense confusion. The court in Kyoto was insisting that all the foreigners 
should be expelled from Japan, refusing to accept any compromise. Mean-
while, the foreigners threatened an attack in retaliation for the Richardson 
murder. In September 1862, the government abandoned its two-hundred-year-
old policy of forcing daimyo to reside in Edo every other year while keeping 
their families as permanent hostages, asking the daimyo instead to concen-
trate on building up coastal defenses in their domains. Consequently, hun-
dreds of daimyo with their families and tens of thousands of retainers left the 
capital, leaving Edo hollowed out and even further weakened.

The emptying of Edo was in stark contrast to the rapid growth and pros-
perity of Yokohama. Indeed, the two were directly related. The weakness of 
the shogunate stemmed from its inability to perform its historical function 
as military defender of Japan. Its failure to close the ports and the growing 
danger of foreign aggression fed agitation against the shogunate, which in 
turn forced it to make more concessions to its domestic critics. Among them 
was the shogunate’s commitment—futile though it was—to close the ports 
and expel the “barbarians.” If the shogunate had embraced foreign trade and 
participated more actively in the growing commercial prosperity of Yoko-
hama, things might have worked out very differently. Instead, its hostility to 
foreigners and the trade that they brought hastened the decline of Edo and 
ultimately helped bring about the demise of the shogunate itself.

On March 9, 1863, anticipating the outbreak of war, the government de-
veloped a plan to evacuate the shogun’s harem to Kōfu and to remove the 
Tokugawa family shrines at Ueno and Shiba into the mountains. Vassal sa-
murai were ordered to move their families out of Edo, either to their allotted 
estates or to any safe place they could find. In April the government ordered 
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all the remaining daimyo’s wives and children to leave Edo and return home. 
The general populace began to panic at the possibility of a war, and people 
began hoarding goods, causing prices to shoot up. The government mobilized 
loyal daimyo, ordering them to prepare for the defense of Edo, and it ordered 
commoners to create firefighting units in anticipation of an attack.

On April 6, 1863, British envoy Colonel Neale announced a firm 
 deadline—May 7—for huge indemnities to be paid by both the shogunate 
and Satsuma domain for the murder of Richardson. From the shogunate, 
Neale demanded £100,000 ($440,000), and from Satsuma, he demanded a 
further £25,000 ($112,000). During the month of April, powerful naval forces 
from England, France, and the Netherlands arrived in Yokohama. By the 
middle of April, to most residents of Edo and Yokohama, war between Japan 
and an alliance of foreign powers seemed all but inevitable.

In late April, as the crisis approached, Chūemon explained the situation:

As I mentioned in my previous letter, there is talk of a war with the 
foreigners . . . Last year, when Shimazu Saburō was passing through 
Higashi Namamugi near Kanagawa, a foreigner was murdered. The 
foreigners demanded that if Shimazu Saburō does not hand over eight 
hundred thousand dollars, war will break out. Of course, he has not 
handed over even one mon. Indeed, there is not even any discussion of 
Saburō paying the money. He doesn’t care what they do . . . England has 
told Japan that it must reply, and the Japanese officials are at a loss what 
to do.

It is striking that, rather than the foreign powers, Chūemon seems to hold 
the Satsuma clan and its leader, Shimazu Saburō, responsible for the unfold-
ing disaster. His use of Saburō’s given name without any of the honorifics nor-
mally used when referring to a great lord is remarkable, even in a private 
letter. Chūemon’s dislike of Satsuma is palpable.

Chūemon ended his letter about the looming confrontation on a sur-
prisingly patriotic note. “In this incident,” he wrote, “truly Japan’s martial 
prowess is to be feared. Truly, Japan is a first-rate power to be feared for ten 
thousand years by all the other nations of the world.” This was, in fact, the 
first time in the surviving letters that Chūemon used the term “Japan” (Nip-
pon). Previously, his references to his “country” (kuni) almost always re-
ferred to Kōshū. It is hard to say how aware Chūemon was of the broader 
currents of nationalism in Japan’s political sphere. Given his education and 
widespread networks, it is hard to believe that he was not familiar with 
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National Learning ideology and the philosophies of imperial loyalism. But 
before emperor or nation, Chūemon’s first loyalties were to his family, who 
depended on him for their livelihood, to his local community of Kōshū, and 
to the shogunate, which, for him, represented stability and security. There 
can be no doubt that the growing international confrontation gave Chūemon 
a stronger sense of Japanese identity—but it is probable that for Chūemon, 
being “Japanese” meant first and foremost being a loyal subject of the sho-
gun. Chūemon’s defiance of the foreigners was also tempered by his power-
ful belief in the beneficial wealth-creating opportunities that Yokohama 
offered. Indeed, Chūemon ended his letter with the reassuring admonition, 
“There is no need to fear: Yokohama will always be a safe place to live.”133

Chūemon’s confidence was not shared by the majority of the popula-
tion. The looming confrontation threw both Edo and Yokohama into a 
state of panic. In Edo, wrote Chūemon, “it is said that a decision has been 
made to expel the foreigners on the thirteenth of this month [May 30, 1863]. 
The warriors are making fierce preparations . . . The women and children of 
the warriors have all returned to their fiefs, and those who have no fief have 
been sent to temples up to ten leagues away from Edo . . . The townsmen of 
Edo have nowhere to go. However, it is said that the owners of outbuildings 
in Kosuge and Ōji are asking high prices for them as places of evacuation.”

Meanwhile in Yokohama, the May 7 deadline for payment of the indem-
nity for the Richardson murder approached, spreading panic through the 
community. Francis Hall wrote in his journal that “the native population are 
fleeing in the utmost haste . . . Scarcely a native merchant has the nerve to 
remain, but all offer their wares at any price they can get.”134 A French priest, 
Pierre Mounicou, wrote that “there is no food; only a few vegetables are still 
available and the European butchers have on hand no more than a two-day 
supply of meat. The merchants are hurriedly putting their goods aboard; hun-
dreds of coolies are milling about the streets.”135 Those Japanese who had 
unsettled claims against the foreigners resorted to any means available to en-
sure payment before the expected outbreak of war. One merchant was ab-
ducted; another was “surrounded, thrown down, and beaten severely until his 
native servants interfered for his rescue.” But in other cases, “servants left 
their masters robbing them as they went.”136

The shogunal authorities were in complete disarray. The shogun him-
self was still in Kyoto, as were several of his chief advisers. The authorities in 
Edo begged for more time, and the British agreed to push the deadline into 
June. Meanwhile, the war of nerves continued. On May 31, six hundred French 
and British soldiers paraded in the customs house square. The next day the 
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shogunate sent one thousand extra troops to Yokohama, ostensibly to protect 
the foreigners from the threat of activist samurai but causing many to fear that 
the government itself was planning a general massacre of the foreigners.137

Chūemon, however, stayed put through it all. On May 19 he wrote to his 
son that

a market has sprung up for huts [outside the town], and people are 
bringing their emergency allocations of rice there. On the eleventh of 
last month, five hundred bales of rice were purchased at the town hall. 
In addition, many other necessities are being prepared . . . While we 
are keeping an eye on the military situation, we hope we can just live 
peacefully . . . Naotarō and his wife are working hard at their business 
and they are making a good living from it, so please be reassured, and 
tell Mother too. As for me, I am working without taking even half a day 
of rest. Everyone has fled, but we are prospering. We have sent our 
belongings to some relatives of Naotarō’s wife, who live in Hoshikawa 
village, one and a half ri [3.7 miles] from Yokohama toward the Kōshū 
Kaidō. We are keeping here just our clothes, utensils, and other daily 
necessities. Inventory for our shop is arriving daily from Edo, and I 
have taken on two new workers.”138

Finally, on June 20, 1863, the British chargé d’affaires, Colonel Neale, 
instructed the British naval fleet in Yokohama, led by Admiral Kuper, to get 
up steam in preparation for an attack on Edo. Kuper issued a proclamation to 
the foreign residents of Yokohama that he would wait eight days before attack-
ing. During that time, “I think it necessary to recommend most strongly that 
all those of the community who have wives and families at Yokohama, should 
take the earliest opportunity of removing them, at any rate from the scene 
of danger, should they themselves determine upon awaiting the issue of 
events.”139

The shogunal ministers, terrified at the prospect of an attack on Edo by 
British warships, finally recognized that they had no choice but to pay the 
enormous indemnity. Their fear was not misplaced. Given the limited state of 
Japan’s coastal defenses, a single well-armed gunboat could have laid waste 
to the length of the Japanese coast. Most of Japan’s great cities, with their 
flammable wooden buildings, were within shelling range of the coast.

On the night of June 24 a Japanese government steamer arrived in Yoko-
hama with twenty chests of silver coins. As the Illustrated London News reported 
the event,
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The authorities were exceedingly anxious to discharge their task at 
once, under the friendly shade of night; but Colonel Neale was firm, 
and next morning, before break of day, the sleepers of Yokohama were 
roused by the rattle of carts filled with dollars proceeding from the 
port towards the English Legation. Again the Japanese tried hard to 
induce Colonel Neale to accept the bulk as correct in amount and take 
it from them without further publicity; but this, too, was as firmly de-
clined, and they had to count it out in the presence of the public and 
the laughing coolies.140

Ironically, the shogunate’s humiliating and expensive stand-down came 
just one day before the date by which the shogun had committed to expel the 
foreigners and close the ports. After delivery of the money, the shogunal min-
isters formally presented the emperor’s order that the foreigners should now 
leave Japan. When the foreign envoys reacted indignantly, the ministers apol-
ogized and quietly withdrew.

The next morning, as if to rub salt into the wound, the British forces—
which had been building batteries in the hills above Yokohama to fortify it 
against a possible Japanese attack—mounted a grand parade in the streets of 
Yokohama, complete with artillery and a full marching band. The parade 
marched right up to the residence of the Kanagawa commissioners. The Il-
lustrated London News gloated, “The weather was lovely and the music most 
inspiring. Ready and ingenious as ever, the Japanese had in a few hours 
spread abroad the report that our imposing visit to the Governor was for 
the express purpose of acknowledging the condescension of the Japanese 
Government in paying the compensation-money.”141

A year earlier the British minister, Sir Rutherford Alcock, had told a 
shogunal officer in confidence that “Britain considered the Japan trade too 
small to be worth fighting for.”142 The confrontation in 1863, however, belied 
his statement. Later, Alcock was to justify Britain’s actions on the ground 
that a clash between feudalism and Western commercial “civilization” was 
inevitable: “These two great forces, in their full development with conflicting 
aims and requirements were unfortunately destined to meet in this last 
home of feudalism.”143 Historians, however, have viewed the aggressive 
confrontation between Britain and Japan as a classic case of gunboat 
diplomacy.144

Throughout all this strife and high political drama, Chūemon remained 
stubbornly optimistic. He stayed in place when many others fled, and he 
continued to express his loyalty to and confidence in the shogunate. Even 
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the debacle of the indemnity payment and the shogunate’s humiliating 
stand-down failed to dent his optimism. The shogun returned to Edo on 
August 2, and Chūemon was convinced that now all would be well. “Nothing 
untoward has happened in Yokohama. There has been a change in the 
method of doing things, but it is based on ages past, so there is no need to 
worry.”145 Perhaps Chūemon was even heartened when the allied fleet, having 
been ready to attack Edo, turned around and instead steamed to Kagoshima, 
where on August 15 it sank three Satsuma steamships and shelled Kagoshima 
city.

A few weeks later, Chūemon wrote, “People are talking about Yokohama 
at present. They are saying that the Kantō daimyo are all at their stations ready 
to close the port. But that is nothing but a rumor. In Yokohama they are in-
viting bids for the construction of foreigners’ houses as well as official build-
ings. If you saw that you would not think that the port would easily be 
closed.”146 And three weeks later, he added, “Here in Yokohama, they are be-
ginning construction of a road to connect Kanagawa with Yokohama. It will 
all be reclaimed land. In the future, you won’t need to take a boat—there will 
be a road all the way. They are also building a gun battery . . . There are 
all sorts of other construction projects going on, so please be reassured, ev-
erything is all right. However, there is major strife in Kyoto, and Edo has 
hardened its position. But I will write about that in another letter.”147

Family M at ters

Throughout all his struggles, Chūemon continued to rely on his strong net-
work of family members and close associates, who supported him in times 
of crisis and who shared many of his trials. Chūemon’s son Shōjirō’s partici-
pation in the business was crucial, since Shōjirō was not only a producer of 
many of the products that were to be so important to Chūemon’s business—
starting with cotton—but also the hub for Chūemon’s network of local busi-
ness relationships in Kōshū. It must have been extremely difficult for Shōjirō 
to manage his father’s frequent—and often insistent—requests for him to ini-
tiate new shipments of goods, negotiate with creditors, dispatch buyers to 
distant parts of the region, and manage a variety of crisis situations while also 
running the family farm and raising his own family. Shōjirō also had to 
take care of his younger brother and sisters who remained in Kōshū. And 
he had to undertake burdensome duties as a village official, many of which 
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he had taken over from Chūemon. It was a lot to ask of a young man still in 
his mid-twenties, but he seems to have undertaken this broad array of du-
ties uncomplainingly and competently.

Chūemon’s wife was also closely involved in the family business. After 
her return to Kōshū following her serious illness in Yokohama in 1860, she 
lived mostly in their home village, separated from her husband. But it is clear 
that she was fully engaged in business affairs. She was the manager of the 
family’s silk-making activities, on which she was the acknowledged expert. 
But Chūemon also made sure that she was kept apprised of every detail of the 
family’s business activities. Especially when a business problem involved del-
icate negotiations with relatives and other investors, Chūemon invariably 
told Shōjirō to consult carefully with his mother. The Okamura family seem 
to have been active investors in Chūemon’s business enterprise, so it is pos-
sible that Chūemon’s wife (who was from the Okamura family) was also a fi-
nancial partner—though there is nothing in the correspondence to indicate 
this directly. In any case, Chūemon’s wife was a trusted partner in his business 
affairs.

After his disastrous handling of the charcoal business, Chūemon’s son 
Naotarō did his best to redeem himself in his father’s eyes. He seems to 
have been the family’s main contact person with the foreign trading houses, 
where, according to Chūemon, “Naotarō goes to sell our wares.”148 In January 
1862, Naotarō was also given an administrative position in the newly created 
Merchants’ Association (Shōhō Kaisho). The salary, twelve monme (about $0.35) 
a day, was small, but the family was expected to provide a representative, 
and perhaps after the charcoal affair, Chūemon was pleased to find an untax-
ing job for his son to do. From that point forward, Naotarō seems to have 
spent at least part of each day at the association.149

However, even with his new roles as sales agent, association function-
ary, and husband, Naotarō could not settle down. Perhaps, given the ill will 
between him and his father over the charcoal affair, he wanted to get away if 
he possibly could. And there is no doubt that Chūemon worried deeply about 
his son, who in his eyes was unable to succeed in anything. “Naotarō is very 
much a worry,” he wrote to his oldest son. “I wish he could complete some-
thing successfully, no matter what.” Chūemon added, as though to rub in the 
contrast, “I also worry about you working so hard.”150

Throughout 1862 and into 1863, Naotarō continued to help his father in 
his business. He went on buying trips into the provinces in August and again 
in September of 1862. Chūemon had secured a fifteen-hundred-ryō investment 
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from his partners in Kōshū to invest in the silk business.151 Naotarō suc-
ceeded in purchasing silk at profitable rates, and for the first time since 
arriving in Yokohama, Chūemon and his family experienced a taste of 
success.

On October 1, Chūemon wrote for the first time of his plans to set his son 
up in his own business: “I would like to . . . build a shop, seven ken [forty-two 
feet] deep with three ken [eighteen feet] of frontage, including a reception 
room. I think the conditions are now right for this. I would like to sell socks 
[tabi] there, so please order them from Terake Kanpachi of Kōfu city . . . The 
socks won’t sell unless they’re dyed with indigo. He should make them in 
three sizes . . . He should send an assortment as soon as possible.”152

For a while, the sock business took second place to other concerns, but 
in December 1862, Chūemon again started pressing Shōjirō to expedite the 
dispatch of sock samples to Yokohama: “I would like to start selling them 
as soon as possible. You need to ask Kanpachi to send me one ryō worth of 
samples as soon as possible. They should be indigo and include children’s 
socks.”153

The samples arrived a few days later, but the quality was not nearly 
good enough to sell in the competitive Yokohama market. They “are proving 
difficult to sell . . . Buyers for them are very scarce. Even those who do buy 
them, when they see the open seams, don’t come back to buy again. If only the 
manufacture was of a good quality, then I would have no problem selling 
them, but these items are unsalable. Please return the previous order and 
take this letter to Kōfu and show it to them, and get a refund.”154 Instead, 
Chūemon asked his son to order several lengths of cloth to be sent to Yoko-
hama. If the tailors of Kōfu couldn’t give him what he needed, he would have 
Naotarō and his wife manufacture the socks themselves.

By May 1863, in the midst of the crisis over the closing of the port, 
Chūemon was able to report that “Naotarō and his wife are gradually work-
ing at their sock business and they seem to be getting better at it. Wherever 
they go they will be able to make a living from this, so please be reassured, 
and tell Mother, too.”155

However, like so many affairs involving Naotarō, this business seems not 
to have had a happy ending. The correspondence is silent on the details, but 
in an undated letter from some time in 1863, Chūemon writes, “According to 
Naotarō’s plan, we should have made three hundred ryō profit three times 
over. Clearly this was a miscalculation. I question whether there is any profit 
at all. Really that was a stupid plan . . . That fellow’s imprudence is extremely 
upsetting. He’s as stupid as can be. He needs to be reborn as a new person.”156 
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After 1863 there is no more mention of socks, and Chūemon once again put 
Naotarō to work supporting his trading business.

Naotarō did manage to please his father in at least one thing. On July 17, 
1864, his wife, Take, presented Chūemon with a granddaughter. Her name was 
Asa. Take was to have at least three more children. A son born on September 
4, 1865, died soon after his birth (“all of us are feeling the blow”).157 But an-
other son, Kōshirō, born in 1867, survived. An exceptional student, Kōshirō 
graduated from Tokyo Imperial University, though, sadly, he died in 1892 at 
the age of only twenty-five.158

 
During his early years in Yokohama, Chūemon experienced a variety of 
challenges that must have tried his faith in the vision that had lured him 
from a privileged and comfortable life in his small village in Kōshū. Some 
of these challenges were shared by many or even most of the Japanese mer-
chants in Yokohama. The shortage of capital was a constant theme, harked 
on repeatedly by both Japanese and foreign observers. Even the largest and 
most reputable merchants lacked the huge financial resources needed to sup-
ply the foreigners’ enormous demand for silk thread, tea, and a few other 
products. Small scale merchants like Chūemon struggled to finance even 
a minimal inventory. Meanwhile the deteriorating political situation, the 
constant threat of violence, and the alarming confrontations between sho-
gunate and foreign powers made life insecure and frightening for the entire 
population of Yokohama. Other challenges—his family’s battle with skin 
disease, his difficulties with his disaster-prone son Naotarō, and the fiasco 
with his charcoal venture—were unique to Chūemon’s situation. We can 
see from his letters that there were times when Chūemon came close to giving 
up: “I keep trying at various things to make some money, but nothing seems 
to work out.”

And yet, it is also possible to see why Chūemon held onto his faith. Yo-
kohama represented a unique community in Japan, a new and powerful en-
gine driven by the enormous motive force of the global market. Yokohama 
was a place where people congregated from every part of the world, almost 
all of them arriving in the hope of material gain. Watching the marshes be-
ing filled and the new buildings going up, Chūemon could already see a great 
city in the making.

The looming confrontation with the foreign powers over the enormous 
reparations demanded for the murder of a British citizen forced Chūemon to 
reassess his optimism, and tested his commitment to his vision. It took real 
courage for him to stay in Yokohama even as most of the Japanese population 
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fled in the expectation of an outbreak of war. At the same time, the confron-
tation pushed Chūemon toward a stronger sense of national identity and 
even defiance. Unlike the Revere the Emperor, Expel the Barbarian movement, 
however, Chūemon never wavered in his loyalty to the shogunal regime 
which had offered him so much opportunity, nor in his underlying faith in the 
promise of Yokohama.

If the Japanese social and political order was cracking in front of 
Chūemon’s eyes, he also saw in front of him the promise of a dazzling future, 
embodied by the emerging city of which he was a part. Although it was so new, 
Yokohama was vibrant with brilliant and exotic sights, with novelty and en-
tertainment, with hope, enterprise, and glamor. Its streets rang with the 
clatter of hand-carts, the cries of hawkers and entertainers, the laughter of 
children, the drums and fifes of soldiers, the clapping of dancing-girls, and 
always, in the background, the tantalizing chink of silver. These were the 
sounds of opportunity.



3  P RO S P E R I T Y  ( 1 8 6 4 – 1 8 6 6 )

Success at L a st

Although the payment of a £100,000 indemnity in June 1863 resolved the 
immediate crisis between the shogunate and its unwelcome guests, the impe-
rial order to expel the foreigners remained in force. Having failed politically, 
the government turned to an economic strategy, attempting to cut off the flow 
of goods to the port. The commodity most desired by the foreigners was silk 
thread. Anxious to fulfill its pledge to close down the port, and worried also 
by the immense outflow of silk from Japan and the rapidly rising prices of silk 
and other commodities, the government began enforcing the Five Products 
Edo Circulation Law (Gohin Edo Mawashi Rei). This law required that all 
wholesale transactions in silk, grain, oil, wax, and clothing, including export 
transactions, be routed through one of the licensed wholesalers in Edo. The 
law had been created as early as 1860, with a view to preventing the Edo whole-
salers (ton’ya), which enjoyed special privileges in exchange for paying extra 
taxes to the government, from being bypassed by the Yokohama trade. But 
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in the face of strong foreign resistance to any restrictive measures, the gov-
ernment had not been able to enforce the law. Now, with relations between 
the shogunate and the foreigners already at a nadir, the shogunal authorities 
felt they had nothing more to lose. They ordered the law to be strictly ob-
served. Direct silk shipments to Yokohama were forbidden, and merchants 
entering the port were searched to ensure compliance. At the same time, the 
government issued instructions to the Edo wholesalers to slow silk shipments 
to Yokohama, or even at times to halt them altogether. The government was 
able to use its choke hold on the Edo wholesale merchants to squeeze the Yo-
kohama market dry.1

The shogunate’s measures to choke off trade did little to appease the 
antiforeign samurai, who continued to wage a campaign of terror aimed 
at Japanese and foreign merchants as well as at the shogunal authorities 
themselves. Although they were themselves threatened, the authorities did 
their best to turn the mood of fear to their advantage. On October 31, Jar-
dine, Matheson’s new Yokohama manager, S. J. Gower, reported on a tense 
meeting in Edo at which the American minister and the Dutch consul were 
told by government representatives that

the only possible way of averting a revolution was for all foreigners to 
leave and give up Yokohama and betake themselves to Nagasaki and 
Hakodadi where they might trade . . . As usual there are all sorts of 
rumors current, such as, that the Japanese intend to withdraw all 
their guards from about Yokohama, that several bands of armed men 
are collecting at different places with the intention of attacking [Yo-
kohama], that if they can not get rid of us in any other way they will 
stop all supplies, etc., etc., in all of which I do not believe there is one 
word of truth. And it is also stated positively that the government 
has ordered ¾ of the silk worm eggs to be destroyed. But this also I 
doubt.2

In August, a Japanese silk merchant was murdered in Kanagawa and 
his head displayed on a pole with a notice stating that other merchants who 
traded with the foreigners would meet the same fate.3 In September, six silk 
merchants were murdered in Kyoto and Osaka. The head of one of them, 
Yamatoya Ōhei, was stuck on a post at Sanjō Bridge in Kyoto, with a placard 
proclaiming that he and others like him “have trafficked in copper cash, silk, 
wax, oil, salt, tea, in fact in all the staples of the land, in articles necessary for 
the use of the people of the country” and “sold them to foreigners for their 
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own gain. By so doing they have enhanced the price of all articles and all but 
themselves suffer. Many in the interior are pinched as in time of famine; 
families can no longer live in one place together; households are broken up 
and scattered; many have died from sheer want of food. On account of all this, 
we can no longer remain blind to the sufferings of the people.” 4 A few days 
later, a list of twenty-four Yokohama merchants was posted on the door of 
the Kanagawa commissioners’ headquarters, threatening a similar fate for 
them. And in December, eighteen Edo townsmen were murdered for their 
alleged dealings with foreigners—three of them merely for buying lumber 
that was to be used in the construction of a foreign house.5 Gower wrote, 
“Trade is suffering from the present state of affairs. Many silk men, alarmed 
by the actual murder of some of the large merchants of Osaka and Edo and 
the proclamations that they will be similarly treated if they continue to trade 
with foreigners, are pulling down their houses and leaving the place.”6 The 
great Mitsui company, the largest textile merchant in Japan, ordered its Yo-
kohama branch to stop trading in silk after the company manager in Edo was 
threatened with “divine retribution.”7 Gower estimated that by the end of 
1863 a quarter of the Japanese shops in Yokohama had closed.8

In the meantime silk shipments into Yokohama slowed to a trickle. The 
only supplies coming through were those brought in under the seal of daimyo 
who felt free to flout the shogunal regulation. In August 1864, Chūemon wrote, 
“No silk whatsoever is coming into the port. Right now there is no trading 
taking place.”9 And the following month, “In Yokohama the enforcement is 
so strict that people are being arrested for trying to smuggle silk into the town 
[hidden] in shipments of cotton or tea.”10 And indeed at least one customs 
house official was ordered to commit suicide for abetting smugglers.11 On July 
14, 1864, William Keswick reported to his Shanghai office that the Yokohama 
customs house “is exercising its influence to apparently put a stop to business 
in Silk . . . How far the Authorities will go in their endeavour to obstruct trade 
it is impossible to say but I fear their interference . . . will reduce the export 
of Silk during this season.”12

It must have taken a cool head and a great deal of courage and resolve to 
stay put in the midst of all these obstacles, threats, and acts of violence. 
Chūemon had already shown in the confrontation in May and June that he was 
not easily frightened, and in his letters in the latter part of 1863 and into 
1864 he showed no sign of backing down from his confidence in Yokohama’s 
bright future. And indeed, in the midst of all these difficulties and fears, an 
opportunity was developing in the Yokohama market that would play directly 
to Chūemon’s strengths.
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The American Civil War, which had begun in April 1861, upended the 
global cotton market. In an attempt to throttle the South’s economy, the 
Northern navy blockaded the South’s major ports, preventing the export of 
its major income-producing commodity. England’s cotton mills imported 77 
percent of their supplies from the American South. So severe was England’s 
dependence on American cotton that the Confederate government had hoped 
Britain would join the war against the North. Many British mill owners did 
indeed support the Confederate cause and even flew Confederate flags in 
front of their factories. But the cotton mill workers supported the Union’s 
fight against slavery and even wrote President Lincoln a collective letter of 
support. The British government remained neutral.13

Although English mills had considerable stockpiles of raw cotton at the 
beginning of the war, by the end of 1862 supplies were running out, and many 
mills were forced to cut back production or even close. The “cotton famine” 
in the English mill towns caused great hardship, to which the foreign mer-
chant community in Yokohama responded by subscribing $2,160 (£558) to 
the Lancashire and Cheshire Operatives Relief Fund.14 At the same time, 
seeing a commercial opportunity, European merchants in Yokohama began 
tapping Japan’s domestic supplies of raw cotton. Ultimately, India, Egypt, 
and Brazil were to take over much of the productive capacity of the Southern 
states, but in the summer of 1863, any cotton-producing country saw imme-
diate opportunities as the London market price skyrocketed from $0.10 a 
pound in 1860 to as much as $1.89 in 1863–1864.15

Chūemon first noticed this development near the end of 1862. In a letter 
dated October 1, he noted, “With regard to cotton, the price is going up 
rapidly . . . The foreigners have bought up between three hundred thousand 
and five hundred thousand kin [four hundred thousand to six hundred sixty 
thousand pounds], and deliveries are now in progress. Prices are going up in 
Edo, too, and they are sure to follow suit in Kōshū, so please take note.”16 
Three weeks later, he asked Shōjirō to send him samples that he could show 
to the foreigners.17

Chūemon’s response to the opportunity in cotton is the first indication 
of his growing global awareness. He did not specifically mention the Ameri-
can Civil War, nor the shortages of raw cotton in Manchester, but Chūemon 
was clearly aware of the importance of market movements originating far 
from Japan. This new awareness presaged a transformation in Chūemon’s per-
ceptions of time and space, as his mental map shifted from the politics and 
economics of the Kantō region to take on a new global perspective.
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It was not until the cotton harvest was in in 1863 that Chūemon began to 
organize a concerted response to the opportunity. On November 15, 1863, 
Chūemon sent a letter to Higashi-Aburakawa by express messenger and 
marked “extremely urgent.” In the letter, Chūemon told his son to sell any 
supplies he had of woven cotton, which was a domestic staple in which 
Chūemon’s family had been trading for years. Instead, Shōjirō was to buy up 
all the raw cotton he could find. It was raw cotton that was in demand on the 
global market.18

In a detailed analysis, Chūemon calculated the potential profit from a 
shipment of raw cotton purchased at the prevailing prices in Kōshū. His anal-
ysis illustrates the complexity of the currency and measurement conversions 
that were needed to manage a transaction between Kōshū and Yokohama. 
Transactions in Kōshū were usually paid for in copper kan (equivalent to about 
0.6 ryō). For bulk goods, quantities were denominated in packhorse loads, 
with one packhorse equivalent to 178 kin (about 235 lbs.). However, goods sold 
in the Yokohama market were denominated in piculs, with one picul equal 
to 100 kin (132 lbs.). For payment, the major commodity markets in Yokohama 
were denominated in Mexican dollars, which were valued by Japanese ex-
change brokers in silver monme (approximately 36 to the dollar). Finally, the 
entire tally of profit and loss had to be calculated in gold ryō, which was the 
notional unit of currency used by merchants and townsmen in the Kantō re-
gion. As Chūemon applied these calculations, “one horse load of cotton sells 
for 28 kan and 800 me. In Kōshū, the exchange rate for 1 ryō is 1 kan and 700 
me, so the cost [per horse load] is 16 ryō 3 bu 3 shu. It would cost about 1 ryō to 
pack it and transport it to Yokohama, so the total would come to 17 ryō 3 bu 3 
shu. Here in Yokohama, 100 kin is selling for $23 of Western silver. In dollars, 
1 horse load would sell for $41.10 at 36 monme to the dollar. Our gross income 
would be 24 ryō 2 bu 3 shu. After deducting for packing and transportation, 
our net profit would be 6 ryō 3 bu [per horse load].”19

No matter the logistics, though, the opportunity was clear. In the follow-
ing weeks, prices on the Yokohama market continued to soar. On November 
22, Chūemon sold a large consignment of cotton—20 horse loads, or about 
36 piculs (4,800 lbs.)—at $25 per picul, more than double the prevailing price 
in June.20 And by late December in the Western calendar, the price had gone 
up to $33 per picul (equivalent to 34 ryō per horse load), while in Kōshū it was 
still possible to buy cotton for 23 ryō per horse load.21

This was exactly the kind of market opportunity Chūemon had been wait-
ing for. Instead of waiting for Kōshū merchants to bring him goods to sell to 
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foreigners for a 2 or 3 percent commission, Chūemon moved aggressively to 
exploit the wide gap between prices in his home province and the booming 
global market. By the end of 1863, he had dramatically expanded his buying 
activities, investing as much as six thousand ryō ($14,000) at a time in pur-
chases of Kōshū cotton. This was an extraordinary transformation for a man 
who just two years earlier had pawned all his wife’s kimonos just to pay the 
bills.

Chūemon could not have raised such sums of money on his own credit. 
Late in 1863, he developed a relationship with an Edo merchant named Ko-
jikahara Jihei, who was willing to provide the financial capital for Chūemon’s 
ventures.22 In return, Chūemon could offer a deep network of business con-
tacts in the cotton-producing region, as well as relationships with the foreign 
merchant houses that were the ultimate buyers of the product. In order to en-
sure access to the large amounts of cotton that he needed, Chūemon also 
developed a relationship with Matsudaya, a large cotton broker in Ichikawa 
town in Kōshū. In a typical example of the transactions that resulted from 
this three-way relationship, according to a letter dated November 22, 1863, 
Jihei provided 200 ryō ($467), and, with the help of Matsudaya, Chūemon 
purchased 20 horse loads of cotton. Chūemon sold this in Yokohama for 
$25 per picul, clearing a profit of 70 ryō ($163). After deducting expenses, 
the business partners split the final proceeds three ways. Chūemon called this 
process noriai—literally, “riding together” but perhaps better translated as 
“alliance capital.”23 As the business model proved itself to be effective, the 
size of the business partners’ transactions increased dramatically. With Jihei’s 
capital backing him, Chūemon was able to buy consignments as large as 300 
horse loads (70,000 lbs.).24

Chūemon’s partners were not limited to his wealthy Edo contacts. He 
continued to involve his network of business associates in Kōshū, bringing 
many of them into his deals with Kojikahara and others. In doing so, he was 
able to expand his capital base still further while also extending his deep net-
work of rural contacts, many of whom were closely connected to the silk and 
cotton producers of the region.

The key to profits under Chūemon’s model of alliance capital was to re-
circulate the available capital by buying as much and as often as possible. As 
he wrote to his son Shōjirō, “I am sending Naotarō out to buy cotton . . . It 
will be very profitable if I can repeat this transaction many times over . . . No 
matter how many times we [purchase], it will be to our profit.”25 Capital was 
a scarce commodity that had to be exploited as rapidly and aggressively as 
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possible. With the same amount of capital, it was possible to make double the 
profits if the merchandise could be turned around twice as fast.

Indeed, because of the basic weakness of Chūemon’s position as a small 
and undercapitalized merchant, he had to do his utmost to take advantage 
of those strengths that he had. In addition to his contact networks in Yoko-
hama, Edo, and Kōshū, Chūemon’s main strength was his access to informa-
tion about the day-to-day movements of the Yokohama market. Chūemon 
was intensely conscious of the need for speed and secrecy in conveying this 
information, which he considered to be a crucial competitive advantage.

Chūemon repeatedly told his son Shōjirō to keep the contents of his let-
ters secret, or to share information only with a few selected merchants. At 
times, he also instructed his son and business partners to deliberately spread 
misinformation. One conspicuous example was a plan to misinform the res-
idents of Kōshū about the likely consequences of the Richardson murder in 
September 1862. In the wake of that crisis, Chūemon wrote to three of his busi-
ness partners urging them to make the situation sound even worse than it 
actually was:

It may be expedient to spread the word that there has been a complete 
halt to trade, and by this means spur a decline in prices in Kōshū . . . If 
necessary, I can write a separate letter that you can use to spread rumors. 
Right now it may be a good idea to sell all that you have purchased, and 
then once the prices have fallen, you can buy again. If you sell now, 
you may indeed suffer a loss, but if you use the letter I will send sepa-
rately, then prices will collapse and you can perhaps profit by buying 
again. Please consider this, and I will abide by whatever decision you 
take . . . Please do not show this letter to anyone. Instead, you should 
repeatedly show the other letter that I will write . . . If you do it this way, 
the letter will be copied and circulated by the people of the Isawa post 
station, and its contents will become a topic of conversation.26

Once the cotton market began to take off, Chūemon also repeatedly told 
his associates to do their best to hide the news of rising prices in Yokohama: 
“Here cotton is selling for more than $18 per 100 kin, at 35.9 silver monme to 
the dollar. You must not talk about this to anyone. When you go to Ichikawa 
to order cotton to be sent here, you must say that the price of cotton is low. 
You should not mention that we are trying to buy as much as possible, and 
you should say that the price is falling.”27
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Of course, such a campaign of misinformation could be effective for only 
a limited time. Within a month or so, the foreigners’ large-scale purchases 
became the talk of the province, and cotton that Chūemon had been able to 
buy for thirteen ryō a horse load in November shot up to twenty-three ryō by 
the end of the December 1863 and was at twenty-five ryō a week later.

Chūemon also relied increasingly on speed to preserve his information 
advantage. In his first few years in Yokohama, Chūemon had depended mostly 
on traveling merchants to deliver letters back and forth to Kōshū. As a result, 
it could take quite a while for a letter to arrive—a week to ten days in most 
cases, but sometimes much longer. One undated letter states that “your let-
ter of the nineteenth of last month arrived on the twenty-third,” which sug-
gests an elapsed time of more than a month.28 However, as he undertook 
larger transactions in which the timing of purchases was all-important, 
Chūemon began using the services of professional couriers (hikyaku), some-
times paying extra to ensure even speedier delivery.

Francis Hall described these couriers: “They travel fast, making the dis-
tance from Yokohama to Yedo, twenty miles, in three hours. They are nearly 
naked and carry their dispatch in a parcel tied on the end of a rod and borne 
over the shoulder, or in a wallet fastened by a cord around their necks . . . They 
wear cotton socks on their feet, the [highway] is free from loose stones and 
offers no inconvenience to such light shoeing.”29

The delivery time from Yokohama to Kōshū using a hikyaku express ser-
vice was three days. The regular hikyaku service departed three times a month, 
on fixed days. Since the messengers traveled only along the main highways, 
Chūemon would have to send his letter to Isawa—the closest post station to 
Higashi-Aburakawa—with instructions to forward it to Higashi-Aburakawa.30 
If Chūemon wanted to send an urgent message outside the regular delivery 
schedule, he had to pay for a special delivery, which could cost as much as 
three ryō for a single letter. Increasingly, Chūemon was willing to pay such 
high fees. His sense of urgency as he responded to global market opportuni-
ties reflects his growing awareness of information flows and the importance 
of information advantage. This awareness pushed merchants in the global 
marketplace to use every technique at their disposal to accelerate the flow of 
information and goods. If the telegraph and the railway had been available, 
Chūemon would surely have jumped at the chance to benefit from their speed 
and convenience. Chūemon’s reorientation toward a global market and his fo-
cus on speed of transmission reflect a new relationship both to the spatial 
dynamics of the modern world trading system and to the temporal dynamic 
of ever-faster global transport and communication networks. These trans-
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formed relationships to space and time were soon to affect livelihoods 
throughout the Kantō region, from wealthy merchants to marginal farmers.

Chūemon’s profits reflect the very high risk that he had to take on. From 
the time that Chūemon’s agents (including his sons Naotarō and Shōjirō) pur-
chased goods, Chūemon and his venture partners were out of pocket. They 
had to pay all the transportation costs and bear the risk of loss or spoilage 
before attempting to sell the product in Yokohama. They also bore all the 
market risk: if the price of the goods had declined during the days or weeks 
it took to buy them in the countryside and ship them to Yokohama, then 
Chūemon and his partners had to absorb the loss. This is another reason why 
Chūemon was so insistent on speed in all his communications as well as in 
the actual transportation of the merchandise. Of course, for the foreign mer-
chants the risk was even greater: those shipping to Europe had to wait months 
to receive any return on their investment, with all the attendant risks of 
shipwreck, spoilage, and price changes during the interim.

In spite of the influx of capital from his wealthy business partners, 
Chūemon’s transactions also remained highly leveraged. Chūemon’s goal was 
to purchase cotton for as little up-front payment as possible, allowing him 
to maximize the use of his capital. Typically, he was able to buy cotton for an 
earnest-money payment of one to two ryō per horse load. On top of that he 
had to pay a little more than one ryō for transportation. So a one-hundred-ryō 
($233) investment could potentially buy more than forty horse loads of cot-
ton, with a market value in Yokohama of more than thirteen hundred ryō 
($3,030). But the sellers demanded full payment within days of delivery, so it 
was crucial for Chūemon to turn the merchandise around and remit the pro-
ceeds back to the countryside.

Moreover, Chūemon remained substantially in debt to many of his cred-
itors in and around Higashi-Aburakawa. Although the debts had in most cases 
been incurred much earlier, Chūemon preferred to use his available funds to 
buy more cotton rather than to pay debts. For example, on December 6, 1863, 
Chūemon wrote, “[For the rest of] this year I plan to invest fifty ryō. In the New 
Year, Naotarō will go further afield to make purchases. After deducting Jizae-
mon’s share, I plan to throw all the rest back into the business. I will have to 
put off [some creditors], but they certainly won’t lose by this. Please convey 
my apologies . . . If my creditors demand the money, please just tell them 
that I’m not doing well.”31 And once again, at year’s end, when debtors tradi-
tionally settled all their accounts, Chūemon wrote to a group of villagers, 
“Unfortunately I am still unable to return home. Thank you so much for all the 
help you have given me this year. As you know, my biggest problem has been 
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lack of funds, and I continue to be unable to pay my taxes and other debts. 
Next year I will come home and thank you in person.”32

The patience of Chūemon’s creditors in his home province is striking. It 
no doubt reflects Chūemon’s personal standing in the region, but it also il-
lustrates the profit-seeking dynamic of the rural capitalist system. By the 
mid-nineteenth century, commercial growth and the concentration of wealth 
had placed substantial capital surpluses in the hands of an emerging class of 
wealthy farmer-merchants—the gōnō. Surviving records indicate that many 
wealthy villagers operated local and regional money-lending businesses on a 
large scale. While some of these loans were to poorer villagers and tenant 
farmers, moneylenders generally preferred to lend money to wealthier, and 
more successful, farmers and farmer-merchants, who were in turn diversify-
ing into new business ventures—even if those loans were sometimes riskier. 
For example, a detailed study of the Okada family of Oka village in the 
Kinai region indicates that although the family had many tenants farm-
ing Okada-owned land, the family’s extensive money-lending operations 
were almost exclusively aimed at wealthier villagers and regional merchants. 
The loans extended over more than a dozen villages, and debtors included 
wealthy farmers, merchants, sake brewers, and the domainal administra-
tion. During the 1860s, loans averaged some six thousand ryō per year, with an 
average loan size of around one hundred thirty ryō.33

The expansion of lending in the village economy is a testament to the 
robust and growing commercial economy of rural areas in many parts of 
Japan.34 But given the propensity of lenders to seek higher-growth and high-
er-return investments, lending on this scale inevitably involved a significant 
level of nonperforming and defaulted loans. During the period 1848–1854, 
for example, the Okada family was involved in forty-seven suits against 
debtors, with the amounts ranging from less than two ryō to more than three 
hundred ryō.35 In a world in which audits and financial statements were un-
available, banks nonexistent, and the flow of information fragmentary, 
lenders had to rely on the quality of assets placed as security, and at times on 
personal trust. The high level of risk also helps explain the high interest 
rates that prevailed throughout most of Japan. In Chūemon’s case, it seems 
that many of his debts were unsecured: his property in Higashi-Aburakawa 
would hardly have been enough to cover his extensive financial operations.

It certainly must have been troubling to his creditors that Chūemon was 
unable to pay his debts at the traditional year-end settlement time. The fact 
that they were willing to wait for repayment, and even to extend Chūemon ad-
ditional credit, surely speaks to the opportunity they saw in his business 
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venture, and to their personal faith in Chūemon himself. From the beginning, 
Chūemon saw his enterprise as a communal venture to improve the economy 
of his region. His goal was not just to get rich himself but to increase sales of 
Kōshū produce, for the benefit of his community. He hoped and expected that 
all the participants would benefit from the rising tide of prosperity driven by 
the Yokohama export market. And to some extent, his creditors and business 
associates must have agreed with him. Indeed, the available records suggest 
that the continued expansion of Chūemon’s business through the 1860s 
brought in enough cash to keep his creditors happy, even if they were not al-
ways repaid on time.

As a result of his successes in cotton, by the end of 1863 Chūemon was 
able to enjoy a sense of prosperity that he had not experienced in a very long 
time. The previous year, his family had been almost entirely dependent on 
Naotarō’s earnings from his work in the office of the Yokohama Merchants’ 
Association, two ryō ($4.67) a month that Chūemon received from a real es-
tate investment, and the small amount of money Naotarō and his wife made 
by producing tabi socks. Now Chūemon was dealing in thousands of ryō a 
month. At the end of the year, Chūemon shipped twenty-five cases of Oki-
nawan straw, useful for packing bales of cotton, to Shōjirō, telling him that 
if he didn’t have a use for it he could give it away to Hori Shōsuke of Ichikawa. 
This kind of generosity was unthinkable a year earlier.36

However, Chūemon’s cotton business came to an abrupt end with the di-
sastrous harvest of 1864. A destructive storm wiped out 60 percent of the 
cotton crop as well as 30 percent of the rice crop, causing widespread hard-
ship in farming villages.37 The scarcity of cotton pushed prices up to a point 
where they were no longer attractive to foreign traders, who anyway were find-
ing alternative sources in China, India, and elsewhere.

Although the closing down of the cotton business deprived Chūemon of 
his most lucrative trading item, he remained highly optimistic. As a result 
of his success with cotton, he had gained a significant network of wealthy 
new business partners, including several in Edo, as well as a newfound 
self- confidence. Toward the end of 1864, he boasted to his son that he had 
done thirty thousand ryō ($70,000) worth of business—an extraordinary 
achievement for a man who, just five years earlier, had struggled to raise the 
first twenty ryō to open his shop.38

While the Japanese government was still pursuing a policy of restricting 
trade as much as possible, it was allowing a trickle of silk shipments to flow 
from Edo to Yokohama in order to avoid being accused of blatantly contra-
vening the treaties.39 In response to the Five Products law, Chūemon made 
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an arrangement with an Edo silk wholesaler, Mokuya in the Kobunechō dis-
trict of Edo. From this point on, he asked his business associates in Kōshū to 
send shipments of silk to Edo rather than to Yokohama. Mokuya would cer-
tify the goods and ship them on to Yokohama.40 Chūemon himself moved to 
Edo in August of 1864, and he stayed there more or less continuously through 
the end of the year. Silk producers had been ramping up their production in 
response to the enormous demand from foreign buyers, and supplies were 
piling up in the warehouses of the Edo wholesalers, waiting for government 
permission to ship them on to Yokohama. No doubt Chūemon calculated that 
the government would have to either permit the sales or order the silk burned, 
which would cause untold hardship to producers.

And indeed in October 1864, after a strong intervention by the British 
and French ministers (supported once again by a fleet of warships in Edo 
Bay), the government abruptly abandoned its restrictions on silk shipments 
to Yokohama—although the law requiring them to go via Edo remained in 
place. As a result, in the final months of 1864 Yokohama was flooded with 
pent-up supplies of silk.

Since silk was such an expensive product, Chūemon was taking consign-
ments on commission. Kōshū producers would ship supplies to Chūemon’s 
account with Mokuya in Edo. Once Mokuya received permission to ship the 
goods to Yokohama, Chūemon handled their sale to foreign buyers. His cut 
was relatively small, so he needed to drum up as many shipments as possi-
ble. In the closing months of 1864 and into 1865, most of Chūemon’s letters 
urge his son and business partners to send consignments of silk to Edo on 
commission. Chūemon himself remained busy enough that “if you have 
someone among your friends, I’d like them to come here to help me. Right 
now we have many merchants bringing goods on consignment, and I need 
help urgently. I will write to them separately, and if they are going to come, 
then they must meet with you and you must approve of them.” 41

Silk was a frustrating product to deal in. There was intense competition 
for limited supplies. The product was seasonal and not available at all times. 
The government was inclined to interfere in its distribution. And it was very 
expensive to purchase. Consequently, Chūemon was always on the lookout 
for lower-value products that he could invest in more directly. While in Edo, 
he took advantage of the local seafood market to buy a shipment of surume 
(dried squid) and ship it to Yokohama. Early in 1865, Chūemon began deal-
ing in silk by-products, such as cocoon husks and silk thread leavings, for 
use as fertilizer. Although these products sold for only a tiny fraction of the 
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price of silk thread, Chūemon was able to make higher profits by investing 
on his own account.42

In March 1865, Chūemon mentioned for the first time the prospects for 
selling silkworm eggs into the foreign market.43 In the previous decade Eu-
ropean silk producers had been devastated by the pébrine blight, which at-
tacked silkworm larvae and made them unable to spin thread. Europe’s silk 
production had been virtually wiped out, and there was strong demand from 
European (mostly French and Italian) buyers for Japanese silkworms, which 
were thought to be more resistant to the parasite.44 At this point, the shogu-
nal government still prohibited the export of silkworm eggs. Nevertheless, 
by mid-May Chūemon had committed to the trade: “As I mentioned in my last 
letter, I would definitely like to enter the egg business and succeed in it. I 
intend to send my people out to purchase eggs instead of silk. Please make 
sure that Hanjirō, Matsujirō, Shimosone, and Heiei don’t talk about this to 
anyone else.” 45 And indeed, in early June, the government responded to strong 
French pressure by lifting the ban on silkworm egg exports, and trade became 
possible.46

Chūemon’s strategy, which he worked out with his local partners, was to 
turn Higashi-Aburakawa and surrounding villages into a manufacturing center 
for silkworm egg cards. This was a new venture. In the past villagers in the area 
had bred silkworms, sold cocoons, spun thread, and even woven cloth, but 
they had purchased their eggs from specialized producers. The preparation 
of silkworm eggs, carefully dried and mounted on sheets of cardboard, had 
long been concentrated in the Shindatsu district of Ōshū (now Fukushima 
prefecture) and the Ueda district of Shinshū province (now Nagano prefec-
ture). Traders from these districts would either manufacture cards within their 
own families or represent groups of manufacturing families as they traveled 
through the silk-producing areas of Japan. They would sell their cards to small-
scale cultivators, usually in the summer months, for a small down payment. 
They would not collect their final payment until six months later, when the 
farm families had cultivated silkworms from the eggs and sold their cocoons 
or thread. If the farmer’s crop was poor, the egg traders would be paid less, 
so it was in their interest to propagate the best silkworm-rearing techniques. 
They did this by distributing manuals to their customers. The relationship 
was therefore long term and mutually dependent. That was the main reason 
why, in spite of enormous growth in the silkworm-rearing industry, the 
silkworm egg card business had stayed in the hands of a relatively small group 
of traders from well-defined producing areas.47
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Now that there was an opportunity to sell egg cards to foreigners, the dy-
namics of the market fundamentally changed. Foreign buyers did not need 
loans or long-term support. Relationships were less important to them than 
a high-quality product, for which they would pay in full on delivery in Yoko-
hama. Chūemon saw this opportunity early and responded to it.

Chūemon and his investor group formulated a plan to manufacture three 
thousand egg cards in Higashi-Aburakawa and another three thousand in the 
nearby town of Ichikawa. They contracted to buy a minimum of five thousand 
of the cards, for resale to the foreigners. Since the export price of a single 
card (which would contain thousands of eggs) was close to one ryō, this repre-
sented a very significant investment.48 Chūemon also periodically sent his 
son cash so that Shōjirō could buy egg cards from other producers and traders 
in Kōshū and Shinshū. Chūemon’s willingness to make a large up-front 
investment was based on his knowledge of the strong foreign demand for silk-
worm eggs. “The foreigners are saying they would like to buy a million cards; 
but I don’t think there are that many in the whole of Japan. That is what they 
are saying about next year. At present I think we need to have large ship-
ments coming in. I am sure I will be able to sell them.” 49

As with silk, the government planned to control the trade in silkworm 
eggs using a licensing system. Shipments to Yokohama had to be channeled 
through one of eleven licensed wholesalers in Yokohama, which would han-
dle the sales to foreigners for a standardized commission of 11 percent. But 
in September 1865, Chūemon himself was granted official status as an egg 
card wholesaler, enabling him to participate in every stage of the production 
and marketing cycle from harvesting and mounting of the eggs, to wholesale 
purchases in the egg-producing regions, to shipment to Yokohama and direct 
sale to foreign buyers.

One issue that Chūemon faced in his plan to manufacture and sell 
Kōshū egg cards was the lack of name recognition for his region’s produce. 
Akira Shimizu has shown how important branding was for a variety of prod-
ucts in the Tokugawa era, and how hard established players worked to de-
velop a premium for their brand and to protect its exclusivity.50 Although 
Kōshū was one of the top four silk-producing districts in Japan, it had no 
reputation for silkworm egg cards. Cards from Ōshū (which included 
Shindatsu) and Shinshū (including Ueda) had a high reputation; those from 
other provinces were an unknown quantity. On December 2, 1865, Chūemon 
suggested a plan to pass his Kōshū egg cards off as the produce of Ōshū by 
bribing a licensed Ōshū merchant. “I believe it is possible to rent a license 
[kansatsu] [from] . . . one of the Ōshū merchants . . . It might be a good idea 
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to do that and sell at a high price. If you have one of these permits, then with-
out a doubt you can travel freely on the road as the subordinate of one of the 
egg card merchants of Ōshū.”51

Tales of P lent y

In spite of financial difficulties, management issues, antiforeign extremism, 
violent outbursts, political tension, and the government’s attempts to squeeze 
trade in Yokohama, Chūemon rode on a wave of prosperity beginning in the 
mid-1860s. Although statistics for the period are very imperfect, total exports 
from Yokohama grew from roughly $2.7 million in 1861 to $10.6 million in 
1863 and $17.5 million in 1865.52 Beginning in 1863, Chūemon was able to 
participate in that growth, and during the course of the following year he 
underwent a transformation from penurious shopkeeper to prosperous in-
ternational trader. It seemed that Chūemon’s faith in Yokohama as a place 
not of fear and violence but of opportunity and wealth had been vindicated.

He was not alone in this belief. Both within Japan and globally, Yokohama 
was quickly gaining a reputation as “if not a land of oil olives and vineyards 
and flowing with milk and honey, at least a terrestrial paradise, where ‘all but 
the spirit of man was divine.’ ”53 Its reputation brought a flood of visitors and 
migrants to Yokohama, some just to look and admire, others to stay and try 
their luck at business and financial success. Francis Hall noted in his diary, 
“Our streets are daily thronged with travelers. Curiosity to see how we tojins 
live has brought them in such numbers to Yokohama.”54

The town’s growing fame was stoked by a vibrant media industry, trans-
mitting information about the port in broadsheets, illustrated prints, travel 
and guidebooks, and public exhibitions. Within Japan, the opening of Yoko-
hama stimulated an outpouring of colorful prints and guidebooks describing 
daily life in the port. Their emphasis was not on politics or violent confron-
tation but on the town’s prosperity and its exotic scenes of daily life. Over-
seas, word quickly spread of the rapid growth of Yokohama, of the adventure 
and glamour of life in a country still ruled by feudal princes, and of the quick 
fortunes being made there. In the early years after the opening of the port, 
much of the international print media focused on political issues, including 
attacks on foreigners and rumblings of war between Western countries and 
the various domains of Japan. But the ships arriving in Shanghai, San Fran-
cisco, and ports around the world laden with silk, tea, and gold were un-
doubtedly carrying a different message—one that was, by the middle of the 
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1860s, being reinforced by a flood of printed materials on the exotic pleasures 
of life in Japan.

In an era of unprecedented mobility, anyone able to buy or work his way 
across the water could find his way to Japan. While Shanghai and other China 
ports had the most direct connections to the Japanese ports of Nagasaki and 
Yokohama, new routes were rapidly opening up, whether from Europe via the 
new railway link to Suez and the Arabian Sea (the canal, which was under con-
struction, would open in 1869); from California, thronged with new settlers 
and adventurers from the goldfields (regular steamer service between San 
Francisco and Yokohama opened in 1867, and the American Transcontinen-
tal Railway was completed in 1869); or from Siberia, rapidly developing un-
der Russian expansionist policies.

A brief but symbolic meeting that took place in September 1861 illustrates 
the global currents and connections that brought people from across the 
world together in Yokohama. Alexander von Siebold was a fifteen-year-old 
German who had grown up in Nagasaki and was one of the few truly bicul-
tural Europeans in Japan. His father was the famous Japanologist Phillip Franz 
von Siebold, and Alexander had a half-sister, Kusumoto Ine, who was Japan’s 
first female doctor of Western medicine. Alexander, who was in Edo with his 
father in 1861, records an evening he spent at the Yokohama Hotel, one of the 
prime watering holes for Yokohama’s merchant community. At the hotel he 
met Mikhail Bakunin, the aristocratic Russian anarchist who had just escaped 
from detention in Siberia and found his way via Hakodate to Yokohama. Ba-
kunin, a man of extraordinary charm and self-confidence, had talked his way 
out of house arrest more or less under the noses of the Russian authorities, 
and he was now on his way back to Europe to pursue his revolutionary cause. 
Also present in the lounge of the Yokohama Hotel was Wilhelm Heine, a 
German artist and radical who had fled Europe following his participation 
in the Dresden uprising of 1849. By an extraordinary coincidence, Bakunin 
and Heine were old friends and comrades-in-arms, having manned the barri-
cades together in Dresden. After fleeing Germany, Heine had taken Ameri-
can citizenship and in 1853 had accompanied the Perry expedition to Japan 
as its official artist. Now he was on his way to the United States to join up on 
the Union side in the Civil War. A few days later, Bakunin was to accompany 
Heine on his passage to America. A third companion on that journey (and 
most likely also present at the encounter described by Siebold) was Joseph 
Heco (Hamada Hikozō), a Japanese who as a boy had been shipwrecked while 
on a sightseeing trip to Edo, swept across the Pacific, rescued by an Ameri-
can ship, and brought to San Francisco. After receiving an American educa-
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tion and taking U.S. citizenship, Heco had returned to Japan in 1859 and was 
now a businessman in Yokohama. Heco probably helped Bakunin make his 
way to San Francisco and on to New York in the midst of the Civil War. Bakunin, 
always a friend of the oppressed, was tempted to join Heine on the Union side 
in the battle against slavery. Instead, he found passage to Europe and went on 
to become one of the most famous and charismatic radicals of his era.55

Their encounter illustrates the liminal nature of Yokohama’s urban en-
vironment. Four extraordinarily adventurous individuals were able to meet 
in the legal no-man’s-land of the treaty port, protected by the extraterritorial 
provisions of the treaty as well as by the town’s frontier mentality. They came 
from all corners of the earth and yet they were united by a multicultural out-
look that transcended conventional notions of nationality. Neither fully Jap-
anese nor under any other national aegis, Yokohama was a global space whose 
inhabitants—of whom there were a dozen transient sojourners for every 
longer-term resident—were united by a desire for adventure, new experi-
ences, and financial gain. The Yokohama Hotel, incidentally, was a fitting 
setting for this encounter. A former brothel and a notorious hangout for ad-
venturers and ne’er-do-wells, it was described by Ernest Satow in his diary as 
“a horribly noisy place, where people quarrel & fight, kick up rows till two & 
three in the morning, & what is worse let off firearms without caring where 
the bullets go to.”56

Most new arrivals in Yokohama—Japanese and foreign—were a good 
deal less colorful. They were tourists, merchants, entrepreneurs, artisans, and 
shopkeepers who hoped to benefit from the town’s vaunted prosperity—many 
of them people like Chūemon who dreamed of great new opportunities and 
who had the energy and restless drive to tear up their roots and try their luck 
in a new commercial space. Some failed and moved on. Others were persuaded 
by the same restlessness that had brought them to Yokohama to try once again 
for greener pastures. A few made large fortunes. Many more made a living, 
stayed, settled, and made of Yokohama a home for themselves and their 
families.57

Few of the new arrivals were able to hold on to a monopoly of any service: 
European, American, Chinese, and Japanese aspirants were quick to jump in 
and start up rival enterprises. In spite of the division of Yokohama’s urban 
space into foreign and Japanese quarters, in reality the divisions were fluid, 
and among the tradesman and artisan classes especially, there were no endur-
ing national boundaries around business advantage. The first Western-style 
clothes-making store, for example, was run by a Dutchman called P. J. Bat-
teke, who arrived in 1860 together with a Chinese partner. They hired several 
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Japanese assistants, and one of them, Masuda Bunkichi, soon set up his own 
shop as a Western-style tailor. Before long, tailoring services were also being 
offered by Chinese immigrants. Best known is “Cockeye,” who began adver-
tising his services in 1864 and who was still in business in 1918. As we will 
see, Chūemon himself opened a tailor’s shop in 1870.

Foreign women, meanwhile, could turn to Mrs. Pearson for dressmak-
ing services. She opened the Yokohama branch of a Shanghai-based company 
in 1863, then started her own shop in 1866—by which time there were at least 
four other foreign dressmakers.58 But before long Japanese clothes makers, 
too, were getting into the business. Among the first was Sawano Tatsugorō, 
a maker of Japanese-style tabi socks who had been trained in dressmaking by 
an American missionary in Kanagawa.59

A Japanese, Chūshichi of Aogiya, offered laundry services to the foreign 
community from the time of the port’s opening. Watanabe Zenbei, a shop-
keeper from Kumamoto who had previously worked in Nagasaki, opened his 
laundry service in the early 1860s. There was a stream running in front of the 
shop, and Watanabe put a large, round stone in the middle of it, which his 
workers used to beat the dirt out of foreigners’ clothes. When the British 
Twentieth Regiment arrived, with hundreds of men in need of laundry 
services, Wakisawa Kinjirō received a contract to do all the regiment’s wash-
ing. However, W. H. Smith, a retired army captain, still saw opportunity in 
1865, when he opened the Yokohama Washing Establishment, managed by 
two Englishwomen. They guaranteed that clothes brought in by 8:00 a.m. 
would be ready by 5:00 p.m. (except on rainy days).60

The first Western-style hairdresser known to have set up shop in Yoko-
hama was a man called Ferguson, who by March 1864 was operating a “Hair 
Dressing and Shaving Salon” in the Yokohama Hotel. By June 1864, there was 
also a French hairdresser working in Yokohama, a former employee of the Pa-
risian Salon in Hong Kong.61 While Europeans offered their services to the 
established foreign residents of Yokohama, the barbers to the sailors who 
passed through Yokohama were usually Japanese. According to the reminis-
cences of Ogura Torakichi, he, together with six or seven other Japanese- 
trained hairdressers, would go onboard the ships to offer their services. At 
first they used the traditional Japanese razor, but eventually they learned 
how to cut with scissors. By the end of the 1860s, they had their own salon in 
Yokohama, on the premises of a Chinese by the name of Ah Con.62

On March 4, 1865, T. S. Smith advertised his services as a “Sign Painter” 
in the Herald: “All orders neatly executed on reasonable terms.” This was a spe-
cialized service, but there were many housepainters among the Chinese 
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community—and some, such as Ah Why of number 81, took on Japanese ap-
prentices. According to the recollections of Itō Chōgorō, his grandfather Ka-
metarō started a painting business in Kanagawa, and Kametarō’s son Kōtarō 
moved the business to Yokohama’s Kaigan-dōri, where he purchased his im-
ported paint from a Dutch shopkeeper.63

By the mid-1860s, there were at least three Swiss watchmakers operating 
in Yokohama, including James Favre-Brandt, from the famous watchmaking 
village of Le Locle. Favre-Brandt, who arrived in Japan at the age of twenty-two, 
set up a business importing guns, machinery, watches, and jewelry. He was 
soon joined by his brother Charles. The Favre-Brandts were said to have been 
a major supplier of French precision rifles to the Satsuma and Chōshū forces 
that defeated the shogunate in 1868. James married a Japanese and never 
returned to Switzerland.64 In addition to selling personal watches, the 
 Favre-Brandts also installed institutional clocks such as those at the town 
hall and post office. They trained several Japanese watchmakers, including 
Takeuchi Jisaburō and Mizuno Taichi, both of whom traveled to Switzerland 
to study at the Le Locle watchmaking school.65

Not everyone who arrived in Yokohama came in search of money. Many 
came to acquire some of the many forms of knowledge that were to be found 
there. English-language skills were to be a vital route to knowledge, success, 
and influence in the years that followed, and the schools run by Clara Hep-
burn and other missionaries were training grounds for many ambitious young 
Japanese. Hayashi Tadasu came to Yokohama in 1862 with his father, who sent 
him to Clara Hepburn’s school to learn English. In 1866 Tadasu was selected 
by the shogunal government to travel to England for further study, and he 
went on to become a successful diplomat and eventual foreign minister of 
Japan. Tadasu’s classmate with Clara Hepburn was his nephew Satō Momotarō. 
Momotarō went on to study in America, becoming a successful retailer and 
silk merchant in New York before returning to Japan to work for the Ministry 
of Finance.66 Kishida Ginkō came to Yokohama to be cured of an eye com-
plaint. After his successful treatment by James Hepburn, Ginkō stayed to 
help Hepburn produce the first Japanese-English dictionary. He studied 
English with Joseph Heco and helped Heco produce Japan’s first Japanese- 
language newspaper, the Kaigai shinbun (Overseas news). After making a fortune 
selling an eye medicine based on Hepburn’s treatment, Ginkō went on to 
become a journalist in Tokyo and a successful entrepreneur promoting 
Japanese-Chinese cultural exchange.67 Other notable pupils of Clara Hep-
burn included future literary entrepreneur Hayashi Yūteki (founder of the 
Maruzen chain of bookstores); future prime minister Takahashi Korekiyo; 
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future head of the Mitsui conglomerate Masuda Takashi; and one of Japan’s 
most famous doctors of the nineteenth century, Miyake Hiizu.68

Yokohama was also a magnet for artists, craftsmen, and entertainers. 
They came in response to the lure of new artistic media such as photography, 
to the excitement of learning new techniques, or to the exotic appeal of Japan 
as a place of unfamiliar visual wonders. Whatever the pull, they forged their 
careers in Yokohama’s vibrant but competitive commercial culture, and they 
measured their success in dollars and ryō.

Charles Wirgman arrived in Yokohama in 1861 as a correspondent for the 
Illustrated London News. Wirgman was said to be “nearly bilingual in French 
and German, and fluent in Italian and Dutch. He knew Greek and Latin, was 
able to write in Spanish, Portuguese, and quote literary tags in Russian, 
Scottish, Gaelic and Arabic.”69 He quickly established himself as a promi-
nent figure in the Yokohama community, well known for his offbeat humor 
and eccentricity. His friend Ernest Satow described him as wearing “wide blue 
cotton trousers, a loose yellow pongee jacket, no collar, and a conical hat of 
grey felt,” all of which “gave rise to a grave discussion as to whether he was 
really an European, or only a Chinaman after all.”70 In addition to his work 
for the Illustrated London News, Wirgman founded, in 1862, a satirical maga-
zine, the Japan Punch. The magazine, which was printed on woodblocks using 
Japanese techniques, lampooned the members of the small foreign commu-
nity. Although Wirgman’s cartoons could be sharp at times, the magazine be-
came a treasured asset of the Yokohama foreign community, surviving until 
1887. Wirgman was also known as a teacher of Japanese artists, some of whom 
became prominent in their own right. Best known among them was Goseda 
Yoshimatsu, whom Wirgman taught beginning in 1865, when Goseda was 
only twelve years old.71 Goseda went on to become the first Japanese artist to 
exhibit in a Paris salon.

Wirgman’s close friend and business partner was the photographer 
Felice Beato. A British citizen born in Corfu and raised in Venice, Beato was 
one of the earliest war photographers, traveling to Crimea in 1855 to photo-
graph the Russo-British-Turkish conflict. He went on to cover the Indian 
Mutiny and the second Opium War in China, where a witness described him 
as “in great excitement, characterising [a] group [of dead soldiers] as ‘beauti-
ful,’ and begging that it might not be interfered with until perpetuated by his 
photographic apparatus.”72 Beato used the wet collodion method, which al-
lowed for great sharpness of image and multiple prints from a single nega-
tive while requiring only a short exposure time—as little as two seconds in 
an open-air setting and ten seconds in the studio. However, the negative 
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plate had to be prepared on-site, used immediately, and developed while it 
was still damp. As a result, Beato carried with him a dark tent as well as the 
chemicals needed to develop negatives on the spot, in addition to a collection 
of large, fragile glass plates.73

Beato arrived in Yokohama in early 1863, and soon afterward he and 
Wirgman, whom he had met and collaborated with in China, opened a stu-
dio where they jointly exhibited their work. They also collaborated on work 
for the Illustrated London News—Beato taking photographs, from which Wirg-
man created drawings that he then sent to London to be engraved for the 
magazine. In July 1863, Wirgman wrote of the popularity of their studio: 
“My house is inundated with Japanese officers,” who “come to see my sketches 
and my companion Signor B-’s photographs.”74 Wirgman offered sketches, 
watercolors, and oil paintings of Japanese scenes and people, while Beato 
sold photographs of Japanese daily life, landscapes and street scenes, as well 
as portraits and cartes de visite. Both Wirgman and Beato had strong jour-
nalistic instincts. Whenever possible, they traveled to the scene of dramatic 
incidents or military conflict and recorded the scenes firsthand. Like Wirg-
man, Beato worked closely with Japanese assistants, including Kusakabe 
Kinbei, who was to go on to become one of Japan’s most prominent photog-
raphers. Beato also hired a number of Japanese artists, who carefully hand 
tinted Beato’s black-and-white prints, creating exquisite and unique works of 
art that could be sold at a premium to foreign visitors and residents.

Many Japanese were also captivated by the medium of photography, and 
before long Beato had competition from several Japanese studios. Among the 
first was that of Shimooka Renjō, an artist who was drawn to photography 
when he saw a Dutch daguerreotype in Edo. In 1860 he found work in Yoko-
hama as an assistant to the American merchant Raphael Schoyer. While living 
with Schoyer, Renjō formed a relationship with an American photographer, 
John Wilson, who lived in one of Schoyer’s rental houses and had a part-time 
studio in Schoyer’s shop. In January 1862 Wilson decided to leave Japan, and 
Renjō offered to take over his studio, including camera, chemicals, and fur-
nishings. He paid Wilson by giving him a set of eighty-six canvas landscapes 
illustrating famous places and scenes of daily life in Japan, which he had 
been working on for the past year under the tutelage of Anna Schoyer, Ra-
phael’s wife. Each painting was approximately eight feet by twelve, and the 
entire collection could be combined into a gigantic panoramic scene, more 
than a thousand feet long.

Renjō struggled for six months to master the equipment he had pur-
chased and the complex chemical processes involved in making high-quality 
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prints. Wilson’s failure to teach him properly was not unusual. Foreign pho-
tographers generally did not want Japanese to acquire the skills that might 
set them up as competitors. One confided that he trained each of his assis-
tants in only a part of the photographic process, to head off their acquisition 
of competitive skills for as long as possible.75 But by the end of 1862, Renjō had 
mastered the technique sufficiently to open his own studio on Benten-dōri, 
where, according to one Japanese guidebook, he was “able to offer much lower 
prices,” even though “his method does not vary in the least from that of the 
foreigners.”76 Renjō was to thrive not only in his photographic business (he 
eventually owned three studios) but also in a variety of other business enter-
prises, including a part share in one of the first Japanese-owned horse-drawn 
carriage services. In 1872, Chūemon himself, together with three of his sons 
and two grandchildren, was to sit for a portrait by Renjō (see chapter 4).

Yokohama was also a magnet for performing artists, including actors, en-
tertainers, acrobats, and circus performers. Visitors to Japan often commented 
on the traveling entertainers they encountered on street corners, squatting 
by the side of the highway, or in the precincts of temples and shrines. The ac-
robats were usually young children, “dressed in loose trousers and coat all in 
one garment” and sometimes wearing animal-head costumes. They performed 
to a drum or tambourine accompaniment, performing “the usual tumbling ex-
ploits of the circus, somersaults, etc.”77 Children also formed theatrical troupes. 
Francis Hall watched a performance by a children’s troupe, commenting that 
their acting “was remarkably excellent. That of one little fellow, six and a half 
years old, was so extraordinary that he would at home have occupied the 
head of a bill poster in red letters as the ‘infantile prodigy’ and taken rank at 
once with the little Batemans.”78

In addition to acrobatics, the extraordinary spinning-top performances 
foreigners witnessed also often drew comment, as did the “butterfly trick,” 
in which a performer kept origami paper butterflies in the air through the 
gentle waving of a fan, “now wheeling and dipping towards it, now tripping 
along its edge, then hovering over it, as we may see a butterfly do over a flower 
on a fine summer’s day, then in wantonness wheeling away, and again return-
ing to alight, the wings quivering with nervous restlessness! One could have 
sworn it was a live creature.”79

Several larger troupes of professional acrobats passed through Yokohama 
during the mid-1860s, in response to the town’s rapid economic growth and 
its reputation as a door of opportunity. Unlike the street acrobats, who were 
generally recruited as orphaned children and who seldom rose above the class 
of beggar entertainers, the Hamaikari, Tetsuwari, Matsui, and Sumidagawa 
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troupes had established a reputation as high-class performers over several 
generations. The troupes could muster as many as thirty members, and they 
performed in cities all over Japan.80

When in Yokohama, the Japanese troupes encountered several of their 
foreign counterparts, who were quickly integrating the Japanese treaty ports 
into their global performance circuits. Among the most colorful was Rich-
ard Risley, a celebrated acrobat who was said to possess “a combination of 
every anatomical beauty of which the human form is capable.”81 Not only a 
powerful and graceful athlete, he was also a crack shot, master equestrian, ace 
billiard player, and master of many other sports that required extraordinary 
physical strength, agility, or reflexes. Risley was also an imaginative entrepre-
neur with a flair for publicity. He arrived in Yokohama on a world tour with a 
small traveling circus, but he stayed to run a riding school, manage a tavern, 
import and sell Chinese ice during the hot summer months, and import a 
herd of cows from America to create Yokohama’s first dairy. As his friend 
the former theatrical performer and later newspaperman John Black wrote, 
“Had he been content to make [the dairy] his business, and stick steadily 
to it, he might long ere this have been a thoroughly independent man.”82 

figure 3.1 Utagawa Yoshikazu, Foreign Circus in Yokohama (ca. 1864). Chadbourne collection, 

Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-10932
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Risley’s entrepreneurial impulsiveness is typical of many Yokohama so-
journers, driven by a restless urge to seek greener pastures or to move on 
from past failures. In Risley’s case, his restless entrepreneurialism led him, 
in 1866, to stake everything he had on an ambitious plan to take a troupe of 
Japanese performers on a grand tour of the United States and Europe.

Creating “Japan”

The popular perceptions of Yokohama in Japan and the rest of the world 
were mediated by an outpouring of books, articles, prints, and exhibitions 
that circulated both within Japan and around the world. From the book-
shops of Edo to the exhibition halls of London’s Crystal Palace, Yokohama—
and, by extension, Japan itself—was on display. The vast majority of the 
Japan-related works being sold and displayed around the world originated in 
the commercial marketplace of Yokohama, where writers, artists, photog-
raphers, and craftsmen sought to feed the global imagination with works of 
exquisite craftsmanship, exotic and erotic description, and rich and colorful 
imagery. Collectively, these globally circulating representations had a pro-
found  influence on perceptions of Japan and its place in the world. Indeed, 
they helped create understandings of “Japan” that remain with us to this day.

These influential representations were, in turn, a part of a wave of change 
that was by now sweeping into Japan through its opened ports and, within a 
few years, was to transform livelihoods as well as patterns of daily life through-
out Japan, and even to influence global economic and cultural trends. Much 
of the rest of this book is an attempt to address these transformations and to 
assess the role of Yokohama, and even of individual actors like Chūemon, in 
the processes of change.

Japanese artists responded to the popular fascination with Japan’s 
 exotic new international port of Yokohama with an outpouring of wood-
block prints, maps, guidebooks, and broadsheets. During the 1860s, as many 
two hundred and fifty thousand colorful woodblock prints illustrating 
scenes of Yokohama life were produced and sold in markets throughout 
Japan.83 Whether he was aware of it or not, Chūemon was an actor in a very 
public performance.

The artists and writers portraying Yokohama to the Japanese public were 
not much interested in politics, nor in the controversies swirling around the 
decision to open the ports. They were entertainers, and they saw a market for 
scenes of daily life that played up the glamour and prosperity of this exotic 
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place that was both a part of Japan and yet “would make one think oneself in 
the port at Washington in America, or London in England.”84 According to 
Yokohama Tales: Flower of the Port (Yokohama kidan: Minato no hana), “Since trade 
has been permitted in our sacred country, all sorts of goods have been ex-
changed, both bought and sold, and for both purchases and sales the 
amount has been like nothing seen before in this country, with transactions 
amounting to ten, twenty, or even fifty thousand ryō per day; indeed there is 
no limit to the amount . . . The town is truly blessed to have achieved such 
prosperity before even five years have passed.”85

In many cases, the Yokohama portrayed in the lavish and colorful prints 
was pure fantasy. Some artists never even visited Yokohama, drawing instead 
on existing printed sources such as imported foreign magazines or Japanese 
prints of life in the Dutch trading enclave in Nagasaki. And even in cases 
where the artists were physically present in Yokohama, their work often mixed 
actual observation with extrapolation and fantasy. Woodbock prints and il-
lustrated books from the early 1860s invariably portrayed beautiful and glam-
orous foreign women in the streets of Yokohama, even though the actual 
number of European and American women in the town could be counted on 
one hand. By an even greater stretch of the imagination, Yokohama prints 
often showed foreign women, including those who appear to be the wives of 
merchants, consorting happily with Japanese courtesans from the brothel 
quarter, even playing games with them or accompanying them in musical 
duets. The result was an image of life in the port that Chūemon surely would 
not have recognized, even though he must have approved of the glamorous 
and prosperous image of the town that the prints and books conveyed.86

At least ten illustrated guidebooks to Yokohama were published during 
the 1860s—generally describing themselves as virtual guides for those un-
able to visit the town in person. Unusual Stories of the Five Nations in Yokohama 
(Chinji gokakoku Yokohama hanashi), for example, was written “for women and 
children of distant provinces” and used “simple children’s words while set-
ting down my account of the actual things I have witnessed.”87 The typical 
format of the guidebooks was to take the reader on a “walking tour” of the 
town, visiting and describing the different neighborhoods along the way, 
with lavish details about the strange and exotic lives of the foreigners—
Europeans, Americans, Chinese, Africans, Javanese, and others. Flower of the 
Port starts with a ferry ride out into the bay. From here,

the view from the water is truly incomparable. To the west, Mount Fuji 
is in full view. To the right are the mountains of Chichibu, Sagami, and 
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Kōshū. To the left is Mount Amagi at Hakone. Nearby, Kamakura and 
Kanazawa are within arm’s reach; and to the east, Mount Kanō and 
Mount Nokogiri in Bōsō are clearly visible. Right in front of one’s eyes 
are the fishermen at work, and one can see the famous views of 
Kanagawa . . . To the west, there is a fine view of the foreign ships fly-
ing their blue, yellow, and red flags. Seeing the foreign houses in the dis-
tance one would not believe oneself in Japan.88

Japanese representations of Yokohama, whether in books or prints, 
tended to dwell on the same themes again and again: exotic sights and 
sounds; glamour and prosperity; intriguing customs; awe-inspiring tech-
nologies; and alluring foreign women, of whom it was said “one might well 
think they were angels descended from the heavens.”89 The guides typically 
included lavish descriptions of the Miyozaki brothel quarter, where “the lan-
terns coming and going at the main gate are more frequent than fireflies. 

figure 3.2 Foreigners visiting a brothel in Miyozakichō are surprised by the beauty of the 

interior and the elegance of the courtesan. Kikuen Rōjin, Yokohama kidan: Minato no hana 

(Kinkōdō Zō, ca. 1864)
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The cherry trees in the main street are so bright that they do battle with the 
courtesans . . . Morning or night, you can find Japanese and foreigners 
mixed together as they explore its delights. The courtesans in the street 
are gorgeously dressed, combining foreign and Japanese clothes as they 
please . . . If one can disport oneself even once in this quarter, one’s spirit 
will soar to the heavens, and one will forget to return to one’s home.”90

The guidebooks dwelled at length on aspects of Yokohama life that 
Chūemon and his family may have quickly become used to but that most 
Japanese would have found both strange and fascinating: the daily routines 
of foreigners (“They get up at 5:30 and immediately enter the bath. The water 
is lukewarm, like water left to warm up in the sun. Moreover, there are some 
people who insist on bathing only in cold water, summer and winter”); for-
eign clothes (“They are always of black wool, which has an excellent texture, 
like that of leather. When it comes to the neatness of their appearance, they 
do not differ from the Japanese at all”); foreign houses (“They are built of cut 
stones, and the windows are of glass . . . When it gets dark, the covers are 
removed from the glass lamps, and the brightness is such that even a single 
hair is clearly visible”); foreign games such as billiards (“The strangeness of 
this practice is really a matter for surprise . . . They will bet one hundred, five 
hundred, or even one thousand dollars on the result”);91 the foreigners’ love 
for their pets (“If by chance a dog should go missing, I believe the owner would 
search for it like a parent for his lost child, parting the undergrowth and 
calling its name”);92 and the foreigners’ penchant for “walking throughout 
the city even when they have no business to transact. This is something that 
is unknown among our people.”93

The guidebooks’ authors were also fascinated by Western technology: 
steamships, clocks and watches, and photography in particular. The steam-
ship, for example, “is powered by a wheel, and it will proceed even if there is 
no wind at all . . . It is hard to describe the perfection of its construction.”94 
Pocket watches were fascinating not only for their elaborate construction 
(“The inner workings are very complicated: I could neither draw a picture of 
them nor adequately describe them in words”) but also for their usefulness 
in daily life. “[The foreigners] will not be separated from them even for a short 
time . . . because of their convenience in daily life. For example, if you were 
to make an appointment for a meeting at a particular time on the next day, 
when that time comes around, you can be sure of coming home on time to 
await your guest. Your guest in turn will consult his watch and will be sure to 
be on time for the appointment.”95 As for photography, it “transfers through 
[a] mirror the exact and detailed shape—right down to the colors—of people, 
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or places, or landscapes.” Imagine if, using this technology, “you could give 
a command to a painter while you were living and have an exact likeness 
made of yourself, which you could turn into a hanging scroll that you could 
pass down to your descendants—how close you would seem to them!”96

Although these representations deliberately played up the exotic and 
unusual aspects of life in Yokohama, they also had the effect of familiarizing 
Japanese readers and viewers with foreign lifestyles, foreign technologies, and 
foreign values. The commentary in the guidebooks was not always admiring. 
The author of Flower of the Port, for example, found that “the Westerners are 
without exception interested only in the study of the sciences. As for the plea-
sure that we Japanese take in elegance, taste, or beauty, I have as yet seen none 
of this.”97 While maintaining an overall tone of humorous observation, the 
guides made some sharp comments on many of the foreigners’ habits, from 
the jealousy of their women (“ten times more so than Japanese women”),98 to 
their permitting dogs inside their houses (“In the old days, there was a simi-
lar custom among the people of Ezo [Hokkaido], but now there is no such 
thing.”),99 to their practice of gruesome trades such as butchering: “All sorts of 

figure 3.3 Foreigners playing billiards. Utagawa Sadahide, Yokohama kaikō kenbunshi 

(ca. 1863)
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animals are being herded and beaten, screaming tremendously. There is a 
sound of iron chains rattling, and the lament of the birds penetrates the ear. 
Truly, this is what the birds’ hell must be like.”100 Another favorite topic was 
the drunken sailors who were a daily sight in the port.

But even as they observed customs that would have seemed distasteful 
to many Japanese, the guidebooks seldom passed direct judgment. Meat eat-
ing, for example, “has been their everyday food since they were children so 
they do not dislike the custom.”101 There was so much that was novel about 
the foreign lifestyles on display in Yokohama, one has the sense that the 
authors preferred to suspend judgment even about habits that would be hor-
rifying or disgusting to the average Japanese.

Indeed, even as they employed traditional techniques of glamorizing 
and exoticizing foreigners, the authors were conveying to their readers a rad-
ically different way of looking at the world that required the suspension of 

figure 3.4 Utagawa Sadahide, Banquet at a Foreign Mercantile House in Yokohama (1861). Chad-

bourne collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC 4-9989
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many preconceived ideas. For example, in a discussion of race one can see 
both criticism of the institution of slavery and at the same time a qualified 
acceptance of Western ideas of racial hierarchy:

There are also many foreigners called blacks [kuronbō]. These people 
were born in Arabia, and the skin of both men and women is extremely 
black. One might compare them to a crow: they are black to the tips of 
their toes. They are by nature stupid, and their actions are close to those 
of animals. Previously, the Westerners treated them just like cows or 
horses, buying and selling them and using them as their slaves. Even-
tually, some of the more intelligent ones became extremely angry, say-
ing, ‘We are people of the world just like everyone else. Why, then, should 
we be bought and sold like cows and horses? We should be hired for a 
proper wage.’ After that, they became servants in the normal fashion.102

One can sense here a probing of the conflicting views about race that were 
circulating in international society—the American Civil War was still raging 
at the time—and also perhaps an underlying insecurity about Japan’s own 
place in that hierarchy. It was important for Japanese commentators to 
clearly distance themselves from races that were considered “by nature 
stupid” while at the same time refusing to condone a system of racial hierar-
chy that might in turn consign the Japanese to a lower rung on the perceived 
hierarchical ladder.

In addition to representations of foreign lifestyles and technology 
portrayed in the printed media, Yokohama was also a physical display case 
for foreign goods, lifestyles, ideas, and institutions. Imported textiles, ma-
chinery, and even steamships were prominently for sale in the harbor and 
the warehouses of the foreign merchants. Japanese buyers could bargain 
for silk-spinning equipment, cameras, beer and champagne, rifles (prohib-
ited by treaty but a major trade item nonetheless), kerosene, sugar, medi-
cal implements, livestock, bricks and glass, and a host of other imported 
goods. Visitors to Yokohama also had the opportunity to observe Western 
institutions—such as hospitals, law courts, and military parades—firsthand.

As a merchant in Yokohama’s international marketplace, Chūemon was 
an agent in the introduction of Western technologies and lifestyles into 
Japan, even though in his private life and political outlook he remained 
rather conservative. Chūemon was a middle-aged villager, a product of the 
Tokugawa political and social environment. There is no reason to think 
that he admired Western values, embraced foreign lifestyles, or shared the 
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apparent admiration of the guidebook authors for the habits and technolo-
gies of the foreigners’ daily lives. In the letters, his main concern is not to 
promote new ways of living but to emphasize the enormous commercial 
opportunity represented by the Yokohama market. Nevertheless, Chūemon 
occasionally discussed the prospects for selling imported Western prod-
ucts in his home province of Kōshū, and he and Naotarō actually tested the 
market in a variety of imported goods—apparently with little success (these 
ventures are taken up in chapter 4).103 Chūemon was also interested in Western 
machinery, discussing with some excitement the arrival of a shipment of 
cotton-spinning machines in Yokohama. He also discussed the possibility 
of purchasing rice-hulling machines capable of processing one thousand 
bales of rice per day, concluding, however, that they were inappropriate for 
Kōshū farmers, most of whom had no more than two acres of rice fields per 
family.104 Chūemon does not discuss the ways in which these foreign life-
styles and technologies affected his daily life, but he must surely have felt their 
influence. He certainly became familiar with foreign textiles and clothing: 
not only did he try selling them in Kōshū but, as we will see, he also eventually 
tried his hand at setting up his own Western-style tailor shop in Yokohama.

Even as Chūemon participated in the international marketplace and (at 
times) helped spread foreign goods and ideas into his home province, we can 
also—in spite of his innate conservatism—see him being shaped by the new 
ideas circulating in Yokohama. This is most evident in his developing under-
standing of nationality and nationhood. Like most people in Japan’s two-
hundred-plus domains, Chūemon identified first and foremost with his local 
and regional communities. For the majority of people, this meant the village. 
Villagers depended on one another for mutual assistance, labor cooperation, 
communal water and other resource supplies, and contributions to the 
payment of the village tax burden. While wealthier Japanese were remarkably 
mobile by the mid-nineteenth century, probably most villagers had seldom if 
ever been beyond their nearest provincial town. The decisions that were made 
and the actions taken within the village community could mean the difference 
between subsistence and destitution. Next to the village was the domainal 
administration. Villagers paid their taxes to the domain, and the domainal 
authorities held the power of life and death over them. The domainal lord 
was the ruler to whom villagers and townsmen owed both tribute and loyalty, 
and for most, their identity was closely tied to their domain and its ruling 
family.

Beyond his village of Higashi-Aburakawa, Chūemon belonged to Kōshū. 
Kären Wigen has shown how the historical provinces of Japan, which were 
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meaningful administrative units in ancient times but had long since been 
replaced by feudal domains (of which there might be several in any one of 
Japan’s sixty-six historical provinces), were reconstituted in the Tokugawa 
era as units of regional identity. This was based on imagination more than 
political reality (except in a few domains where the domain and the province 
were coterminous) and abetted by mapmakers and others who were pro-
moting regional consciousness, often for economic reasons.105 Certainly for 
Chūemon the province of Kōshū was the primary location of his identity be-
yond his village of Higashi-Aburakawa. The name of his shop was Kōshūya, 
he described himself as representing the products of Kōshū, he hosted and 
represented visiting merchants from Kōshū, and when in his letters he re-
ferred to his “country” (kuni), he almost always meant Kōshū.

It is much harder to assess how people like Chūemon understood the con-
cept of “Japan.” Mitani Hiroshi has written of a “protonation-state” arising 
in the eighteenth century as educated Japanese under the long and peaceful 
Tokugawa reign began to conceive of an “imagined community” of the Japa-
nese nation through the influence of extensive domestic travel networks and 
the distribution of nationalistic publications.106 Certainly, most people had 
some sense that they were not just domainal subjects but also “Japanese”—
Nipponjin. Even villagers would have understood their connection to other 
Japanese through language, history, highways and commerce, sites of spiri-
tual power and pilgrimage, and perhaps even through some concept of polit-
ical unity. But “Japan” itself must have been a fuzzy notion. Did it mean loyalty 
to the emperor? Did it mean obligations beyond those demanded by regional 
feudal authorities? Did it mean common beliefs and symbols? While nation-
alist ideologies were gaining traction among the educated classes, it is hard 
to imagine that most villagers would have understood or cared much about 
the implications of a Japanese national identity.

Chūemon was a subject of a directly administered shogunal domain and 
he had lived in the shogunal capital, so for him, if “Japan” meant anything, 
it probably meant the realm of the shogun. Yet Chūemon’s encounters with 
foreigners in Yokohama, and especially the political clashes of the early 1860s, 
must surely have pushed him to rethink his identity. In his letters, the for-
eigners remained ijin (aliens) until the very end of the decade, when he began 
to use the politer gaikokujin (foreigners). But as Chūemon became comfortable 
with the idea and also the reality of the ijin, he must have come to understand 
that the word had real meaning only when contrasted with an implied “us.” 
And Chūemon’s experiences in Yokohama must have made it starkly clear to 
him that the “us” was not “people of Kōshū” or even “subjects of the shogun” 
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but “Nipponjin,” or Japanese people. The evolving political crisis of the 
mid-1860s forced him to develop a new understanding of the meanings of 
“Japan” even as the social and political structures of his country were fall-
ing into chaos and collapse. It is no coincidence that Chūemon’s first use in 
the surviving letters of the term “Nipponjin” came at the moment of greatest 
conflict with the West, as the shogunate braced for a massed attack by a for-
eign naval alliance (described in chapter 2).

We can see something similar happening in the guidebooks to Yoko-
hama, which wrote of the foreigners as an exotic “other” in Japan’s midst but 
which also portrayed an implied “Japaneseness” in contrast to that other. To 
be “Japanese” meant to be justifiably uncomfortable with the consumption 
of meat, drunken behavior, the enslavement of blacks, or the disregard for 
elegance and good taste; but it might also mean to be behind in technology, 
unadventurous, unable to afford the comforts that foreigners expected, unaware 
of time and punctuality, and to acknowledge the need to question long-held 
assumptions about food, clothing, medicine, or Japan’s place in the world. 
Yokohama stimulated new concepts and understandings of the meanings of 
“Japan.” This reformulation of national identity was a vital bridge to the new 
world of national unification and imperial loyalty that emerged from the 
overthrow of the shogunate in 1868.

Even more than Chūemon, his children must have become accustomed 
to foreign ways of living from relatively early in their lives. For Naotarō, who 
arrived in Yokohama at the age of twenty-two, and even more for his younger 
brother Katsusuke, who came to join his father at the age of seven, the inter-
national community of Yokohama with its varied lifestyles and global con-
nections was a part of the fabric of their lives, which they probably more or 
less took for granted. They were the children of a new global era, for whom 
distinctions between “Japanese” and “Western,” “traditional” and “modern” 
might have seemed a little quaint and outdated.

In the West, too, the outpouring of information and artifacts from Yo-
kohama prompted new assessments of “Japan” and its meanings. There was 
a fascination with the mysterious, hidden country that was now reluctantly 
allowing its secrets to be pried open (at least, this was how many foreign com-
mentators perceived it). At times it seemed that any visitor to the treaty port 
of Yokohama was required to write an account of his or her experiences. Some 
of these contributions were humble: Francis Hall, an American merchant, 
sent regular dispatches to his hometown newspaper, the Elmira Gazette. 
Others were more grandiose: Rutherford Alcock, English minister to Japan, 
wrote a wordy two-volume memoir, prompting one of his subordinates to 
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lament that “he would have been a greater man if he had never written a book 
about a country which he did not understand.”107 In the earlier part of the 
1860s, writers tended to focus on the dramatic murders of foreigners, the 
antiforeign sentiment in Japan, and the duplicitous dealings of Japanese of-
ficials, while illustrators showed scenes of official negotiations, Japanese gov-
ernment leaders, and violent scenes such as the foreign attacks on Kagoshima 
and Shimonoseki. But foreign readers also clamored for vivid descriptions of 
Japanese daily life and social mores.

Certain themes quickly became standard attributes of the Japanese as 
portrayed to Western audiences. They included alluring and exotic physical 
appearance, gorgeous clothing, medieval martial display, a casual lack of con-
cern about public nudity, unawareness of time or the pressures of modern 
life, and unusual skills such as storytelling or paper folding. These attributes 
combined to create an exotic and sometimes erotic image. This would have 
been a familiar combination to foreign audiences. Many colonized regions 
were similarly exoticized and sexualized, in ways that tended to reinforce the 
audience’s sense of the “otherness” and difference of the colonized peoples 
and of its own power and superiority over those peoples. In the case of Japan, 
there was particular interest because the country for so long had successfully 
prevented itself from being put on global display. Now, there was a sense that 
Japan could be “opened,” “revealed,” “bared,” and indeed this was in many 
cases done with literal representations of naked Japanese.

Charles Wirgman was one of the most prolific commentators on Japan 
through his regular contributions to the influential Illustrated London News. 
Wirgman often used Yokohama as a model of “Japan” in miniature. In addi-
tion to political news and the occasional travelogue, when the opportunity 
arose, Wirgman submitted frequent sketches of daily life in words and pic-
tures, based on scenes he observed in Yokohama. Such sketches might be a 
miscellany of seemingly unconnected details, as in a lithograph titled The Sto-
ryteller (a Daily Scene) in Yokuhama (sic) with its accompanying commentary: 
“He takes up his post on a table every afternoon, and recites to an admiring 
audience who stand and squat around him; sometimes he accompanies him-
self on the banjo, as I have shown . . . The men for the most part have their 
towels round their heads, and are not remarkable for pegtops or, in fact, any 
breeches at all. The girls are on their wooden pattens, and they seem to find 
no difficulty in running in them.”

The lithograph illustrates some of the themes described: the near na-
kedness of many of the men, the towels around their heads, and the sense 
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of timelessness as a leisurely audience gathers unhurriedly for the daily 
performance.108

Wirgman’s partner, Felice Beato, contributed to the creation of an exotic 
and erotic image of Japan through his souvenir photography. His studio por-
traits were generally taken using paid models, and they might include images 
of women at the toilette, often partially clothed; naked porters and grooms, 
sometimes heavily tattooed; samurai in armor; and artisans such as carpen-
ters or printmakers pursuing their craft. Already by the time the albums were 
produced, many of the customs they portrayed were falling into disuse. 
Warriors preferred guns to swords, and by the end of the 1860s, the wealthy 
preferred to travel by horse-drawn carriage or Japan’s newest contribution to 
public transport, the rickshaw, rather than the palanquins portrayed in the 
images. Like his prints, which he fixed with chemicals to capture an unchang-
ing image for decades to come, Beato and other artists were deliberately pre-
serving and immobilizing a culture that already existed more in the artist’s 
imagination than in the realities of daily life. These images of a “traditional” 
Japan helped create an imagined past that remains with us to this day.109

However, Beato also helped develop appreciation for Japan’s highly de-
veloped artistic and craft traditions, as he used Japanese artists to turn each 

figure 3.5 Charles Wirgman, The Storyteller (a Daily Scene) in Yokuhama (sic). Illustrated 

London News, August 10, 1861
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of his black-and-white prints into an individual work of art.110 As the num-
ber of visitors to Yokohama increased in the later 1860s and beyond, Beato 
began concentrating on the production of souvenir photographic albums 
that combined hand-tinted photographic images, printed commentary, and 
gorgeous bindings in leather and lacquered wood. The artifacts that he pro-
duced were exquisite examples of Japanese craftsmanship, and they helped 
produce an image of Japan as a place of refined and sophisticated artistic 
sensibilities.

Japanese cultural entrepreneurs also participated in the creation of 
an exotic “Japan.” In his Yokohama photographic studio, Shimooka Renjō 
catered to both Japanese and foreign customers. For the benefit of foreign 
customers, Renjō followed Beato’s lead, hiring female models and photo-
graphing them in a variety of poses. Like Beato, he had many of his photo-
graphs hand tinted by Japanese artists. His friend Samuel Cocking recalled 

figure 3.6 Felice Beato, Betto (groom), tattooed à la mode (ca. 1863–1867). Prints and Pho-

tographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-14496
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that “when [Renjō] first started in business, instead of receiving payment 
from his sitters he was obliged to reverse the operation and pay them to 
come, and has given as much as twelve shillings to a good-looking Japanese 
lady to have her portrait taken. But even this upside-down state of affairs 
answered his purpose very well in a commercial sense, as he used to sell 
copies of such to foreigners at three dollars each.”111

This trend toward portraying exoticized and sometimes eroticized im-
ages of daily life in Japan mixing Western and Japanese artistic styles became 
a distinctive genre, centered in Yokohama and aimed at presenting a com-
modified image of Japan for sale to the outside world.

At the same time, however, Japanese photographers like Renjō were able 
to add their own inflections to the developing image of “Japan.” Although 
Renjō catered to the foreign taste for the exotic and the erotic, he also used 
his art to reflect a more robust and assertive image of “Japan,” one that might 
even have something to teach the rest of the world. Many of his portraits show 
Japanese people engaged in aesthetic practices such as flower arranging and 
the tea ceremony, while also incorporating into his work techniques derived 
from his training as a painter and lithographer. His promotion (both as art-
ist and patron) of a variety of Japanese artistic traditions contributed to the 
rapid assimilation of Japanese artistic and aesthetic traditions in the Euro-
pean and American arts, which, beginning in the 1860s, were swept up in a 
wave of japonisme.112

Like Renjō’s portraits, traveling exhibits of Japanese arts, crafts, and 
manufactures also showed a dual agenda of portraying a richly exotic “Ja-
pan” to feed the Western imagination and profiling the excellence of Japan’s 
manufacturing and craft traditions—as well as, at times, highlighting 
 Japan’s rapid adaptation to new techniques.

Japanese art, crafts, literature, antiquities, and daily life were placed on 
display at galleries and exhibitions in cities in Europe and America. After the 
immense success of London’s Crystal Palace exposition of 1851, international 
expositions became a regular feature of the European capitals: there were two 
major expositions during the 1860s, the Great International Exposition at 
London’s Crystal Palace from May to November 1862 and the Exposition uni-
verselle d’art et d’industrie in Paris in 1867.

At the time of the Great International Exposition, London was experi-
encing a burst of Japan fever. More than a dozen books on Japan appeared 
during the course of the year, including Sir Rutherford Alcock’s ponderous 
two-volume memoir of his stint as Britain’s envoy to Japan. Meanwhile, the 
shogunate’s first diplomatic mission to Europe arrived in London on April 
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30, 1862. The members of the delegation lodged at Claridge’s Hotel and visited 
the London Docks, the Tower of London, and Kew Gardens, as well as taking 
trips to Liverpool and Birmingham to inspect industrial and naval facilities.113 
During their visits they were photographed, drawn, lithographed, and 
painted: they were as much an object of display as the exhibits of Japanese 
arts and crafts that were springing up around London.

On May 22, John Wilson put Shimooka Renjō’s massive collection of pan-
oramic paintings on display at the London Polytechnic, advertising it as 
“Wilson’s Grand Panorama, painted in oil, by Japanese Artists, on 9,000 feet 
[sic] of canvas, and showing with scrupulous fidelity the Costumes, Temples, 
Streets, Bridges, Scenery, and Rivers of the Japanese Empire. This unique and 

figure 3.7 Shimooka Renjō, Woman with Pipe (ca. 1865–1875). Courtesy of Tom Burnett Collec-

tion, New York
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curious Panorama was painted secretly by native artists, who would, if dis-
covered, have incurred the penalty of death, and it is exhibited Daily, at 1.30 
and 5.30. Admission, 1s.”114 The Illustrated London News reported on the exhibit: 
“Japan, once a sealed book, is now unclasped, and we may freely inspect its 
treasures. It not only permits travellers to visit it, but has sent its Ambassa-
dors to visit us. These are now amongst us, and may examine these pictures 
for themselves, and learn how vain were the State precautions that were taken 
to prevent such a result . . . The state of Japanese art is exemplified by the var-
ious pictures presented, which in that and other respects will prove highly 
instructive to European visitors.”115

Although the Japanese representatives did not visit the “Grand Panorama” 
(and they would certainly not have wished any harm to the artist, since the 
images betrayed no state secrets, conveying in fact a desirable image of 
Japan as a peaceful, beautiful, and cultured nation), they did visit the Great 
International Exposition at the Crystal Palace. This lavish display of the di-
verse arts and manufactures of the nations of the world attracted six million 
visitors over the course of its six months. It was a showcase for national pride 
and national aspiration. While the shogunal government—still reluctant to 
engage in international relations—was not a formal participant in the exhi-
bition, the British envoy, Sir Rutherford Alcock, had provided a large collec-
tion of Japanese artifacts from his personal collection. They included examples 
of Japanese crafts such as personal accessories, paper manufactures, porce-
lain, arms and armor, and printing, as well as samples of Japanese money, 
drugs, and medical implements.116 Many of these would certainly have been 
purchased in the curio shops of Yokohama’s Japanese quarter. In an admir-
ing review, the London Times praised the exquisite craftsmanship of the 
miniature sculptures—probably netsuke (belt ornaments) and inro (con-
tainers for personal belongings)—while also commenting on their “comic 
genius.” The objects of porcelain on display were “if anything, almost 
thinner than egg-shell. Even the renowned specimens of this china made at 
Worcester are mere earthenware compared to them.” Similarly, the swords 
on display— which included one of the swords used in an assassination 
attempt on Alcock himself—were “of a most exquisite temper.” And the 
Japanese skills in papermaking “have undoubtedly obtained an excellence 
and skill of which we in Europe know nothing.”117

Five years later, the shogunate was an enthusiastic participant in the Paris 
exposition of 1867, sending a large consignment of arts, crafts, and manufac-
tures there for the show. This exposition was on a colossal scale. Occupying 
a one-hundred-fifty-acre site in the Champs de Mars, it attracted fifteen 
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million visitors during its six months of display. Now anxious to show itself 
as a worthy aspirant to join the community of modern nations, the Japanese 
government sent the younger brother of the shogun to represent Japan and to 
receive his education in France. But the shogunate’s message was muddied 
by the fact that the domains of Satsuma and Hizen also submitted compet-
ing exhibits. While the shogunate was attempting to claim a position among 
the “civilized” powers that shared their industrial products at such events, 
the multiple exhibits vividly highlighted Japan’s lack of national unity.

Nevertheless, the exhibits were hugely admired and they did much to en-
hance Japan’s image both as a fascinating and exotic culture and as a center 
of manufacturing excellence and rapid modernization. The shogunal exhibit 
was housed in three specially built structures: models of Japanese merchant 
and artisan houses and a miniature reconstruction of a daimyo’s palace. The 
houses were furnished to show the living conditions of their inhabitants, thus 
creating an ethnographic space where Japanese lives were placed on display. 
But the exhibit also highlighted the excellence of Japan’s artistic and manu-
facturing traditions, its rich natural resources, and its rapid adoption of modern 
techniques. The collection included a large map of the city of Edo, examples 
of books and other printed media, an exhibition of paper work, extensive dis-
plays of Japanese silk production and manufacture, displays of raw materials 
such as iron, quartz, and bronze, and a wide variety of artworks: paintings 
on silk by famous Edo artists, watercolor portraits of young Japanese, minia-
ture sculptures used for personal ornamentation, bronze vases decorated with 
birds and flowers, fine porcelains, and lacquered furniture. A notable feature 
of the exhibit was a display of four life-size models of Japanese samurai war-
riors, armed and mounted on horseback. While the models emphasized the 
warriors’ medieval glamour, at the base of the display were two boxes of 
modern rifles, manufactured by Japanese craftsmen. Commenting on the 
modern weapons, the steamship-equipped navy and Western-trained army 
that the shogunate was creating, and the large number of Japanese coming to 
France and quickly adopting European lifestyles, the Revue des deux mondes 
concluded that “Japan seems, in a word, to have decided to put itself on an 
equal footing with the modern nations.”118 While it catered to the foreign 
desire for the exotic, the exhibition also helped spread an understanding of 
Japan as highly cultured, technically adept, and committed to rapid mod-
ernization. The exhibits of Japanese arts triggered a wave of interest among 
French painters and designers, helping launch the fad for japonisme that was 
to remain a deep influence in European art for the rest of the century.
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Yet another route through which “Japan” was put on display was the 
highly visible tours of troupes of Japanese performing artists, particularly ac-
robats. Altogether at least three troupes set off in 1866, six in 1867, and many 
more in the following years.119 Indeed, theater historian Mihara Aya sees the 
treaty ports of Yokohama and Nagasaki as having been quickly integrated into 
a “theatrical network of the Pacific Rim,”120 a network that included Japanese 
artists performing overseas, foreign artists in Japan, and Japanese and for-
eign impresarios. Indeed, in the theatrical world, then as today, nationality 
was less important legally or culturally than as a construct employed in 
the service of a brand. The troupes emphasized their “Japaneseness,” and they 
played up to the strong demand for exotic display. At the same time, they 
gained a reputation for extraordinary physical prowess and became the 
objects of admiration and even adulation among the theater-going public.

The Hamaikari troupe was one of the first to embark on an overseas 
tour—a tour that would take it across America and Europe and last more than 
two years. The troupe was sponsored and managed by the American impre-
sario and entrepreneur Richard Risley. The budget for this ambitious venture 
was a hundred thousand dollars, an enormous sum that Risley raised together 
with three partners from the Yokohama foreign community.

Risley and the “Imperial Japanese Troupe” arrived in San Francisco in 
January 1866 and went on to Philadelphia, Washington, New York, London, 
Paris, Amsterdam, Lisbon, and Madrid. The tour was an extraordinary suc-
cess, making international stars out of some of its young performers. Its per-
formances were sold out for months on end, even when the troupe performed 
in some of the largest performance spaces in the world, including the mas-
sive Cirque Napoléon in Paris. A large part of its members’ acclaim was ow-
ing to their skill in such unusual acts as top spinning and the butterfly trick, 
as well as their extraordinary acrobatic performances. But a part also came 
from their exoticism—their unusual clothing and grooming, their unfamil-
iar language, and their props and stage sets. As one reviewer put it, “The mere 
sight of these yellow men—with their shaven temples, slanted eyes, flat noses 
between two protruding cheek bones, and blue-black hair rolled in a top-knot 
on top of the skull—transports us into a world as eccentric as that of another 
planet.”121

The most celebrated member of the troupe was the twelve-year-old 
Hamaikari Umekichi, who became a household name throughout America 
and Europe as “Little All Right.” He acquired this name because, after com-
pleting his extraordinary feats of acrobatic skill and courage, he would 
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throw his arms up in the air and shout, “All right!” This may at first have 
been the only English he knew, but his willingness to engage with the audi-
ence in their own language shows the child’s cultural and linguistic flexibility. 
Umekichi was truly a child of Japan’s international era, even as he was seen 
as a representation of all that was traditional and exotic in Japanese culture. 
In many ways he was a symbol of “Japan” as a cultural export—commercial, 
enterprising, and looking both forward and back as Japan sought its place in 
the international “comity of nations.”122

A Darkening World

In Japan, the middle years of the 1860s brought increased political instabil-
ity, widespread economic disruption, and unprecedented peasant protest as 
the Tokugawa political and social order began to fall apart. Rumors of attacks 
on Yokohama were a regular event through the last months of 1863 and into 
1864, with the warriors of Mito usually held up as the most likely perpetra-
tors. Mito was radically antiforeign and remained opposed to the policy of 
opening Japan to foreign trade. But it was also deeply divided, between those 
who remained loyal to the shogun and those who felt that the shogunate was 
as much to blame as the foreigners for Japan’s troubles. By 1863, the domain 
was virtually in a state of civil war, as the more extreme antiforeign factions 
resorted to assassination and terror in order to overcome the resistance of the 
domain’s supporters of the shogunate.

The political destabilization of Mito was accompanied by a general break-
down in law and order throughout the Kantō region. One village headman, 
Kojima Tamemasa, reported in his diary on ten murders in the surrounding 
area. In response, Kojima and other village heads raised militias, arming 
them with guns purchased in Edo, swords, spears, and, when nothing else 
was available, bamboo staves.123 Although military affairs had traditionally 
been the domain of the samurai class, local administrators began surveying 
villagers to identify manpower and guns available in the event of an emer-
gency. In Kōshū, every man between the ages of seventeen and fifty was con-
sidered eligible for militia service. In a country where farmers were prohibited 
from owning weapons, a surprising number were identified. In one district 
of 132 villages, 280 guns were registered as well as 1,236 able-bodied men.

In April 1864, around two hundred Mito samurai dedicated to the expul-
sion of foreigners and the closing of the ports gathered at Mount Tsukuba, 
just to the northeast of the Kantō Plain. Their stated goal was to march on 



prosperit y (1864–1866)  133

Yokohama and implement the order to expel the foreigners. As their numbers 
grew, they began terrorizing the local communities, which they forced to sup-
ply their needs. In June, they burned the provincial town of Tochigi. One 
group launched a bold raid on Sendagaya, on the outskirts of Edo, where they 
raided a shogunal ammunition store.

Chūemon was in Edo to witness the aftermath of this raid.

I checked to see if the heads of the rōnin were exposed in Nihonbashi as 
you reported, but they were not. Perhaps they are at Ryōgoku Bridge. 
They are saying that the rōnin of Edo are now on their way to attack 
Yokohama . . . A force of two hundred guards with guns left Edo yes-
terday at the fifth hour and arrived here today at the fifth hour. In ad-
dition, the lords of Sakai and Aoyama have sent many men, who are 
gradually arriving. So we are in a very disturbed condition . . . It is said 
that the commanding general of the lord of Mito has asked why any 
dealing with foreigners is necessary. On the thirteenth at around the 
seventh hour, the lord of Mito and his household passed through 
Kanagawa. If they encountered any foreigners, his men were instructed 
to cut them down and expel all the foreigners . . . Some senior officials 
of the house of Mito have demanded that the foreigners should be 
expelled.

Chūemon took care to add that “here in the port everyone is behaving as nor-
mal, and trade is carrying on.”124

In early July 1864, the shogunal government sent a force of almost four 
thousand men to Mount Tsukuba to crush the insurgents. During the second 
half of 1864, battles raged across the Mito domain, with the rebels even be-
sieging their own daimyo’s castle at one point. At the beginning of Novem-
ber the shogunal army, now numbering more than ten thousand, defeated the 
rebels at the battle of Nakaminato. But more than a thousand rebels escaped 
and began advancing on the Kantō. By the end of 1864, an army of eleven hun-
dred well-armed men was advancing through the mountains, its numbers 
swelling along the way, and nobody knew if and when it would emerge at the 
gates of Yokohama.

Eventually it became clear that the goal of the rebels was not Yokohama 
but Kyoto, where they planned to plead their cause directly to the emperor. 
This was a relief for the residents of Yokohama, but it was alarming for the 
people of Kōshū, who now faced the possibility of the rebel army marching 
through their province. The shogunal authorities ordered domains and 
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territories along all the possible routes to mobilize. The Kōshū authorities 
summoned the militias, sending some of the men to neighboring Shinshū 
to protect the crucial Nakasendō highway, with its direct line to Kyoto. Oth-
ers were set to patrol regional highways. The Kōshū villagers who stayed 
home were on a state of high alert, with frequent false alarms. In Utada 
 village, a farmer’s maid accidentally pulled down the woodpile behind 
the house and screamed, prompting alarm bells to be rung throughout the 
region.125

At the beginning of January 1865, Chūemon commented on the unrest: 
“I understand that there are many reports of rōnin in Kōshū. We hear that 
all the officials have been mobilized. It sounds as though it is very turbulent. 
Certainly these are eventful times. I hope that there will be no interference 
with trade, but please consult with me at any time.”126

In fact, the Mito warriors never entered Kōshū. Instead, they forged on 
through the mountains and descended on the Nakasendō in Shinshū. There, 
they were surrounded and defeated by a large shogunal army. More than two 
thousand rebel soldiers were imprisoned—virtually the entire force. Of those, 
almost five hundred were executed or died in prison. But even as the threat 
of the Mito rebels receded, the security situation in Kōshū remained turbu-
lent. Unrest, poverty, and stretched resources combined to raise concerns 
about crime in a generally stable society. In October 1865, one of Chūemon’s 
close business associates reported having his shop burgled and one hundred 
fifty egg cards stolen (the thief was later caught trying to sell the cards in 
Yokohama).127 Some time later, Chūemon’s own home in Higashi- Aburakawa 
was burgled, though the losses were minor. Chūemon, who had been fre-
quently reminding his son to lock the doors at night, now exhorted him to 
“get a workman to strengthen the doors.”128

On July 28, 1866, Chūemon reported yet another threat to the security of 
the Kantō region:

They are saying that large numbers of rōnin have assembled . . . near 
Hachiōji in Bushū, no one knows how many, and that they are pressing 
forward. They say that yesterday there was great destruction in 
Tokorozawa, and that they are steadily making their way to Yokohama. 
They say there are as many as three thousand of them. Information is 
coming in steadily. Here, the security is very strict. All the villagers 
nearby have armed themselves with bamboo spears as well as guns in 
order to defend themselves. What times we live in!129
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As it turned out, Chūemon was mistaken. He corrected himself a few days 
later:

Regarding the reports of rōnin assembling in Hachiōji, it turns out that 
they are not warriors at all but peasants. Driven by distress, about eight 
hundred of them rioted in Hinonohara. Egawa Taroemon dispatched an 
army of villagers. They fired at the rioters, and three of them were killed. 
The rest all fled. About thirty of them were arrested. The matter has now 
been settled, and all the villages are under strict supervision. A force 
of guards is said to have left yesterday from Edo to Yokohama, with a 
hundred and fifty regular soldiers and many others. These are just 
rumors.130

The Hachiōji protest was a reflection of the enormous distress inflicted 
on many villagers by the turmoil of the 1860s. From the mid-1860s to the turn 
of the 1870s, almost three hundred and fifty peasant protests erupted through-
out Japan—about five times the average rate of the preceding three centu-
ries. The disturbances of this time were varied in cause and outcome. They 
ranged from relatively minor complaints about local abuses of power or wealth 
to organized, domain-wide insurgencies. Although the authorities generally 
dealt with peasant protesters firmly, often executing their ringleaders, there 
was also a great deal of sympathy for the plight of the protesting villagers and 
townsmen. They were, in many ways, the most helpless victims of the changes 
roiling the Japanese economy and politics, and they were for many the sym-
bol of the damage caused by the opening of Japan.

The opening of Yokohama undoubtedly had far-reaching effects on the 
rural hinterland, though by no means were all of them negative. It is not easy, 
however, to separate the economic effects of the opening of Japan to foreign 
trade from the turbulence and disruption caused by accompanying political 
upheavals. In the Kōshū region, as in many other parts of Japan, merchants, 
farmers, and townsmen experienced both new economic opportunities and 
major challenges during the 1860s.

Overall, the Kōshū silk market increased as rapidly as expanding mul-
berry cultivation would allow. In response to the enormous foreign demand, 
shipments by the main Kōfu silk merchants increased 420 percent by volume 
between 1863 and 1868.131 Cotton production and prices also rose in response 
to the global supply shortage of 1863–1864. Rising prices and expanded 
production brought sorely needed cash income to poor farmers, and local 
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merchants were able to take advantage of unprecedented opportunities. 
Even here, though, the benefits of the opening to trade could be double-edged. 
In her detailed study of the Ina valley to the west of Kōshū, Kären Wigen 
has shown how the opening of Japan to international trade produced radical 
inversions of the regional economy, with previously prosperous centers of 
production falling into decline, while new centers oriented toward the silk 
trade with Yokohama became newly prosperous.132 Similarly, in the Kōshū 
district, while some merchants became wealthy as a result of opportunities 
in the cotton and silk trades, others found themselves unable to keep up with 
the pace of change.

Chūemon is of course a Kōshū farmer-merchant who did well out of the 
new business opportunities. Other newly successful merchants included 
Wakao Ippei from Zaiketsuke village in the mountains west of Kōfu. In addi-
tion to profiting from the trade in silk thread and silkworm egg cards, Ippei 
also opened two silk-reeling factories in Kōfu, which together used as many 
as twenty-five silk-reeling machines (using a Japanese design originating in 
Maebashi), employing women to operate them. But other business owners 
were not so successful at adapting to the new opportunities and challenges 
of the international market. Of the established silk merchants in Kōfu at the 
turn of the 1860s, only one, Ōtaya Sahei, survived the decade. For the others, 
the speed of growth and the constant need for new sources of supply were too 
much to keep up with. Aggressive entrepreneurs were always ready to take 
their places. Cotton merchants, on the other hand, did well from the wind-
fall of demand created by the American Civil War, and several of them used 
the capital they gained to expand into silk, further squeezing out the estab-
lished players.133

Similarly, for the artisans and small-scale farmers of Kōshū the chang-
ing economic conditions brought opportunity for many, but also hardship. 
For those with access to mulberry and cotton, the flood of demand for silk 
thread and raw cotton brought cash income that could be used to pay taxes, 
improve land, or invest in agricultural expansion. The growth also brought 
wage income to farm laborers and factory girls. But the opening of Japan to 
foreign trade also brought a destabilizing inflation that hit hardest at those 
on fixed incomes outside the silk and cotton industries—artisans, laborers, 
and tenant farmers. Those people saw steep increases in the prices of essen-
tial commodities, without benefiting from equivalent income gains.

In Edo, from 1859 through 1867 rice increased in price by 270 percent, 
oil by 300 percent, paper by 240 percent, and sugar by 220 percent. Mean-
while, the wages of a carpenter increased during the same period by only 70 
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percent, while tatami-mat makers saw their wages increase by only 10 percent. 
Overall, artisan wages and incomes increased by no more than 50 percent 
on average.134

Undoubtedly the price increases were closely linked to the opening of 
Japan to foreign trade. The links were both direct and indirect, and it is hard to 
assess which was the more important. In 1860 the government issued a new 
gold koban coin, reducing its bullion level by almost two-thirds compared with 
the coin it replaced but retaining its exchange rate to the silver ichibu coin at 
the same four-to-one ratio. This reflected the drastic adjustment of Japan to the 
world market rate for gold, and it undoubtedly contributed to the destabili-
zation of prices. On top of that, the enormous demand from the foreign mer-
chants for silk, cotton, tea, and other agricultural and marine commodities 
created a rapid inflation in the prices of those commodities. Silk went up in 
price so quickly that the government feared Japanese people would no longer 
be able to afford it for their own use (though as a luxury product, this hardly 
affected the artisan and laboring classes). Inevitably, the price rises in these 
export commodities had a knock-on effect on prices in other parts of the 
economy. And a third factor in the inflation of the 1860s was the shogunal 
government’s own insatiable money needs. The destabilization caused by the 
opening of Japan resulted in vastly increased military and security expenses 
for the shogunal government, which now found itself threatened from sev-
eral sides, both domestically and internationally. The government responded 
by minting more and more money—particularly copper and iron coins—of a 
lower and lower quality. Since most artisans and laborers were paid in these 
same small-denomination coins, they found that their buying power was 
drastically reduced.135

The problem of monetary inflation was compounded by a series of poor 
harvests, notably in 1866. For most Japanese people, the price of food was the 
most important determinant of well-being. While prices overall climbed 
steadily through the first half of the 1860s, the rice shortages of the mid-1860s 
caused dramatic food-price increases and accompanying hardship. Mark 
Metzler has pointed out that the inflation of the 1860s and the food short-
ages of 1866–1867 also reflected global trends. The entire global trading system 
experienced steep commodity inflation in the middle years of the decade, 
exacerbated by severe weather events and culminating in a serious financial 
panic—a combination that prompted one British journal to call 1866 a year 
“of almost uniform disaster.”136 As a result of their new connections to global 
markets in silk, cotton, and tea, Japanese farmers and small-scale merchants 
were now vulnerable to events taking place thousands of miles away.
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According to Francis Hall, in 1860 the typical unskilled laborer in Yoko-
hama made roughly 400 copper mon ($0.08) per day. A skilled artisan might 
make as much 800 mon.137 In 1860, 100 mon would buy 4.3 gō of rice (about 3.25 
cups), or enough to feed an adult for a day. But by 1866, 100 mon would only 
buy 0.83 gō (only a little more than 1 cup)—only a fraction of the amount 
needed to support a working adult. For a family of four, 400 mon might have 
been enough for survival in 1860. By 1866, it meant starvation.138

Clearly, the inflation also fed antiforeign sentiment. Indeed, critics di-
rectly linked the foreign trade to the suffering of villagers throughout Japan. 
Some of the activists who murdered Japanese merchants in retribution for 
dealing with foreigners justified their actions by referring to the price in-
creases and shortages resulting from the large-scale export of “the staples of 
the land”: “We can no longer remain blind to the sufferings of the people.”139 
In December 1861, when it transpired that foreign merchants had been evad-
ing the restriction on the export of staple foods by buying up flour (which was 
not explicitly covered in the treaties), Kanagawa commissioner Hori Toshi-
hiro committed suicide in expiation.140

However, for the artisans and laborers of Kōshū, the political and social 
instability caused by the antiforeign campaigners compounded the hardship 
and misery. The political upheavals of the 1860s forced villagers to provide 
labor and defense services as well as financial contributions to the struggling 
shogunal government. Among other demands, Kōshū villagers were required 
to help manage the enormous increase in traffic on Japan’s highways as aris-
tocrats and feudal lords with their armed retainers moved about the country 
in response to political developments; they were forced to provide labor and 
defense services to ward off repeated threats; and they had to pay numerous 
extra taxes to help finance the shogunate’s military campaigns. Meanwhile, 
the breakdown of law and order within the province added to the stress and 
insecurity of daily life.141

On June 10, 1865, Chūemon stood and watched as a vast procession of 
warriors and foot soldiers passed through the post stations of Hodogaya 
and Kanagawa. The shogun himself was leading an army west to subdue 
the recalcitrant domain of Chōshū. “From Yokohama, the officers ordered 
two hundred men to be sent to assist. I and five other local leaders went and 
supervised. Around twenty thousand men are passing through today and to-
morrow, all day without ceasing. Altogether who knows exactly how many 
tens of thousands there are?. . . The amount requisitioned in Edo for this 
is said to be around two million ryō [$5.5 million]. I understand they are 
expecting requisitions in Kōshū, too.”142
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The enormously expensive expedition was to end in defeat and humilia-
tion for the shogunate, ushering in a period of momentous political change 
culminating in the collapse of the two-hundred-fifty-year-old Tokugawa re-
gime. In the meantime, the costs of the expedition were indeed borne by 
merchants, artisans, and farmers throughout the shogunal domains, in-
cluding Kōshū. In the city of Kōfu, the merchant community was called on to 
provide almost 6,000 ryō ($16,400) for the campaign, allocated based on 
wealth. Altogether 1,400 or more people had to contribute, all the way down 
to humble shopkeepers. In the countryside, Hayashi village, a poor moun-
tain hamlet with 27 households, was required to contribute 70 ryō ($191). Its 
normal annual tax was only 45 ryō ($122). The two wealthiest families paid 17 
and 13 ryō, respectively, 4 families paid 5 ryō, 2 paid 3 ryō, while 8 families 
could pay only a quarter of a ryō ($0.70).143

The financial distress fractured the social bonds and security infrastruc-
ture that had kept Kōshū safe throughout the Tokugawa era. Wealthier fam-
ilies were forced to respond with handouts and loans. In 1864, when Kōfu’s 
wealthiest merchants donated several hundred bales of rice in order to alle-
viate distress (and also to deflect anger away from themselves), almost five 
thousand people—about 40 percent of the entire population—lined up to re-
ceive food handouts. In 1867 in Nakahagiwara village a group of poor villagers 
staged a sit-in at the house of Heijiemon, a member of the village elite, asking 
him to lend them rice. In response, the wealthy villagers of Nakahagiwara 
donated a total of forty-one bales of grain to more than fifty needy villagers—
five bales were donated personally by Heijiemon. The following month, the 
better-off villagers raised 108 ryō ($295) in cash to distribute to almost eighty 
needy villagers, in the form of gifts and loans. Similar dramas played out in 
villages across the region and indeed throughout Japan.144 While silk mer-
chants in the regions surrounding Yokohama prospered from the booming 
demand for silk thread and other products, the established textile industries 
of Kyoto and the Kansai region went into decline, their raw materials increas-
ingly unaffordable and their finished product unable to compete with high- 
quality imports.145

Meanwhile, Edo itself was falling into a deeper and deeper slump. With 
the abandonment in 1862 of the alternate-attendance system that had required 
daimyo to maintain large households in Edo, a massive exodus of domainal 
samurai caused Edo’s population to decline by almost one-quarter. The 
loss of more than half the city’s samurai elite caused a severe depression—
exacerbated by the price inflation of major commodities—among the mer-
chants and artisans who had catered to them. The departure of the shogun 
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and a large army of retainers in 1865 further hollowed out the city. For 
much of the rest of the decade, the shogun Iemochi and his successor, Yosh-
inobu, spent as much or more time in the Kyoto area as in Edo (Iemochi died 
in Osaka in August 1866). Meanwhile, Edo suffered from a progressive 
breakdown in law and order, starting with the depredations of antiforeign 
rōnin and culminating in the surrender of the city to antishogunal forces 
in July 1868. While it would be wrong to attribute Edo’s decline entirely to the 
opening of Yokohama, there is a remarkable contrast between the steep de-
cline in the fortunes of Edo and the rapid growth and prosperity of Yoko-
hama. At least a part of this disparity was caused by the shogunate’s forlorn 
commitment to close the treaty port and its consequent inability to share in 
the prosperity created by growing international trade.

 
The middle years of the 1860s were a time of great opportunity but also 
of great challenge and hardship for many. The very factor that created new 
possibilities for wealth and prosperity—the enormous demand for export 
products in the new treaty ports—was also deeply destabilizing for Japan’s 
economy and political system. Shinohara Chūemon made his fortune in the 
midst of dramatic upheavals, including the threat of war between Japan 
and the Western powers; the very real possibility of the massacre of both Jap-
anese and Western merchants in Yokohama; samurai unrest and widespread 
acts of terror, many of them targeting merchants like Chūemon; the fractur-
ing of the two-hundred-fifty-year old “Pax Tokugawa” and the threat of civil 
war; and severe economic distress among large sections of the population.

At the center of many of these events was the rapidly growing city of Yo-
kohama, the outlet that connected Japan to the global network of markets 
and commerce. While some blamed Yokohama and its foreign residents for 
the ills that were afflicting Japan, for many the wealth and prosperity of this 
city were a siren call, luring them from all parts of Japan and the world to share 
in the opportunities created by its rapid growth. A huge outpouring of printed 
materials and other media created alluring images of this exotic place, where 
strange customs, beautiful women, exciting new technologies, and new eco-
nomic opportunities could all be enjoyed.

The processes of economic, cultural, technical, and human exchange 
that took place in Yokohama were also influential in creating new understand-
ings of the world and of Japan’s place in it. For many Japanese, this meant 
casting aside long-established preconceptions and prejudices and recon-
ceiving the meanings of lifestyle, class, race, civilization, and indeed of 
“Japan” itself. In the West, too, a new “Japan” was being created through print 
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media, photography, souvenirs, exhibitions, arts and crafts collections, and 
performances—many of them mediated by the commercial marketplace of 
Yokohama. The images of Japan were both crafted and commodified—exotic, 
erotic, and looking back to Japan’s ancient traditions—but also exquisite, 
original, exhibiting extraordinary artistic and physical prowess and looking 
forward to Japan’s new role as a rapidly modernizing society taking its place 
in the community of nations.

The middle years of the decade brought great prosperity for Chūemon. 
They also brought about a shift in his perception of his spatial and political 
identity. He started his sojourn in Yokohama as a subject of the shogun and 
a representative of his “country,” Kōshū. But by the mid-1860s his business 
activities extended well beyond the boundaries of Kōshū as he adjusted to a 
new frame of reference that was both national and international. And while 
he remained loyal to the shogunate and no doubt abhorred the idea of revo-
lution, it is also possible to see him reevaluating his identity and coming to 
understand what it might mean to be “Japanese.” It would not be long indeed 
before Chūemon was called on to cast aside his old loyalties and take on a new 
identity as citizen and subject of a unified Japan and its new symbol, the 
emperor.





4  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  ( 1 8 6 6 – 1 8 7 3 )

Branching O u t

Toward the end of 1866 Chūemon turned his attention to an ambitious proj-
ect he had first mentioned two years earlier. In mid-1864, Chūemon had talked 
of raising ten thousand ryō and going to Ōshū (in northeastern Japan, now 
Fukushima prefecture) to investigate business possibilities there.1 In October 
1866, with business at home in a lull, Chūemon set off on the mountainous, 
one-hundred-forty-mile journey to distant Nanbu domain in the southern 
part of Ōshū. He left Naotarō in Yokohama and Shōjirō in Kōshū to take care 
of the business.

Chūemon’s trip to northern Japan reflects his widening outlook and his 
developing national scope. Although he started out trading in Kōshū’s agri-
cultural produce, Chūemon’s experiences in Yokohama brought him into con-
tact with a much wider sphere of enterprise. Many of the major domains had 
offices in Yokohama, sometimes using their domainal privilege to bypass sho-
gunal trade restrictions. Back in 1864, Chūemon hinted at a connection with 
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Nanbu when he mentioned a plan to sell four thousand cases of Nanbu silk 
in Yokohama (at a time when silk shipments were at a standstill because of 
government restrictions), from which “it may be possible to profit.”2 Now, 
Chūemon’s access to large amounts of capital opened up new avenues of op-
portunity. Kōshū was no longer big enough to satisfy his ambition.

Nanbu was a major producer of silk and silkworm egg cards, but on this 
trip it was not silk but quartz that interested Chūemon. Quartz crystal was a 
product of the Kōshū mountains, and there was a developing industry in Kōfu 
making decorative items such as netsuke (belt ornaments), inro (containers 
for personal belongings), and sculptures for display in wealthy homes, as well 
as more practical items such as lenses for spectacles. Mount Kinpusen, on the 
border between Kōshū and Shinshū, was known to contain huge lodes of 
quartz, but the shogunate prohibited commercial mining, and the only avail-
able supplies were derived from small quantities dug up by farmers in the 
region.3 Once before, in June 1865, Chūemon had asked his son to buy quartz 
in Kōshū and send it to Yokohama. Now, Chūemon had heard that the lord of 
Nanbu domain was open to relaxing the restrictions on mining in his terri-
tory. Quartz was not a significant export product—at no point in the 1860s is 
it listed in the top-ten export items—but the growing wealth of the Yokohama 
market must have persuaded Chūemon that there was opportunity in this lux-
ury product.4 In October 1866 he set off on the long road north, leaving his 
son at home to manage the business.

With Chūemon gone, Naotarō did his best to keep things going in Yoko-
hama. There was little business in silk, but Naotarō asked his brother Shō-
jirō to buy up silk cocoon waste—“Don’t worry too much about the quality—
if you can get it for less than three hundred mon [$0.06] per kan [8 lbs.], any 
quality will do.”5 Naotarō also got quite excited about the possibilities for 
selling goji berries in the Yokohama market. On November 13 he wrote, “I 
want you to buy these very secretly . . . Please go around vey urgently, and buy. 
If they are raw . . . please have them semidried, in boxes, and send them to 
me. I can sell top-quality dried berries for twenty to thirty dollars for sixteen 
kan [130 lbs.]. Unlike other products, these items are not abundant, so please 
do not talk to anyone about this . . . If you handle it badly, the price will go 
up. If anyone asks, tell them that you are buying them as gifts for children.”6

In the midst of these scenes of peaceful enterprise, on November 26, Yo-
kohama was struck by disaster. A fire broke out in the kitchen of a restaurant 
near the Miyozaki licensed quarter. There was a strong wind that day, and the 
fire spread more rapidly than anyone imagined possible. Within an hour, it 
had leveled almost half the town and killed dozens.
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John Black, an eyewitness to the fire, wrote how it spread through the for-
eign settlement:

The new American Consulate was now literally level with the ground, 
and reports flew around, that No. 1, the residence, offices, and godowns 
of Messrs. Jardine, Matheson & Co., had caught. In another few seconds 
it reached the whole settlement that the private residence of No. 2, 
Messrs. Walsh, Hall & Co., was on fire. Simultaneously with this, the 
whole range of the old Consular buildings—the French, Prussian, 
American and English, in which latter several gentlemen of the English 
Legation and Consulate were residing—were swept off like so much 
tinder. The wind increased almost to a typhoon: the sparks communi-
cated with the old Japanese Custom house, and in almost as short a 
time as it takes to pen this tale of desolation, it was a thing of the past.

Black also described the total destruction of the brothel quarter: “With 
the exception of one or two fire-proof godowns, and the temple at the end, 
not a single stick was standing to mark the boundaries of dwellings. Unhappily, 
here was a terrible loss of life, no less than thirty five dead bodies having 
been found.”7 Black added that the British soldiers who were brought in to 
help fight the fire looted the houses they were supposed to be saving and 
quickly became “utterly and helplessly drunk.”8

Ernest Satow described watching the fleeing prostitutes struggle to es-
cape across the single bridge that spanned the moat surrounding the brothel 
quarter. “There were one or two boats available, but they were already over-
crowded, and their occupants were so paralysed by fear that they never 
thought of landing and sending back the boats to take off others. I saw a few 
poor wretches plunge into the water in order to escape, but they failed to reach 
the nearer bank.”9 The foreign observers were unable in their commentaries 
and letters to write directly about what must surely have been weighing 
heaviest on their hearts: that most of the victims of the fire were women who 
had been virtually enslaved in the walled and moated town of Miyozaki for 
the purpose of serving the foreigners’ own sexual desires.

By a miracle, the fire stopped just short of Chūemon’s neighborhood, and 
his house and storage buildings were untouched. But, wrote Naotarō, “I will 
have to pay thirty ryō in consolation money, so I share in the loss. It is terri-
ble for us all.”10

In the midst of the desolation of the ruined town, Naotarō struggled to 
keep the family enterprise going. Chūemon had told them he would return 
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by December 21, 1866 (Keiō 2/11/15), but no word came from him. With the 
end of the year approaching, Naotarō had to send gifts to the family and man-
age the year-end finances without his father’s help. He needed to send money 
to Shōjirō for the year-end payment of their Kōshū debts, but once again “this 
year-end will be extremely difficult.”11

Chūemon finally returned on January 27, 1867. In spite of the devastation 
he found on his return, he was euphoric. He recounted his adventures in a 
long letter to Shōjirō. “On the twenty-ninth [of the ninth month, November 
6, 1866] I arrived at a place called Kōriyama, in the Nanbu domain of Ōshū. I 
traveled by horse.” Chūemon requested permission to visit the quartz mines, 
and he was sent to a mountain called Wayama, sixty miles from Kōriyama.

I identified one place here to investigate, and I spent 10 ryō digging a 
shaft 5 ken [30 feet] deep into the rocks. I brought about 800 me [7 lbs.] 
of different kinds of earth to the mine head, as well as 2 bales of fine 
powder. In order to assess the quality, I brought along Mr. Godakegane 
from Kōshū, as well as Jūsuke from Koseki village, and Yamahigashiya 
Shinpei from Yamagakechō in Kōriyama. We all worked fervently in 
pursuit of success regardless of the snow. We concluded that from this 
mountain we can make 5,000 ryō or possibly 10,000 ryō. I was told I 
should take a close look at Minami Shōzan and one other place next year, 
after the snow has melted. According to the private analysis of a member 
of the daimyo’s family, that mountain has quartz, silver, and gold. 
Ever since the beginning of Japan, that mountain has been known as 
Treasure Mountain, and no one has been allowed to go there. However, 
in my case I was invited to a banquet, where the chief minister gave me 
written permission . . . 

I left Morioka on the 5th of this month and arrived in Edo on the 21st. 
Naotarō was there on business, so we met in Edo. Along the road I trav-
eled in a kago [palanquin] with a hibachi [porcelain stove], so I didn’t 
feel cold at all. My body stayed healthy, and I am eating well, so no need 
to worry. At the sea near Morioka I bought 15,000 pieces of dried 
squid, at 450 pieces for 1 ryō . . .  Even after all the expenses I think the 
total cost may be 45 ryō, and I believe I can sell it in Edo for 90 ryō. With 
this news, please put your hearts at rest and look forward to a prosper-
ous new year.12

Travel on horseback and by palanquin was a privilege reserved for the 
wealthy. Chūemon had clearly come into his own as a member of the new mer-
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chant elite. He added, “We were unharmed by the fire here in Yokohama. 
This is a matter for congratulation, and we can greet the coming year with 
our hearts at peace.”13 Chūemon’s optimism is understandable given his grow-
ing prosperity and the bright prospects for his new venture. And indeed, his 
business continued to grow through much of 1867. Nothing could have pre-
pared him for the extraordinary turmoil with which the year would end.

Revolu tion

In mid-1867, after a period of declining prices, Chūemon’s business dealing 
in silkworm egg cards began to boom again. In spite of financial constraints 
and market uncertainties, Chūemon was determined to profit from this mar-
ket. On May 5, he wrote to his son, “No matter what happens, this year I plan 
to undertake trade in egg cards. If possible, please let me know how many 
egg cards we could expect each village to produce.”14 A month later, he re-
ported, “Everyone is making profits at this time . . . Prices are on the rise, 
likely to go up to around three bu [$2] each. We need to put our effort into 
this.”15

Once again, Chūemon planned for his own family, as well as other 
silk-making families in Higashi-Aburakawa and neighboring villages, to man-
ufacture egg cards that he would sell in Yokohama. But “preparing the cards 
requires great care, and [the foreigners] want only those of top quality . . . If 
they are poorly made, they will be difficult to sell . . . They must be thickly 
spread but not too crowded. They must not have any holes in them. You must 
put all your effort into making them carefully. If you can make them well, then 
at present I can sell them for one ryō and one or two bu [$3.30–$4] . . . The 
foreigners are secretly asking me to supply them, so sales are likely to be 
extremely good . . . The money is in front of our eyes.”16

Chūemon added, “Yesterday a group of five or six Italians arrived to buy 
egg cards. It is not yet known how many they want to buy, but some people 
are talking about a price of one ryō per card.”17 This is the only direct reference 
in Chūemon’s letters to the cause of the boom in egg cards—namely, strong 
demand from European silk-producing countries struck by the silkworm 
blight.

By the end of June, Chūemon was riding the crest of a sudden boom in 
the egg card market. “At present the foreigners are visiting here wanting to 
enter into contracts. Even if we don’t make a contract, they are saying, ‘Please 
don’t sell to anyone else, I will buy as many as you can offer.’ They are coming 
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daily to enter into these discussions.”18 A few days later, Naotarō wrote to his 
brother to “please make top quality if you want to ensure good sales. I under-
stand that people are selling cards in the villages all around. If the cards are 
good quality, then you should contract to buy them at three bu [$2] or up to 
three bu two shu [$2.35], paying a deposit now and the rest on the last day of 
the seventh month. And send them to me. Please go around the villages and 
make sure no one else buys the top-quality cards.”19

Once again, Chūemon was concerned that the cards should not be iden-
tified with Kōshū, which was still considered a second-class producing area. 
In response to requests from the foreigners for better identification and 
quality control, the regional government had been requiring producers to 
add the Kōshū seal to their packages, but “Kōshū eggs should not be identi-
fied officially this year. I have informed the officials of my opinion . . . It 
should be enough to have an inspection stamp. If we add the Kōshū name, 
the foreigners will look down on our egg cards. Please explain this to all con-
cerned. Already last year when they attached the Kōshū name, our traders 
all lost money.” The following year, Chūemon actually instructed his son to 
cut off the inspection stamp so that the cards’ origin would not be visible.20

By late July, Kōshū egg cards were selling for more than one ryō per card, 
while top-quality cards from name-brand regions like Ōshū were selling for 
as much as three ryō ($8) per card.21 “I believe the price will remain firm, so 
if Buzaemon keeps buying, I should be able to sell at one ryō one bu. Please 
also ask Gorōemon and Chūkichi to buy thick cards as soon as possible 
and send them here . . . I know I keep saying it, but unless they’re good and 
thick, they won’t sell. Even if you have to pay a little more, please buy good 
quality. If you are short of funds, you must buy on terms, paying by the last 
day of the seventh month. If you need money urgently, I can get it to you 
within five days of receiving the goods here.”22 In other words, in spite of his 
prosperity, Chūemon still did not have enough capital to finance large-scale 
purchases on his own account, without resorting to credit.

In the second half of 1867, Chūemon’s business was flourishing as he 
traded in a variety of products. Top-quality egg cards were selling for more 
than two ryō, and Chūemon was able to sell as many as he could get his 
hands on. “Right now eggs are what the foreigners want the most . . . At 
present there are many buyers, so even inferior product is selling.”23 But 
Chūemon was also dealing in tea, silk thread, cocoon shells, seafood, and 
charcoal. He had recently purchased a new building lot in the Ōtachō dis-
trict, and he had spent two hundred ryō ($530) developing the property. He 
planned to sell the lease and invest the profit in his business.24 In August 
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1867, he wrote to his son, “Right now market conditions [in Kōshū] are diffi-
cult. It’s hard to tell if you will profit or lose . . . If you have extra money, you 
should not keep it uselessly at home. You should give it to me, as I am using it 
profitably.”25

At this time, Chūemon’s wife was staying in Kōshū with their children. 
Shōjirō was running the affairs of the family in Kōshū, and at about this time, 
Chūemon made him official head of the Shinohara family (in 1868, Shōjirō was 
to change his name to Chūemon). Seitarō was working on the family farm, 
taking responsibility for the agricultural side of the business. Naotarō, his 
wife, daughter, and their newborn baby were living with Chūemon in Yoko-
hama. And Chūemon’s youngest son, Katsusuke (age fourteen), was being 
schooled for a fee of two ryō per month in Edo, where (Chūemon comments 
rather proudly) “he is said to be the leader of evil pleasures.”26 In March 1867, 
Chūemon was delighted to hear that his wife had negotiated the betrothal of 
their daughter Fuki. She was to marry Okamura Kanemon, making her the 
third member of Chūemon’s immediate family to marry into the Okamura 
family (both Chūemon’s and Shōjirō’s wives were Okamuras).27

Throughout 1867, Chūemon’s irrepressible optimism seemed to be jus-
tified. His decision to invest heavily in silkworm egg cards was paying off 
handsomely; he was trading successfully in a variety of other products; the 
threat of attack by hostile rōnin had receded; the shogunate was no longer 
interfering with trade; and Chūemon’s family were all doing well. There was 
nothing in the air to warn him of the turmoil and near disaster that were 
about to overwhelm Chūemon personally, nor of the revolution that was to 
bring the world he knew to a sudden and irrevocable end.

The first hint came on November 9, 1867. Chūemon wrote, in a brief mes-
sage, “I have to go to the city commissioner’s office [machibugyōsho] in Edo, 
but you shouldn’t worry. However, it will take a good deal of time.” Chūemon 
clarified the situation in a letter to three of his creditors on November 19:

The Mitsui branch in Yokohama has lost one hundred thirty thousand 
ryō [$350,000] of the government funds deposited there. The manager, 
Kōmura Senjirō, as well as one other has been jailed. Thirteen people 
of Yokohama who had borrowed that money [these included Chūemon] 
were summoned by a letter of the ninth of this month from the Edo city 
commissioner’s office to appear there on the twelfth. We were ques-
tioned about the amount of the loans. The officials suspect that the 
loans were made improperly, which is why those two individuals were 
jailed for misconduct. Those summoned were ordered to return the 
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borrowed money immediately . . . Already one person called Nakaya Tō-
suke has been thrown in jail. The rest of us were required to submit a 
full accounting of the affair. Upon presentation of these accounts, the 
officials inspected our statements, and now they have demanded that 
any merchants with whom we did business should provide an account-
ing of transactions involving these official funds . . . The money I was 
supposed to receive from these transactions is now frozen. While the 
books are being inspected, I must request a delay and ask for your pa-
tience. At present I have no money on hand. Depending on the decision 
of the officials, I may be treated the same as Tōsuke. Now I am just at a 
loss. I know that you need your money returned. But if you insist too 
much, that would negate all your kindness to this point. If you insist on 
repayment, please allow me to extend the date, and I will be able to set-
tle all these matters. I am out of funds, and I am the object of a severe 
investigation.28

According to the Mitsui company history, the loss was the result of mis-
management rather than fraud. During the course of the previous decade, 
Mitsui’s Edo and Yokohama branches had been given a large new portfolio of 
responsibilities by the shogunal government, including management of the 
shogunate’s foreign exchange accounts and financial management of the Yo-
kosuka Shipyard, which was under construction with French technical sup-
port. Most of the managers in the Edo branch had experience only in textile 
retailing, and they were unable to develop an effective system of bookkeep-
ing, especially since the money entrusted to Mitsui moved frequently between 
the Edo and Yokohama branches, which were managed independently of each 
other. Moreover, there was little oversight of the branch managers, who seem 
to have thought they had permission to invest government funds in specula-
tive loans and investments. The top management of Mitsui in Kyoto became 
aware of the shortfall as early as mid-1866, and they immediately recognized 
the threat that it represented. If the government were to call in the funds that 
it had on deposit with Mitsui, the entire enterprise was in danger of going 
bankrupt. Mitsui sent a senior executive to Edo to try to sort out the muddle, 
but all he could do was confirm the shortfall. Out of two hundred thousand 
ryō and forty thousand dollars of government funds under Mitsui manage-
ment, only ninety thousand ryō and twenty-five thousand dollars could be 
physically accounted for. The rest had been lent to Yokohama merchants by 
the branch’s managers. While the merchants might have been able to repay 
the loans in time, none of them had the funds for immediate repayment. 
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A portion of the government funds had also been lost in foreign-exchange 
speculation.29

Now that the scandal had been exposed, Chūemon, a prosperous Yoko-
hama merchant who wanted nothing more than to be wealthy, respected and 
admired, was suddenly facing the terrifying prospect of being thrown into 
jail.

Then, just four days later, Chūemon sent word of more ominous events. 
The political world was descending into chaos. A year earlier, Chūemon had 
reported in passing on the death of the shogun, Iemochi, the appointment of 
Tokugawa Yoshinobu as the fifteenth shogun, and the withdrawal of the sho-
gunal army from its campaign against Chōshū in western Japan. He did not 
mention that the campaign had been an unmitigated disaster, costing the 
shogunate millions of ryō and resulting in its humiliating defeat at the hands 
of Chōshū’s samurai-commoner army. Nor in the following months did 
his letters touch on Japan’s deteriorating political situation. Indeed, up to 
this point Chūemon had only really shown any interest in national or interna-
tional politics when Yokohama was directly threatened. To some extent, this 
reflects the attitude of many commoners—that the affairs of “those on high” 
did not concern them. Chūemon was concerned mostly with making money 
within his own sphere.

But Chūemon could not ignore the reports of civil war in the Kyoto area, 
nor the rumors that a showdown was imminent between the new shogun and 
the hostile forces surrounding the imperial court. The shogun, Tokugawa 
Yoshinobu, was an energetic reformer who was determined to unify the coun-
try around its most pressing need: to develop a national government capable 
of resisting foreign aggression. With time, he might have succeeded in per-
suading the domains to accept his leadership. But in the aftermath of the 
failed shogunal campaign against Chōshū, the two western domains of Sat-
suma and Chōshū had already formed a secret alliance, dedicated to the over-
throw of the Tokugawa. On November 9, 1867, the young Emperor Meiji, who 
had recently ascended to the throne, was persuaded by courtiers sympathetic 
to Satsuma and Chōshū to call for the shogun’s arrest.

News of the events in Kyoto reached Chūemon two weeks later:

There are rumors here that Nijō Castle [in Kyoto] has been burned to 
the ground and that rōnin have flooded into Osaka Castle. Also that Lord 
Itakura [Itakura Katsukiyo, daimyo of Matsuyama and chief minister at 
the time] and the shogun are nowhere to be found. There are many such 
rumors, but it seems that in fact the shogun has offered up his authority 
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[to the emperor]. It is also said that ships of Tosa and Satsuma are 
heading to the Kantō, and that hundreds of warships have been seen in 
the western sea. Also that no goods are being shipped by sea from Edo 
to Osaka.30

This sudden, terrifying announcement reflects the imperfect nature of 
communications in Japan of the 1860s. The shogun had indeed resigned his 
office, formally returning his authority to the emperor and bringing the 
264-year-old Tokugawa shogunate to an end. Although the shogun’s Kyoto 
palace at Nijō Castle was the setting for this dramatic event, the castle was 
not burned. Nor—yet—was a Satsuma navy on its way to the Kantō. However, 
in the weeks that followed, the western alliance of the Satsuma and Chōshū 
domains moved a large army into Kyoto, effectively claiming the city for them-
selves. On January 3, 1868, they took control of the Imperial Palace and is-
sued in the emperor’s name a rescript stripping the ex-shogun of all his lands 
and estates. Tokugawa Yoshinobu had not intended to fight: he had resigned 
his office in the interest of unifying Japan so that it could withstand the pres-
sures of Western imperialism. But now, faced with a coup d’état and the loss 
of his wealth and influence, he mobilized his forces in the Kyoto area to chal-
lenge the western domains’ control over the emperor. Ostensibly, Yoshinobu 
merely wanted to present a petition to the emperor asking him to reverse his 
harsh edict. But Yoshinobu accompanied the petition with a large military 
force, and on January 27, 1868, the forces of the ex-shogun clashed with those 
of the western alliance in a five-day battle at Toba-Fushimi, outside Kyoto. The 
battle ended in a decisive defeat for the Tokugawa shogunate.

As the crisis gathered toward its climax in Kyoto, the shogunal authori-
ties in the Kantō area mobilized to respond to the emergency. The city com-
missioners imposed enormous special taxes on the Edo merchant houses, and 
before long the Kanagawa commissioners extended these demands to the 
merchants of Yokohama. The crisis playing out in Kyoto suddenly came home 
to Chūemon in the most painful way possible: with a ruinous special levy im-
posed on his landholdings. “Since the government has been incurring great 
expenses, it is said that land renters must pay a tax of two ryō [$5.40] for each 
tsubo. If that is the case, based on the one hundred fifty tsubo that I hold, my 
share will be three hundred ryō [$800].”31 Although this was an enormous 
sum, it could have been even worse. In addition to his one-hundred-fifty-tsubo 
property in Honchō Nichōme (which he had leased since the port opened in 
1859), Chūemon had just finished developing another one-hundred-fifty-tsubo 
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parcel of land in the reclaimed Ōtachō district. Luckily, this land was ex-
empted from the tax.

Nevertheless, given that his money was all frozen because of the Mitsui 
affair, that Chūemon himself was stuck in Edo until the affair was resolved, 
and that—again owing to the Mitsui affair—trade in Yokohama had come to 
a virtual halt, he had no idea where he would come up with this money. In 
spite of his recent business success, Chūemon remained cash poor. He con-
tinued to rely heavily on short-term debt to finance his business operations, 
and any surplus cash he had, he had put either into payment of debt or into 
new business investments. As he considered his options, he mulled the 
possibility that he would have to give up the premises he had occupied for 
the past decade: “At present because of the Mitsui affair I have nothing on 
hand. I may have no alternative but to return my land. If it comes to that, I 
would at least like to keep the fifty tsubo that I have been using as my living 
quarters . . . But even that would be [a tax of] a hundred ryō.”32

Meanwhile, Chūemon remained stuck in Edo, required by the city com-
missioners to stay there until their investigation was concluded. And Edo 
itself was descending into chaos. In the final months of 1867, there was an 
unprecedented breakdown in law and order in the shogunal capital. “In Edo,” 
wrote Chūemon,

thieves are flooding the city and robbing the houses of the wealthy. The 
bands consist of a hundred or more followers, and they are forcing their 
way into people’s homes. They tell the men in the guardhouses not to 
raise their voices, and if they suspect them [of trying to raise the alarm], 
they will cut them down. My neighbors are strengthening their security, 
but in places [the robbers] have been seen breaking down locked doors 
with axes and running riot inside. There are many instances where they 
have taken five hundred or a thousand ryō. At present, Mitsui and the 
other designated government money changers are each being guarded 
by twenty or thirty warriors day and night. Nabeya Jinbei of Odenmachō 
Sanchōme has hired fifty soldiers . . . Many of [these robbers] are said 
to be Satsuma rōnin who are staying on ships and coming ashore at 
night.33

Historians have speculated that the influx of samurai from Satsuma was 
a deliberate policy by the Satsuma authorities to foment panic in the shogu-
nal capital. The samurai were said to be warning the townsmen to flee the 
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city in anticipation of a coming conflict. As a handbill handed out by the Sat-
suma men stated, “All determined men in the nation should gather together 
on the fourth day of the eleventh month and form a heavenly army to burn 
Edo Castle and set fires throughout the city and punish evil officials. The only 
thing we are afraid of is that the people may suffer because of this. You should 
quickly move your belongings and change your residence to avoid harm. We 
do not intend to harm the people, only to save them.”34

Chūemon clearly found the Satsuma men terrifying—rough, violent bar-
barians who barely spoke intelligible Japanese and who seemed to obey no 
laws but their own.

In the midst of all this trouble and uncertainty, an unprecedented wave 
of popular fervor swept through Japan. It began with the mysterious appear-
ance of amulets and talismans (ofuda) bearing inscriptions and images of 
Shinto and Buddhist deities. The amulets were said to be falling from the sky 
in their thousands, landing on roads, roofs, and trees. They literally swept 
across Japan like a wave, starting in the west and spreading east along the 
major highways. They reached Odawara at the end of November, Fujisawa 
on December 1, and Yokohama on December 10. In Kōshū, the talismans 
appeared in the city of Kōfu on November 21 and spread throughout the 
province over the following two weeks. In one village to the west of Yoko-
hama, a child found a talisman floating in the ocean on November 28 and 
brought it home to show his grandfather. A few days later he was given an-
other talisman, by a traveler on the highway. And on the evening of Decem-
ber 9, a talisman fell out of the sky and lodged in the branches of a cypress 
tree in the family compound. On December 10, the family prepared rice, 
red beans, and sake for the entire village in celebration of the joyful appear-
ance of the talismans, which they displayed in front of their household 
shrine. A priest came to chant Buddhist sutras in front of the talismans. On 
December 12, some sixty villagers, including the grandson of this family, 
set off on a pilgrimage to the great shrine of Ise, more than two hundred 
miles to the west.35 Similar scenes played out all over the central provinces 
of Japan, with huge crowds converging on famous pilgrimage destinations. 
In many cases, the pilgrims went dancing along the highways, chanting, 
“Everything’s good, isn’t it!” (“Ee janaika”) and reveling in crazy and even 
orgiastic behavior.

The talismans were handwritten, in ordinary Japanese, and there is no 
doubt that they were being spread deliberately. But there is no consensus on 
the agents or their motives. Some historians have suggested there was a po-
litical motive behind the wave of talismans—perhaps a desire by Satsuma and 
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its allies to stir up revolutionary fervor. Some of the talismans did indeed con-
tain political messages, usually antiforeign. Others have suggested the mo-
tives were commercial, since the talismans encouraged townsmen and 
villagers to spend more money on entertainment and celebrations.36 Proba-
bly the motives were various: given their wide geographic distribution 
stretching across half of Japan, no one individual or group could have been 
responsible. Whatever the motives, the popular reaction was surely a re-
sponse to the extraordinary upheavals that were engulfing the country, ac-
companied by widespread hardship and want. The talismans were perceived 
as signs of hope amid the darkness, and people celebrated their arrival by 
stopping work, giving food and drink to passersby, preparing feasts for the 
neighborhood, making donations to the poor, and setting off on pilgrimages. 
The celebrations and public demonstrations offered a kind of spiritual release 
from the terrible stresses of the time.

The celebratory mood infected Yokohama, too. When the talismans fell 
on the townsmen’s houses, they displayed them in front of their homes and 
handed out rice cakes and sake to passersby, prompting the authorities to 
take measures to stop them from blocking traffic.37 Chūemon was stuck in 
Edo at the time, but Naotarō was caught up in the fervor. On December 15, he 
wrote to his brother,

At present around Yokohama talismans bearing divine inscriptions are 
falling from the clouds. Every household is filled with a spirit of cele-
bration. Every day feels like a holy festival. On the eighteenth of this 
month [Keiō 3/11/18, 12/13/1867] . . . an image of the thousand-handed 
Kannon bodhisattva appeared on the back of a two-bu gold coin. The 
people were spontaneously dancing in the streets, going around the 
houses and announcing a festival. These things are happening daily in 
every house. Is it the same where you are? All around us strange things 
are happening.38

But as the end of the year approached, Chūemon faced a familiar reality. 
Once again, he was unable to settle his debts with his creditors. “I certainly 
would plan to send the money this year, but in Yokohama we are required to 
pay a tax of two ryō two bu on each tsubo of land . . . Because of the Mitsui 
affair I have no funds available. I cannot possibly repay Mr. Saijō this year. 
You must explain all this to him and ask for his patience. I will certainly 
return the money in the New Year. I am not a wrongdoer, but I must ask for 
an extension.”39



156 transformation (1866–1873)

By the turn of 1868, Chūemon was back in Yokohama. But rather than re-
suming trade, he spent most of his energy trying to buy more time on the 
large debts he owed in both Kōshū and Yokohama. Meanwhile, “in Edo, 
thieves and robbers are breaking into money-changing houses and large 
merchant houses and taking three, five, or even ten thousand ryō before re-
turning to their ships. The highways, too, are very disturbed. Here in Yoko-
hama, security is very strict, so there have been no such incidents. It is very 
peaceful here.” 40 In one other piece of news, Chūemon mentioned in a let-
ter that “Hyōgo [now known as Kobe] opened as a treaty port on the sixth 
of this month. Many foreigners from here have gone there, and many Japa-
nese traders accompanied the foreigners in their ships. The construction 
there is still unfinished, but at present in the town of Hyōgo money is circulat-
ing and many people are able to make a living. That is what the merchants 
there are saying.” 41

On January 3, 1868, Chūemon announced good news: the Mitsui affair 
had been settled in principle. It is unclear what Chūemon’s final losses were, 
but he acknowledged that it “has cost me a great deal of money.” 42 Finally, 
though, Chūemon could put the affair behind him and turn his attention back 
to his business.

But even as Chūemon strove to return his life to normal, events were mov-
ing quickly around him. Throughout the decade of the 1860s, Chūemon had 
witnessed the slow undermining of the Tokugawa shogunate’s power and 
prestige as it struggled to respond to successive crises: the antiforeign insur-
gency, the rise of imperial loyalism, the campaigns of assassination and terror, 
the Richardson murder and its aftermath, the imperial command to close the 
ports, the Mito insurrection, the defiance of the western domains, and the 
disastrous military campaign to chastise Chōshū. Ironically, the catalyst 
that had set all these events in motion was the opening of the treaty ports, 
the most prominent of which was Yokohama. The very place that Chūemon 
had believed in so fervently for the opportunity and prosperity that it of-
fered had undermined the political and social order on which Chūemon had 
built his entire life. Now, in the course of just a few days, the long-drawn-out 
crisis came to a head with the sudden and dramatic collapse of the Tokugawa 
regime.

On February 11—two weeks after the decisive battle of Toba-Fushimi—
Chūemon addressed a long letter to his son, heading it “Transcription of a 
Dream.” The title reflects his utter disbelief at the news that had just arrived 
in Edo.
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Since the middle of last month, rōnin from Satsuma have been running 
riot in Edo, robbing and stealing. The Edo residence of the lord of Sat-
suma was surrounded by the soldiers of the shogun and burned to the 
ground and the rōnin arrested. Since this affair, there has been great 
confusion. On the third [January 27, 1868] the lord of Aizu and others 
accompanied the Kantō taikun [the ex-shogun Yoshinobu, who had 
resigned three months earlier] to try to enter Kyoto. The forces of 
Satsuma, Tosa, Chōshū, Owari, Echizen, Bizen, and others that had 
been holding Kyoto now issued forth, and a battle followed, in which 
the men of the imperial court were victorious. The surrounding towns 
were burned to the ground. On the fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh [Jan-
uary 28–31, 1868] a great battle raged, during which a prince emerged 
from the palace carrying the imperial banners. The Kantō side refused 
to bow to the banners and instead opened fire, while the men of Satsuma 
and its allies all prostrated themselves. Now, under the leadership of the 
imperial prince, a great battle followed, during which the Kantō side was 
betrayed by Lord Tōdō, who was in its vanguard. After that the Kantō 
taikun was thoroughly defeated. He retreated to Osaka, but the castle 
there was set alight by the enemy army and burned to the ground. In 
this way, the battle was lost. The lord of Aizu, together with the taikun, 
retired to the south of Osaka and boarded ships. They are said to have 
arrived on the twelfth of this month [February 5, 1868] in Edo . . . In 
this battle, around three thousand men were killed on the spot. The 
Kantō forces that remained now have nowhere to go. Around ten thou-
sand of them went to Kishū [Wakayama]. Five officials set off from 
Yokohama by ship in order to retrieve these men. They left on the fif-
teenth [February 8, 1868], and it is said that they are bringing the entire 
army back to the Kyoto area.43

Chūemon is reporting on the battle of Toba-Fushimi, the decisive battle 
that ended the Tokugawa shogunate. His report is generally accurate. The 
shogunal forces confronted the alliance of western domains in a final attempt 
to prevent the outright takeover of the country. The shogun was betrayed by 
one of his key allies, Tōdō Takayuki, the daimyo of the Tsu domain. And the 
shogunal alliance was thrown into confusion by the sudden and unexpected 
appearance of a prince carrying the brocade banners of the imperial family.

The battle was the culmination of a decade-long confrontation between 
the shogunate and the powerful domains of western Japan. Both Satsuma and 
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Chōshū had defied the shogunate at various points during the decade. Al-
though Satsuma in particular had close ties to the Tokugawa family (in 1856 
a Satsuma princess had married the reigning shogun, Iesada), both domains 
had gone through violent internal upheavals during the 1860s, resulting in 
their takeover by aggressive young samurai who were both antiforeign and 
anti-Tokugawa. While a part of the domains’ motivation may have been gen-
uine outrage over the shogunate’s capitulation to foreign demands, their 
hostility to the Tokugawa was more deeply rooted. Both domains had been 
on the losing side in the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600, and it was rumored 
that they still held deep-rooted grudges against the shogunate.44 Certainly, 
from the viewpoint of a loyal shogunal subject like Chūemon, the western 
domains were troublemakers at best, enemy usurpers at worst.

But the tone of Chūemon’s report suggests the confusion that he and 
many others must have felt at the turn of events. How was a loyal subject of 
the shogun to respond when the shogunal forces fired on an imperial prince? 
Now that the shogun was apparently defeated, to whom did they owe their 
loyalty? Surely not to the lord of the distant Satsuma domain. But to the em-
peror himself ? How could they deny their loyalty to that august figure, whose 
family had (nominally at least) ruled Japan for more than a thousand years?

The appearance of the imperial prince on the battlefield was in fact a 
brilliant piece of stage management by Satsuma. The banners had been spe-
cially prepared some months in advance by officials of Satsuma and had been 
stored by Satsuma for just such an eventuality.45 The prince himself, Prince 
Komatsu, was a young man of twenty-two who had been abbot of a monas-
tery until taken out of seclusion to “lead” the anti-Tokugawa alliance. That 
same morning, Satsuma had secured an imperial edict stating that the 
ex-shogun Tokugawa Yoshinobu was an enemy of the court and should be 
suppressed by military force. As a memo from the American consul in Yoko-
hama stated, “The Mikado is now to all intents and purposes the vassal if 
not the prisoner of that bold and unscrupulous Daimio.” 46 In this coup, the 
Satsuma leadership clearly demonstrated their understanding of the im-
portance of controlling the person of the emperor—an understanding they 
were to put to extraordinary use in the following decades.

Chūemon quickly went on to reassure his son that “Yokohama is right 
now the safest place in all Japan. So please set your mind at rest. If anything 
happens, I will return to Kōshū.” He reported that the defeated army was 
sending its wounded by ship back to the Kantō, and some of them were arriv-
ing in Yokohama for treatment. “On the fourteenth, thirty-six gravely wounded 
men were taken to the town office here in Yokohama, where they are being 
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treated. Those who have died have been taken away amid great disorder. 
Those who are unlikely to survive are being sent to Edo to their relatives.” 47 
A top shogunal official, Katsu Kaishū, wrote in his diary, “A succession of 
boats filled with the troops defeated at Toba-Fushimi is arriving in 
Edo . . . They are disgruntled by shortages of food and lack of shelter. More-
over, they are angered by insufficient pay. They are forming secret bands and 
 decamping . . . The townsmen are daily more distressed and suspicious. 
Officials repeatedly order increases in financial contributions without spe-
cific purposes in mind . . . Even if enemy troops do not come, it will not be 
long before Edo collapses from within.” 48

In a vivid additional detail, Chūemon added that “since the fall of Osaka 
Castle, foreigners, townsmen, and peasants have been going without permis-
sion to see the site of the battle and collecting bullets and other souvenirs. 
Nobody is stopping them or even watching over them.” 49

Clearly, this great defeat of the shogunal forces was ominous in the ex-
treme. For the next several days, rumors swirled around Edo and Yokohama. 
Katsu Kaishū wrote in his diary, “Edo is in great confusion. There are many 
rumors. The truth of the morning is false by night. Will the imperial army 
halt at Kuwana? Will it advance on Sunpu? Will it come through the Hakone 
Pass? As a result the people are angry and upset. They run about blindly; the 
situation is like a boiling cauldron.”50

A few days later, Chūemon tried to strike a more reassuring tone: “Here 
there has been all sorts of confusion, but unlike the situation in the Kyoto 
area there are no battles in evidence. The Kyoto area is a battleground, and 
with the daimyo all trying to get their way, the world has become a terrible 
place. But here in Yokohama, no one is invading us, nor are they killing us or 
burning us.” Chūemon went on to offer an optimistic assessment of the con-
flict: “At present, it is possible to stop the western army at the Oi River. And 
although their navy is patrolling the ocean, they have few ships, while 
the Kantō side has many, so it should be able to sink the entire western 
fleet . . . Moreover, at present the prince of Ueno has returned from Kyoto. It 
is said that this prince was not ordered to return here but came to be with 
his people. It is said that he will retire from the clergy in order to protect the 
east. There is also a rumor that the present shogun will retire to Kōshū.”51

The “prince of Ueno” Chūemon refers to is the imperial prince Rinnō-
jinomiya, who was the abbot of Kan’eiji, the temple in the Ueno district of Edo 
where six Tokugawa shoguns were buried. He was the uncle of the emperor, 
who had now issued a rescript calling for the destruction of the Tokugawa, 
but as a longtime resident of Edo, Prince Rinnōjinomiya remained loyal to the 
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Tokugawa faction. After the fall of Edo, he joined the remnants of the shogu-
nal forces who retreated to northern Japan, and there was open talk about 
Japan being split into two, with Rinnōjinomiya being made the “Northern 
Mikado.”52 Chūemon hints at this outcome when he suggests that the prince 
might “protect the east.” It seems that Chūemon was willing to counte-
nance the division of Japan into eastern and western kingdoms rather than 
face the alternative, which was to see the government fall into the hands of 
samurai from the western domains who, even if they were allied with the 
emperor, seemed to Chūemon frightening and alien. Chūemon’s attitude 
was, indeed, common among Edo townsmen, who were highly distrustful 
of the motivations of Satsuma and Chōshū. Cartoons and broadsheets cir-
culating in Edo accused the western domains of exploiting the person of 
the emperor for their own ends and berated the ex-shogun for his spineless-
ness. One satirical cartoon depicted Yoshinobu as a child in a schoolboy 
fight: “It’s better to run away,” he says, as he disappears out of the top left 
corner of the picture.53

Under the overall leadership of the Satsuma general Saigō Takamori, the 
imperial army split into three columns, advancing on Edo by different routes. 
One of the routes took them right through Kōshū. They occupied the city of 
Kōfu in mid-March, and they defeated the battered holdouts of the shogunal 
army in a second decisive battle at the post town of Katsunuma, in Kōshū, on 
March 29, 1868. From there, the imperial army descended on Edo, and by May 
it had surrounded the shogunal capital. After extensive negotiations aimed 
at minimizing bloodshed, Edo capitulated on July 4.

Chūemon followed reports of army movements and battles from his home 
in Yokohama. His sense of unreality and disbelief mounted as news came of 
the fighting in his home province. “There is a rumor that Katsunuma post 
station was the site of a battle and has been burned to the ground . . . It is 
rumored here that Lord Iwakura [a Kyoto aristocrat who was soon to become 
leader of the imperial government] has entered Kōshū. Is that true?”54 
Chūemon passed through Katsunuma every time he traveled to and from 
Higashi-Aburakawa, so the news of its destruction struck very close to home. 
Nevertheless, it is remarkable that the communication routes to Kōshū con-
tinued to function. Indeed, the news of the battle of Katsunuma had taken 
only two days to reach him.

Even the extraordinary dramas taking place in Chūemon’s home province 
paled into unimportance compared with the impending collapse of Edo it-
self. As the second column of the imperial forces advanced through Hakone 
Pass and down into the Kantō Plain, Chūemon faced the reality that they 
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would soon be arriving on his own doorstep. And indeed, on March 31 
Chūemon reported that some of the Satsuma troops were straggling into 
Yokohama.

Yesterday six hundred Satsuma men arrived at Hodogaya, and now two 
hundred men have arrived at Kanagawa. Since yesterday these men have 
been visiting Yokohama, and today many of them came to look at the 
foreigners’ houses. I don’t understand their speech, and to be on the safe 
side I think it’s better not to go out . . . There are reported to be very 
many soldiers between Hakone and Kanagawa. All the inns are keep-
ing their doors closed. The high-ranking people and even the merchants 
are not going out. The Kawasaki ferry stopped running yesterday. The 
people of Yokohama have stored supplies and evacuated their old peo-
ple and children to the official buildings. Even now I am making prepa-
rations to that effect.

Bemusedly, Chūemon added, “The common people do not seem to care at all. 
Everyone is walking around as carefree as usual. However, prudent people are 
making preparations and not taking any chances.”55

A month later, Chūemon briefly reported the final act in the drama. 
“Prince Arisugawa and his army are staying tonight in Kawasaki. They will 
shortly enter Edo. There are around two thousand of them. Lord Hitotsub-
ashi [the ex-shogun] was sentenced to death, but he has been pardoned and 
ordered to retire to Mito. He left Edo on the tenth.”56

There were many, many changes to get accustomed to. The shogun, 
whom Chūemon had always known as the ultimate authority, was now a dis-
graced rebel (after a brief period in Mito, Yoshinobu and his retainers went 
into permanent exile in Shizuoka). The emperor, who had never been anything 
but a remote figure in Chūemon’s imagination, was now to be his sovereign. 
Edo, the massive economic and political hub that had been the backdrop for 
so much of Chūemon’s work and play, was a ghost town. On top of the hun-
dred and fifty thousand or more residents who had left in the previous few 
years, more than three hundred thousand people fled in the months after the 
collapse of the shogunate, including one hundred thousand retainers who 
were forced to follow Tokugawa Yoshinobu into exile.57 After losing half its 
population, Edo (which was shortly to be renamed Eastern Capital, or Tokyo) 
was a shell of its former self, inhabited by roaming thieves, bandits, and un-
couth western samurai. As Katsu Kaishū wrote, “The once great castle is 
today overgrown with weeds. Its towers are crumbling, and its enclosures 
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have become a den for beggars and outcasts . . . At night thieves wander 
about and cut down the unfortunate, the aged are left to die on the streets, 
and bands of young men gather in the outskirts of the city to pillage and 
plunder.”58

E xpansion

In spite of the upheavals of the Mitsui trial and the Meiji revolution—one of 
the most epochal moments in all Japanese history—life, and business, went 
on. Amid all the political turmoil and military conflict—including the 
 advance of hostile armies into Kōshū and the Kantō Plain—the transport 
routes between Kōshū and Yokohama remained open, and silk egg cards 
and other valuable produce continued to travel down the roads. Certainly, 
Chūemon was concerned at times about security. Money, in particular, was 
a worrying commodity to transport. The Edo-based transport company Kyōya 
would ship money for an extra fee, but Chūemon preferred to send it with a 
trusted associate—if he could find one who was traveling to Kōshū. Chūemon 
also urged his son to stick to the main roads for both security and speed—
even if the post stations were extortionate: “It is definitely not a good idea to 
use any other roads. If anything should happen along the road, it would not 
be an easy matter to take care of it.”59

But even with armies on the move, as the season came around for the new 
silkworm egg supplies, Chūemon urged his partners to travel to Shinshū to 
buy top-quality cards (by this time his purchase needs had long outgrown the 
capacity of his village network).60 By the end of April, with Edo surrounded 
by imperial forces and Kōshū in the hands of the enemies of the Tokugawa, 
Chūemon wrote, “Are you buying egg cards? I want you to try hard again this 
year and send many of them. The foreigners are contracting for them at one 
ryō two bu, and they are handing over half the money in advance. That con-
tract can be used as security for a loan . . . According to the foreigners, they 
will buy double this year compared with last.”61 Chūemon’s business partners 
scoured both Kōshū and Shinshū in search of egg cards (“Once you have the 
cards, as I said the other day, you must pack them in boxes or in frames to 
prevent damage.”).62 Chūemon reported that the prospects for the egg card 
market had never looked so bright. “As usual, the foreigners are coming here 
[to Chūemon’s shop] in search of egg cards. We can certainly sell whatever 
you send. You should plan for a sales price of one ryō each, but people are say-
ing that the price is likely to rise to one ryō two bu or even two ryō. But that’s 



transformation (1866–1873)  163

just speculation, it’s not there yet.”63 Shōjirō responded to his father’s urging 
and put together two large shipments totaling more than twenty-three hun-
dred cards. By that time, prices had indeed risen. A delighted Chūemon wrote, 
“The foreigners’ demand is not so strong and prices are declining a little, so 
I will hold off selling. However, the price will not go below two ryō per card.”64 
And several days later, “Because of the poor silkworm egg crop throughout 
Japan, Yokohama is ten thousand cards short. Edo and other cities have none. 
The foreigners had been planning for large shipments, so now the price is 
likely to go up. Today there are no sellers. This is the recipe for success.”65

The boom in the egg card market continued throughout 1868 and into 
the following year. Although in the early part of 1869 prices were trending 
lower than the previous year’s peak, by June Chūemon was reporting that 
he could sell cards even before delivery at two ryō per sheet. On July 17, as the 
market prepared to receive the new crop, Chūemon reported that “recently 
some assistants to the foreigners have been telling us that for small batches, 
they are likely to pay as much as five ryō or even eight ryō per card . . . If we 
obtain good-quality cards, we should not rush to sell them. We should wait until 
the prices are clearer.”66 When trading did finally open in mid-August, prices 
for Kōshū cards were around two to two and a half ryō per card—not the very 
high price some had been anticipating but still enough to give Chūemon 
and his partners excellent profits.67

By this time, Chūemon was using the services of hikyaku (couriers) almost 
exclusively. He fully recognized the importance of speed in communications 
and transportation, and although the hikyaku services were expensive, 
Chūemon used them for their speed and reliability. If he could get informa-
tion on market conditions to his associates a little more quickly, that could 
give him a crucial advantage in timing his purchases and assuring adequate 
supplies.

On at least one occasion, Chūemon hired a special messenger to run non-
stop all the way from Yokohama to Kōshū, an ultramarathon of more than 
ninety miles, much of it through the mountains. The messenger made the 
journey in less than twenty-four hours. Chūemon wrote,

I have now sold around half our cards, and the market is looking strong. 
As soon as this messenger arrives, I want you to buy that same day and 
send the stock, even in the middle of the night . . . One person can carry 
around a hundred cards and should arrive in Edo within two days. I will 
immediately have the cards inspected and that same evening, even at 
night, I will bring them [to Yokohama] . . . If you wait to check up on 
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the goods too closely, you won’t be in time. Even if it costs extra, have 
the goods expedited, traveling day and night . . . No matter what you 
have to do, make sure they arrive in Tokyo by the evening of the nine-
teenth so they can be inspected on the twentieth. I will transport them 
even at night to Yokohama, and on the twenty-first I will sell. I am 
sending this on the fifteenth at the hour of the dog [around 8:00 p.m.]. 
It should arrive without fail on the sixteenth by the western hour [about 
6:00 p.m.]. If the messenger’s legs hurt, allow him to stay for up to three 
days. Of his wage of three ryō, I have given him one ryō two bu. Give him 
one ryō two bu when he arrives, provided he’s on time. And if he gets 
there before the seventh hour [4:00 p.m.], give him another two bu.68

Three ryō (plus bonus) was an extraordinarily high cost for a messenger. 
Chūemon’s willingness to pay that sum reflects his recognition of the ex-
tremely high importance of speedy information flows, as well as the large 
sums of money involved in his transactions. According to one recollection of 
these express-messenger services, “For ordinary people of course [they] were 
only for exceptional circumstances, but large-scale merchants and traders 
often used them.”69 Indeed, on one occasion Chūemon felt that he had missed 
an important market opportunity because he did not get the news to Kōshū 
quickly enough: “If only I had used an express-messenger service,” he wrote, 
“we would have made an additional two thousand ryō in profits. It is truly a 
shame.”70

As Chūemon’s business continued to prosper, he turned his attention to 
plans for expansion and diversification. The crystal-mining venture does not 
seem to have gone anywhere (and anyway, the Ōshū region was the site of the 
bitterest fighting of the entire civil war, as the Aizu domain mounted a 
desperate stand against the Satsuma-Chōshū alliance), but on September 
26, 1868, Chūemon wrote, “I have completed my application to open a 
money- exchange shop and a lending shop. This is a great joy. If I am able to 
open an exchange shop and trade in foreign currency, even if it’s a little at a 
time, I will have access to large amounts of money, and there will be profit in 
that. Unlike interest in Kōshū, the rates here are much higher.”71 The new 
venture had to wait, though, until he could find the right person to manage 
it. A year later, on September 24, 1869, Chūemon wrote to Shōjirō: “Since 
the government has announced it would like to decrease the number of vil-
lage officials, you should consider giving up your position in the village and 
taking up trade as the basis for your family’s future . . . If you have time, you 
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should come here and talk about it. If you were to run either a money-lending 
shop or a foreign-exchange shop, you would make far more money than you 
do in farming. Anyone would be able to confirm this.”72

Meanwhile, Chūemon also undertook a project he had had in mind ever 
since he had first come to Yokohama. In January 1869 he broke ground on the 
construction of a high-class inn that would offer rooms and meals to wealth-
ier travelers. “My inn will be mostly for Kōshū people, which makes me very 
happy. However, many other travelers are arriving, so we will be very busy 
with visitors from Kōshū and others.”73 The inn opened on March 21, and from 
the beginning it seems to have prospered. The inn accommodated up to fifty 
guests, or sixty if they were willing to crowd into the rooms. Shortly after 
opening, Chūemon wrote, “The construction cost around five hundred ryō. 
However, what I hear from the people who stay here is that my rooms are the 
best both on the Tōkaidō and in Yokohama.”74 In September, six months af-
ter the inn’s opening, Chūemon wrote, “At present, if we only had more rooms, 
we could have a hundred people staying here every night.”75

Chūemon’s dreams of grandiose new ventures were not confined to his 
business activities. Since the abandonment of the requirement that daimyo 
should live in Edo every other year, the daimyo, their wives and children, and 
their samurai retainers had begun a long-drawn-out exodus from the city, 
leaving many of their huge compounds empty. In January 1865 Chūemon had 
raised the possibility that he might move into one such compound. Lady 
Tōkōin, one of the official wives of the shogun, was looking for a safe place 
to live amid the growing disorders in the shogunal capital. Her retainers had 
identified a secluded compound that was currently unoccupied.

This place is sixty-eight hundred tsubo [more than two hundred forty 
thousand square feet] in size. They are looking for someone to work as 
the guardian [shugo] of this place, and I have secretly applied for this po-
sition. Whoever holds it would have the same rank as a senior minister. 
If I had this position, my status would be very different from that of a mi-
nor official in Yokohama! Moreover, this would not be a job just for the 
sake of appearances. I would truly provide the retired lady with peace 
of mind. There are roughly twenty-five rooms of up to fifty tatami mats. 
Inside the compound there are rice fields that produce fifty bales of rice. 
There is also a pine mountain, a spring, a plum garden, a cherry garden, 
stables, and so on. It is truly a huge place. If I moved here, your mother, 
the children, and others could all come. Please keep this very secret!76
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Although that plan came to nothing, in late 1869 Chūemon did buy a piece 
of land in another part of Edo, and he subsequently built a house there.77 
Chūemon had gone from being a humble farmer seeking permission to sell a 
few local goods in the new port city to a wealthy merchant with deep ties to 
the shogunal capital. With his large business and his widely varied business 
ventures, in spite of all the turmoil, his future must have seemed bright 
indeed.

It is remarkable, however, that after years of business success, Chūemon 
still had to resort to borrowing to tide him over in periods of cash shortage. 
For all his success and prosperity, Chūemon remained at heart a risk-taking 
entrepreneur. Given his lack of capital, he could never have prospered as he 
did without taking big risks in response to new market opportunities. In spite 
of his many crises, he and his business partners had achieved extraordinary 
success in the dynamic global marketplace of Yokohama. But Chūemon’s en-
trepreneurial optimism also led him to continue risking his own and his as-
sociates’ capital even when he might have pursued a more cautious policy of 
consolidation. In a hint of how overextended he was becoming, Chūemon ad-
mitted at the end of 1870 that despite his prosperity, he was still short of 
ready cash. “I understand that I need to send fifty ryō [to a business partner 
in Kōshū], but at present I have nothing on hand. When I looked into the ex-
penses of feeding our guests in the hotel, I found that it comes to one hun-
dred fifty ryō [per month].”78 And indeed once again Chūemon was unable to 
settle his debts by the end of the year.

M odern Yokohama

On October 13, 1872, Chūemon wrote to his son of the completion of a grand 
new project: a railway line—Japan’s first—running between Tokyo and Yo-
kohama. The emperor himself would attend the opening ceremony the fol-
lowing day, and Chūemon would be present.

Tomorrow they will hold a great ceremony, which will be attended 
by the Son of Heaven [Go-Tenshi-sama] . . . They are making great 
preparations at the railway station, preparing a pavilion for the festi-
val. Townsmen and samurai alike will be given one tag per person, and 
whoever is carrying one of these tags will be allowed to enter the pavil-
ion and pay obeisance to the emperor. Altogether there will be about 
five thousand people . . . On one side there will be a section for for-
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eigners. Throughout the town, the railway company and others have 
hung around a hundred and fifty thousand paper lanterns. The towns-
people have decorated the lanterns with chrysanthemums and rising-sun 
emblems . . . There will be theatrical performances throughout the 
town . . . It will cost me around twenty ryō in expenses. Naotarō will go 
too. From now on, you will be able to travel from here to . . . Edo by 
railway. A third-class round-trip ticket is one bu two shu [about $0.40]. 
There are also second and first classes. I, too, plan to try riding it. It will 
be so fast!79

The opening of the railway was the symbol of a momentous period of 
modernization for Yokohama, announcing its arrival as one of the great cit-
ies of Asia. Like many periods of great change, the transformation began with 
a disaster. The massive fire of 1866 destroyed much of the foreign settlement 
and all the Japanese official buildings, including the customs house and town 
hall, which had been the nerve centers of the Japanese administration. In the 
aftermath of the disaster, there was agreement among both foreign and 
Japanese officials that the city should be rebuilt on much more ambitious 
lines, as befitted one of Japan’s major cities and its window onto the world.

Yokohama was rebuilt in the image of a modern city. The road along the 
waterfront was paved and widened, turning it into a fashionable promenade. 
The customs house was rebuilt in Western style, a grand two-story building 
of cut stone, its windows glassed and decorated with neoclassical pedi-
ments.80 The avenue separating the Japanese and foreign communities was 
widened into a “noble road . . . lined, on the one side with Japanese official 
buildings—the Custom-house, the Post-office, the Ken-cho [prefectural of-
fice], and the Central Police office; on the other, by the British and American 
Consulates and other buildings, with a pretty shrubbery bounding the road 
in front of the edifices, throughout its entire length.”81 The avenue, which was 
surfaced with macadam, extended beyond the original boundaries of the set-
tlement, all the way to the site of the former licensed quarter. The marsh that 
had separated the licensed quarter from the settlement was filled in (“thus 
removing a source of rheumatic and febrile complaints, then very common”)82 
and turned into building lots, for foreigners on the south side and Japanese 
on the north. The ruins of the licensed quarter were never rebuilt. The brothel 
district itself was removed to a new location further from the town, while its 
former site was turned into a recreation ground, used for cricket matches and 
other leisure activities (today the site remains one of the largest parks in cen-
tral Yokohama and houses the Yokohama BayStars’ baseball stadium).83
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Much of this reconstruction was carried out based on a master plan by 
the British engineer Henry Brunton. Brunton came to Yokohama in 1868 to 
build lighthouses, but he ended up playing a major role in the technological 
transformation of Yokohama’s urban infrastructure—which in turn became 
a model for urban development throughout Japan. In addition to land recla-
mation and road improvement, Brunton also designed and built the first iron 
bridge in the Kantō region, and he supervised the installation of a modern 
drainage system, the development of gas-powered street lighting (though this 
project took many years to complete), the installation of flood-control barri-
ers along the waterways, and the planning of parks and recreational spaces.84 
Another significant force in the rebuilding of Yokohama was Shimizu Kisuke. 
A second-generation master builder from Edo, Shimizu opened a branch in 
Yokohama in 1859. He was employed by the Kanagawa commissioners to build 
their own headquarters, as well as Yokohama’s first iron foundry. After study-
ing Western architectural models, he built the new German consulate in 
1867 and worked on a variety of other reconstruction projects. After the Meiji 
Restoration, he took his skills in Western-style construction to Tokyo, build-
ing a number of prominent structures that blended Western designs with 
Japanese features. His company remains today one of Japan’s largest con-
struction firms.85

By the turn of the 1870s, Yokohama had become a center for much more 
than the textile and tea trades. The new Meiji government pursued an explicit 
policy of modernization and technology transfer, and Yokohama was the con-
duit through which a massive flow of information, knowledge, and skills 
was brought into Japan. Yokohama was the showcase for revolutionary trans-
formations in mass media, financial and corporate institutions, food and 
drink culture, education, medicine and epidemiology, and transportation and 
communications.

It was in this last field, transportation and communication networks, that 
Yokohama had perhaps the most directly transformative impact on the Kantō 
region and ultimately the emerging modern nation-state. Yokohama was the 
starting point of Japan’s first stagecoach, steamship, railway, telegraph, and 
postal services, not to mention the medium that revolutionized local trans-
port throughout nineteenth-century Asia—the hand-pulled rickshaw.

We have seen in Chūemon’s story the powerful business motive to accel-
erate the flow of information between Yokohama and Kōshū. Chūemon’s on-
the-spot knowledge of Yokohama market prices—which were in turn fed by 
news flowing into Yokohama of global market conditions—was a crucial com-
petitive advantage. Recognizing this, Chūemon did everything he could to 
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convey timely information to his associates in Kōshū so that they could buy 
or sell before the market moved. At times, he also spread misinformation in 
order to confuse his competitors in the Kōshū market. Chūemon was also 
strongly motivated to speed up the transportation of goods, since by doing 
so he could turn his scarce capital around more quickly. Although Chūemon 
would certainly have been aware of revolutionary developments in commu-
nications and transportation such as railroads, steamships, telegraph net-
works, and man-made water systems, he did not personally have access to 
any of these technologies. Instead, he invested more and more heavily in those 
tools that were available—packhorse and river transport and communication 
by hikyaku runners—to accelerate the flow of goods and information. But in 
Chūemon’s experiences, it is possible to see at work a technological imperative 
that helps explain the rapid introduction of communication and transport 
technologies into Yokohama in spite of the very high costs, and that ultimately 
led to revolutionary change in Japan’s domestic transport and communication 
systems as well as its global connectivity.

The first modern transport system to connect two Japanese cities was 
the steamship. The Inegawa-maru, an American-built steamer owned by 
Japanese entrepreneur Itō Jihei, began operating a commercial service be-
tween Yokohama and Edo in March 1868. The eighty-foot vessel was pow-
ered by a thirty-five-horsepower steam engine, but it also had five masts for 
wind power to help it on its way. It plied between Eidaibashi in Edo and the 
Yokohama docks, making the round-trip twice a day. The ship made the 
eighteen-mile journey in two hours and charged twenty silver monme (about 
$0.50) for a one-way ticket.86 Early in 1869, a group of fifty-four Edo-based 
shipping agents grouped together to buy a small, forty-five-foot steamer 
they called the Hotaru (Firefly). Over the next year, another six steamships 
began operating the Tokyo–Yokohama route. Two of them were owned by 
Japanese, the other four by Yokohama-based foreign businessmen. Between 
them, these ships were able to carry more than one thousand passengers per 
day between Yokohama and Tokyo. It is unclear how profitable they were 
given the high cost of buying and operating a steamship, but surviving ac-
counting records indicate that owners expected to recoup their initial in-
vestment within two to three years.87 Although most steamships continued 
to be built overseas and purchased secondhand in Japan, one of them, the 
Kōmei-maru, was built in Japan’s brand-new Yokosuka Shipyard, just a few 
miles down the coast from Yokohama. It was staffed by French-trained engi-
neers and pilots, while its crew members were recruited mostly from the 
local fishing communities.88
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The largest of the Yokohama–Tokyo steamships was the City of Yedo, 
owned by an American consortium headed by G. W. White and with a capacity 
of one hundred fifty passengers. Tragically, on August 1, 1870, shortly after 
leaving the Tokyo docks, the City of Yedo’s boiler exploded and the ship in-
stantly sank. Of the 166 passengers on board, 143 were killed or injured. Five 
of the victims were foreigners, out of 10 foreigners who were riding the ship 
that morning. The Japanese passengers came from eighteen different regions 
of Japan, and they included merchants, government officials, and samurai. 
The great diversity of the passenger list indicates the magnetism of Yokohama 
for Japanese from throughout Japan.89

Passenger steamship services also began between Yokohama and other 
destinations in Japan and overseas. The P&O Company launched a regular 
service from Yokohama to Shanghai with ongoing connections to Europe in 
1864. In early 1867, the Pacific Mail Steamship Company began passenger ser-
vice from Yokohama to San Francisco on the Colorado, carrying up to a thou-
sand passengers on each trip.90 By the early 1870s, there were at least three 
ships running the Yokohama–San Francisco route (including the America, re-
puted to be the largest wooden steamer in the world), and there were daily 
scheduled services connecting Yokohama to Kobe, Nagasaki, Hong Kong, and 
Shanghai. With the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, services from Yoko-
hama to Europe via China also expanded.

By the turn of the 1870s there were also several horse-drawn coach ser-
vices operating between Yokohama and Tokyo. In the 1860s the narrow road 
connecting Yokohama to Kanagawa had been unsuitable for heavy vehicles. 
Although this road was—with foreign tastes in mind—designed for horse-
back riding, it climbed several steep hills, and it had a number of bridges in 
the steeply humped “taiko drum” style, making it hard to maneuver a large 
vehicle. However, in 1869 a new road was laid between Yokohama and 
Kanagawa, the so-called Bashamichi (Carriageway). The opening of Basha-
michi spelled the end of the old ferry service across the bay between Yoko-
hama and Kanagawa, and in the following years, it became the route for 
coaches, telegraph lines, and the new railway.

William Rangan & Company launched a coach service on the Yokohama–
Tokyo route on January 1, 1869—the same day that the Tsukiji district of To-
kyo was opened to foreign residence. Rangan’s coaches flew a flag emblazoned 
with a black horse on a red background. They held up to twelve passengers 
and were pulled by four horses—though a hostile newspaper report com-
mented that the vehicles were actually “partially covered wagons,” whose 
owners called them stagecoaches with “humorous disregard of honorable 
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associations.”91 The one-way fare was two dollars—considerably more than 
the competing steamship services but with a more direct point-to-point ser-
vice. At around the same time a Japanese firm, Narikomaya, opened a com-
peting service. The firm, which operated a four-horse coach, was jointly owned 
by Tokyo and Yokohama merchants, the latter including the photographer 
Shimooka Renjō (who is discussed in chapter 3).92

The Japanese government permitted coach services only on the Tōkaidō 
route between Yokohama and Tsukiji. Government regulations dictated that 
when coaches encountered one another they should each pass on the left—
inaugurating Japan’s history of left-side driving that continues to this day. And 
if a coach should encounter a nobleman, regulations required that the pas-
sengers should all alight from the coach—an indication that even with the 
introduction of this new mode of transport, old ways of thinking had not quite 
died out.93

When the Tokyo–Yokohama railway superseded the stagecoach, the 
coaching companies responded by expanding services from Yokohama to 
points west on the Tōkaidō. Sutherland & Co. was already operating between 
Yokohama and Odawara, with staging posts at Fujisawa and Ōiso, at the end 
of the 1860s. Sutherland was bought out by Cobb & Co., which added service 
to Kamakura, Enoshima, Izu, and Hakone. In 1875, it added a line to the 
silk-trading center of Hachiōji.94 Sutherland also operated a mail service, and 
it was notable for developing the first Japanese postage stamp: a perforated 
pink or yellow stamp depicting a galloping horse whose rider is blowing 
a horn. It came in denominations of a quarter bu and one bu and was printed 
“sutherland & Co. Postage 1 Boo.”95

Also at the end of the 1860s, the jinrikisha (rickshaw) began appearing on 
the streets of Yokohama. Its origins are still unclear, although Jonathan Goble, 
an American Baptist missionary and adventurer, claimed to have invented it.96 
The first documentary evidence of the rickshaw’s existence is from April 24, 
1870, when three residents of Tokyo—Izumi Yōsuke, Suzuki Tokujirō, and 
Takayama Kōsuke—applied for a license to manufacture and sell the vehicles. 
An advertisement published by Suzuki illustrates a lady sitting at her ease in 
a rickshaw while being pulled along the road. A Tokyo government ruling in 
November 1870 gave Suzuki and his associates the sole right to manufacture 
the vehicles, but already many look-alikes were springing up, and it is clear 
that Suzuki et al. were unable to hold on to their monopoly. It has been esti-
mated that by 1872, more than ten thousand rickshaws were plying the streets 
of Tokyo. In fact, the diary of the Sekiguchi family in Namamugi village out-
side Yokohama indicates that by the early 1870s, some of the farmers in the 
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village were borrowing money from the Sekiguchis and building their own 
rickshaws to put into service on the Tōkaidō.97 Yokohama is estimated to 
have had several hundred rickshaws in service by this time, and in 1871 the 
Kanagawa government began imposing an annual tax on rickshaws in ser-
vice. In 1874, Tokyo government statistics show the manufacture of fifty eight 
hundred rickshaws in that year alone. The rickshaw spread like wildfire 
throughout Japan (and indeed throughout all Asia, where it remained a pri-
mary means of urban transportation until the mid-twentieth century), and 
by 1875, the number of rickshaws nationwide was already estimated at one 
hundred ten thousand. The cost of a vehicle in 1871 was around fourteen ryō.98 
Surprisingly, Chūemon does not once mention the rickshaw in his letters.

The rickshaw also entered the competition in transportation services be-
tween Yokohama and Tokyo. A Tokyo-based transport agent by the name of 
Genshichi launched a rickshaw service in June 1870. Genshichi’s rickshaws 
were four-seaters, pulled by two runners selected from his large staff of 
barrow pullers and porters. Competing services quickly sprang up on this 
route, and when Gunma silk trader Tajima Yahei visited Yokohama in 1871, 
he commented that “the Tōkaidō was crowded with rickshaws going in both 
directions.”99

The rapid spread of competing transport services on the Edo/Tokyo–
Yokohama route illustrates the enormous importance this route had for 
the Kantō economy. Indeed, no other route in Japan compares in the speed of 
introduction of new transportation technologies. This may have been due in 
part to the presence of well-capitalized foreigners (as well as Japanese entrepre-
neurs) looking for new sources of profit. But investors were motivated pri-
marily by the high volume of travel between the two cities. It is no coincidence 
that Japan’s first railway was also on this route.

Eighteen years earlier, in 1854, Commodore Matthew Perry had presented 
the Japanese government with a miniature train and engine, together with a 
working telegraph system (the telegraph machine is still on display in the 
Communications Museum in Tokyo). Although Perry’s intention was to show 
the Japanese the potential benefits of a policy of openness, it took almost 
twenty years for the promise of the railway to be realized. The problem was the 
enormous cost. The first plan for a Yokohama–Edo line was submitted as 
early as March 1867 by one of the British residents in Yokohama but quickly 
rejected by the government on financial grounds. Then, in January 1868—just 
days before the collapse of the shogunal government—a shogunal minister 
signed a contract with an American consortium for the construction of a rail-
way over a three-year period. But when the new government took over, in 



transformation (1866–1873)  173

spite of its pledge to honor the previous government’s commitments, it re-
jected the railway contract on the grounds that the completed line would be 
foreign owned. In February 1869 six Japanese merchants, residents of Yoko-
hama, submitted their own proposal, which emphasized patriotic consider-
ations. Their proposal was vague, however, when it came to the question of 
financing.100

In December 1869, the government approved a proposal by an English 
businessman, N. H. Lay. Lay committed to provide financing, materials, and 
technical personnel for the project. The contract called for Lay himself to 
advance the money for the project and for payments on the loan to come 
from import and export taxes, as well as a percentage of the railway’s reve-
nues. The Japanese government would both own and manage the railway. 
The Lay proposal foundered, however, over the question of financing. Lay 
succeeded in floating a loan on the London exchange for one million pounds, 
at an interest rate of 9 percent. The Japanese government had promised to 
pay Lay an interest rate of 12 percent, and when it learned of the large profit 
he would make on the interest, it exercised its sovereign privilege and with-
drew from the contract. In the end the government sent its own representa-
tive to London to negotiate a loan at 9 percent. The entire process therefore 
remained in the hands of the Japanese government. Nevertheless, most of the 
equipment, and all the key personnel, were brought to Japan from England, 
so the project in the end was both financed and built by the British.101

Construction of the eighteen-mile track began in April 1870, and for two 
years the construction project dominated the landscape between Yokohama 
and Tokyo. The complex project involved detailed surveying, the purchase of 
land along the route, the reclamation of coastal land to extend the line along 
the seashore, the grading of cuttings and embankments, the importation and 
construction of track, and the construction of twenty-two bridges, most no-
tably a massive iron bridge across the Tama River.

After two years of intense effort, the trains began running on June 12, 
1872. The Yokohama terminus was at what is now Sakuragichō Station, close 
to the center of the town. On the Tokyo end, the original line went only as far 
as Shinagawa, on the outskirts of Tokyo; it took another four months to extend 
the line to Shinbashi, just a stone’s throw from the Imperial Palace in the cen-
ter of Tokyo. The train took thirty-five minutes to complete the eighteen- mile 
route. The completed line included four intermediate stations (Kanagawa, 
Tsurumi, Kawasaki, and Shinagawa), forty-two railway sheds and other build-
ings, four engine-turning stations, four dams, ten steam engines, fifty-eight 
passenger cars, and seventy-eight freight cars. At the time of its completion, 
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the railway was employing forty-four foreign specialists, including engine 
drivers, masons, carpenters, and clerks (this number was actually to rise to 
one hundred three by 1876, before dropping steeply under a new government 
policy of replacing foreign employees with trained Japanese specialists).102

In spite of his initial enthusiasm for the magnificent new transportation 
route, eight months after the opening ceremony Chūemon commented, “Very 
few people are riding the train.”103 The statistics prove him wrong. In its first 
three months, the Yokohama–Tokyo line had almost half a million passen-
gers, and in the following full year (1873) the number increased to 1.4 million, 
or an average of almost 4,000 a day on its nine scheduled departures each way 
(average 220 people per train). The popularity of the railway, even at the rela-
tively high prices charged, offered a strong confirmation of the importance 
of the Tokyo–Yokohama route, which by this time had become the single 
most-traveled route in Japan.104

The turn of the 1870s also saw a revolution in communications and me-
dia, starting with an explosion in newspaper publishing and extending to the 
laying of a national telegraph system and the inauguration of a national postal 
system. Once again, Yokohama was the nursery for these new services.

Three English-language newspapers opened in Yokohama during the 
1860s: the Japan Times, founded in 1862; the Japan Herald, 1865; and the Japan 
Gazette, which was the first daily newspaper, in 1867.105 The first Japanese- 
language newspaper was the Kaigai shinbun (Overseas news), founded in 1865 
by Joseph Heco (see chapter 3 for more on Heco). Heco saw his newspaper as 
a way to inform his countrymen about overseas affairs. The material in the 
newspaper was translated from foreign newspapers, which arrived with each 
ship that docked in Yokohama.

A second Japanese-language newspaper, the Bankoku shinbun (News of 
many countries), was started in 1867 by an English priest, M. Buckworth Bai-
ley. Like the Kaigai shinbun it contained summaries of foreign news, arranged 
country by country. Also like the Kaigai shinbun, it was published on wood-
blocks specially carved for each issue. Unfortunately, in spite of his good 
intentions, the Reverend Bailey was deeply unpopular in Yokohama. Shortly 
after founding the newspaper, he was forced out of his position at Christ 
Church, and he went home to England, leaving a relieved board of church 
trustees to report, “We have built a new aisle, bought an organ, and sent 
Mr. Bailey home. Future generations of residents should contribute their share 
of these expenses since they would enjoy the benefits!”106 The newspaper, 
however, was forced to close.
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Since these journals appeared irregularly and did not contain Japanese 
news or commentary, they may not qualify as true newspapers. But they 
clearly showed the possibilities for a regular published source of news for a 
wide reading public. Meanwhile the English-language newspapers, which 
contained local and foreign news and analysis, sometimes combative com-
mentary including at times criticism of both the foreign and Japanese au-
thorities, and trade reports, shipping news, advertising, and other practical 
items, were a model that many Japanese looked to as they considered launch-
ing their own newspapers.

Both the shogunate and the new Meiji government were intensely con-
scious of the utility of newspapers and of the value of controlling the news 
and opinions they expressed. In its final years the shogunal government spon-
sored several newspapers coming out of the Yōsho Shirabeshō (Center for 
the Investigation of Foreign Books). For the most part, like their Yokohama 
counterparts, they were translations of foreign news sheets. However, starting 
in 1870 a new and influential newspaper, the Yokohama shinbun, began publica-
tion in Yokohama. This was much more in the style of a foreign newspaper, 
with a mixture of advertising, news, and commentary.107

By the early 1870s, newspapers had become integrated into the fabric of 
Japanese urban life. During the 1860s, Chūemon mentioned several times that 
he was enclosing a copy of a letter describing some important event. Chūemon 
was generally well informed about major events taking place in Japan, includ-
ing the turmoil in Kyoto in the mid-1860s, the actions of the restive prov-
inces of Chōshū and Satsuma, and the doings of major daimyo whose actions 
might impact the Yokohama trade. He did not always indicate where he ob-
tained this information, but we can assume it was a mixture of word of mouth 
from travelers along the major highways, printed broadsheets, and circulat-
ing letters, which would be copied and recopied as they made their way around 
the literate circles of Japan.

However, by the end of the 1860s, Chūemon was clearly supplementing 
his information sources with newspapers. In June 1868, he enclosed a news-
paper with his letter and asked Shōjirō to give it to one of their business part-
ners.108 Chūemon had been faithfully reporting commodity prices by letter 
for years, but now Chūemon wrote, “The rest of the market conditions you 
can see in the newspapers.”109 The spread of newspapers was both a boon 
and a threat to Yokohama-based merchants like Chūemon. On the one 
hand, the newspapers provided comprehensive and up-to-date information 
on domestic and foreign events, market conditions, and shipping movements. 
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This information was certainly useful to merchants in both the cities and the 
provinces. But on the other hand, the availability of reliable and regularly 
printed information greatly reduced the information advantage of Yokoha-
ma-based merchants. The market information that they might previously have 
gleaned from talking to foreign merchant houses and then rapidly commu-
nicated to their provincial associates in order to take advantage of price 
differentials was now readily available to anyone with access to a newspaper.

By the early 1870s, Chūemon was also using Japan’s new national postal 
service, one of the first branches of which was in Yokohama (the Yokohama 
Post Office opened on August 30, 1871). The Japanese postal service was the 
brainchild of Maejima Hisoka, a young samurai who had spent a year in 
England studying the workings of the British system. There was a particular 
incentive to introduce a post office in Yokohama, because several of the for-
eign nations already operated their own offices in the town, for international 
mail only and using their own systems of postage stamps. These offices served 
both as examples and as something of a goad to the Japanese government.

Until the opening of the postal service, Chūemon and other merchants 
like him used the services of private courier firms, hikyaku. The largest of these 
had national networks and offered sophisticated services, including the issue 
of bills of exchange and the discounting of notes. They sent mail and other 
items through a network of runners, who would operate in relays to cover the 
major highways of Japan in remarkably short times. These services met many 
of the needs of the merchants, and Chūemon was a loyal user of one in par-
ticular, the Kyōya, based in Edo but with branches in Kōshū.110

However, the hikyaku lacked many of the amenities of a modern postal 
service, and they could be extremely expensive—as much as three ryō for a 
single delivery in one case recounted by Chūemon. Maejima recalled in his 
memoirs a conversation he had with the head of the league of hikyaku firms, who 
had come to protest against the threat to the hikyaku business when the new 
postal service opened. The representative “said that for more than two hundred 
and fifty years the communications of our country had been excellent . . . 
Although one would expect the government to prize this, on the contrary, 
its attempt to seize this business for itself was the acme of wickedness.” 
Maejima, however, argued that no Japanese hikyaku could offer a truly na-
tional service, including to remote areas like northern Hokkaido—let alone 
an international service. “I explained that communications were of the ut-
most importance in international trade and in the life of a society, and that 
throughout the world, an enlightened country had to construct a system for 
communications within the country and abroad. Gradually I made him un-
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derstand that the house-based operations of his association, with their mes-
sage delivery limited to one region or one country, could not accomplish this 
great purpose.”111

However, the Japanese postal service employed many of the existing hik-
yaku firms, subcontracting at first and later hiring the couriers away from 
their former employers. The early service was quite limited: much as the hik-
yaku services before it, the postal service could deliver only to the post sta-
tions along the major highways, and for onward delivery the sender had to 
continue to rely on private services. But the system quickly expanded, and in 
April 1873, the Japanese post office instituted a system of standard delivery 
fees to any address nationwide: one sen ($0.01) within the city of origin and 
two sen for anywhere else in the country. This was a drastic reduction from 
the hikyaku fees and could be achieved only with the financial resources of the 
government behind it.112

Although Chūemon did not mention the opening of the post office, he 
did use the service. At least two of the five surviving letters sent in 1873 can 
be verified as having gone through the new postal system.

Yokohama was also a hub of Japan’s rapidly developing telegraph system. 
While telegraph connections are much cheaper and less demanding in terms 
of infrastructure than railways, they nevertheless required access to advanced 
technology and a large amount of investment capital. They were, however, a 
priority for the new government, which recognized their strategic and mili-
tary potential. Japan’s first public telegraph line opened between Edo/Tokyo 
and Yokohama in December 1869. The baby steps of the Japanese system 
came at a momentous time in the maturation of the global telegraph network. 
After the development of undersea cable, massive projects were initiated to 
connect the world’s continents. In 1866 the Atlantic telegraph connected 
Great Britain and Europe with the United States and Canada. In 1870, an un-
dersea line connected India to Britain, and shortly afterward the line was 
extended to Singapore, Shanghai, and Hong Kong. Meanwhile, the Russian 
government completed an overland telegraph route across Siberia to Vladi-
vostok. It was only a matter of time before the telegraph reached Japan, and 
indeed in 1871 the undersea cable was brought to Nagasaki, connecting Japan 
with Asia, Europe, and the United States. The spread of international cable 
was actually happening faster than the development of domestic telegraph 
lines: at the time of the opening of the undersea cable, Nagasaki was still not 
connected to Yokohama and Tokyo. Foreign merchant houses in Yokohama 
had to rely on steamship services to bring news on the last leg from Nagasaki. 
Nevertheless, by the end of 1871, information that a decade earlier would 
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have taken three months to reach Yokohama from London or New York 
now arrived within ten days or less. In 1873 the overland telegraph route 
from Tokyo and Yokohama to Nagasaki was finally completed, allowing 
same-day communication between Yokohama, Shanghai, Hong Kong, Sin-
gapore, and the capitals of the Western world.113

There is no record of Chūemon using the telegraph service. Public 
telegraphic connections to Kōshū (which had become Yamanashi prefecture) 
did not open until 1879, by which time Chūemon’s business career was over.114 
There is no doubt that if he had still been in business, Chūemon would have 
leaped at the chance to speed up his communications with his son and busi-
ness associates in Kōshū and beyond. His impulse to transmit important news 
and instructions as quickly as possible is evident throughout his business ca-
reer in Yokohama. But would he have benefited from the telegraph? Chūemon’s 
competitive advantage in the 1860s came in part from his privileged access 
to information about the Yokohama market and his ability to convey that in-
formation quickly and secretly to his associates in Kōshū, enabling them to 
take advantage of pricing disparities between the two markets. The advent 
of the newspaper with its regular market reports was already chipping 
away at that advantage by the end of the 1860s. With the arrival of the tele-
graph, access to market information was instantly available to anyone 
with a  Yokohama correspondent. Chūemon’s competitive advantage would 
have quickly evaporated. He benefited, in fact, from a short-term window of 
opportunity, and the very success of his activities, and those of others like 
him, helped stimulate the drive to introduce new technologies that acceler-
ated communications and transportation while drastically reducing the 
privileged access to information.

By the turn of the 1870s, it was also apparent that Yokohama was at the 
center of an emerging revolution in Japanese lifestyles. Not only new modes 
of transportation but also new habits of clothing, food, housing, and hygiene 
were taking root in the Tokyo-Yokohama area and spreading into the 
hinterland.

As early as June 4, 1860, Francis Hall wrote, “My servant Iwasaki came 
into my room this morning . . . to display his new clothes cut after the Chi-
nese fashion with close sleeves . . . I suspect if the people were left to them-
selves they would readily imitate foreigners in many customs. Sadajirō, who 
has been wearing a shirt for several days, is an object of great curiosity when-
ever he appears in the Tōkaidō. He says he is envied more than laughed at.”115

John Black reports that beginning in the mid-1860s,
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gradually a custom began to show itself, of native gentlemen having 
one room in their houses, furnished after a foreign fashion, with a hand-
some square carpet or rug in the centre of the room—over their own 
nice mats; a table covered with a gag cloth and chairs surrounding it, 
in the middle of the carpet; glass windows in at least one of the sliding 
sashes; and, sometimes, pictures and mirrors hanging on the sides of 
the room. Many began to eat meat and declare that they liked it; and 
all would drink champagne to any extent; thus giving the best proof of 
their approbation. As yet none dared appear openly in foreign costume. 
Any who did so would certainly have been roughly handled. But it was 
not long before they adopted them without fear.116

The transformation of clothing was not only a matter of fashion. Manu-
factured cloth was one of the major imports into Yokohama, and its rapid 
spread transformed both the economics and the aesthetics of clothing. Ya-
makawa Kikue, a woman from the samurai class in the Mito domain (now 
Ibaraki prefecture), recalled how “the popularity of obi made of imported gro-
gram [a cloth made of mixed silk and wool] spread like wildfire . . . Once 
the country was forced open, new goods appeared with an increasing rush, 
just as water, having breached a dike, floods in with ever greater force. Im-
ported cotton yarn . . . first made an appearance about this time. Thanks to 
this, within a few years, both the constant sound of the spinning wheel in 
Mito households and the cotton fields along the banks of the Naka River had 
disappeared.”

Yamakawa recalls the reaction of the townspeople of Mito when the larg-
est retailer began stocking merino wool (known locally as Chinese crepe, 
though actually manufactured in Europe): “That smooth, soft feel, different 
from either silk or cotton; once one had worn it nothing else would do. Peo-
ple began to use Chinese crepe for obi, for the cords for fastening the kimono 
around the waist, for the sleeves of underrobes.”117

Clothing was one of the many areas connected to the body that the Jap-
anese authorities attempted to regulate in order to make their subjects more 
“civilized.” John Black reported that beginning in 1867, all coolies in Yoko-
hama were required to wear clothes. As the government directive stated, 
“Those who come from divers places to Yokohama and make their living as 
porters, carters, laborers, coolies and boatmen, are in the habit, especially 
in the summer, of plying their calling in a state bordering on nudity. This is 
very reprehensible; and in future no one who does not wear a shirt or tunic, 
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properly closed by a girdle, will be allowed to remain in Yokohama. The 
Coolie-masters are to give liberal assistance for the suppression of such 
people.”118

In 1871, the Kanagawa government supplemented these regulations with 
new laws against public urination. From now on, this offense would be pun-
ishable as a crime. For those with urgent need, the municipality also intro-
duced Yokohama’s first public toilets in 1871.119

Food culture also came under new influences, as Yokohama and the 
other treaty ports developed into laboratories of new lifestyles. Privileged 
Japanese could sample Western food at the tables of foreigners, who invited 
them to banquets and receptions. By 1868, there were sixteen foreign hotels 
and clubs in Yokohama, and it was not unknown for them to entertain Japa-
nese guests. In 1866, the English cartoonist Charles Wirgman drew a picture 
of a young Japanese in the United Service Club, a cigar in one hand and a 
glass of champagne in the other. The top part of his body is dressed in Japa-
nese style, but his sword is tucked into a pair of Western-style trousers. 
Under the caption “Young Japan at the U.S. Club (a fact),” the Japanese is 
saying, “I like only civilization.” Wirgman’s model is said to have been 
Hayashi Tadasu, a student at Mrs. Hepburn’s school and already polished in 
Western manners, who would go on to be foreign minister in the Meiji govern-
ment.120 Ernest Satow, a young British diplomat in Yokohama in the 1860s, 
recalls in his autobiography how samurai would often visit him from Edo to 
discuss his views of the world, and “the two-sworded men were always happy 
to get a glass of wine or liqueur and a foreign cigar, and they were fond of 
discussion. They would sit for hours if the subject interested them.”121

Meanwhile, the lower classes could sample Western food and drink at 
the many cheap drinking houses that opened along the waterfront as well 
as on the edge of the swamp area behind the foreign settlement. The Amer-
ican businessman Raphael Schoyer owned several of the waterfront prop-
erties where “grog shops” had sprung up, and one resident complained that 
“[on his property near the pier] is a row of Japanese-style one-story houses. In 
those houses, men of all nationalities are operating drinking establish-
ments, and on Sundays and holidays there is an indescribable noise and con-
fusion.” According to a Prussian survey, Schoyer was renting to five Portu-
guese, four French, two English, two Americans, and one Dutchman. These 
bars were places where Europeans and Japanese, blacks and whites, servants 
and sailors could mix indiscriminately in the shared enjoyment of cheap 
liquor.122
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Imported liquor was brought into Japan in large quantities, and although 
much of it was expensive by Japanese standards, by the turn of the 1870s it 
was being sold by Japanese as well as foreign retailers. The Japan Brewing 
Company (forerunner of Kirin Beer) began producing domestically made 
beer in Yokohama in 1869. In 1871 Japanese residents could buy a bottle of 
beer in the Fujimichō section of Yokohama for three shu three hundred mon 
(about $0.25). Railway engineer Kawahara Eikichi went out drinking with his 
friends in 1873 and drank his fill for about one yen, which was the price of 
twenty pounds of rice at the time.123 There was also an increasing interest 
among the Japanese in the consumption of meat, and by the turn of the 1870s 
there were a number of restaurants in Yokohama that served the Japanese 
community with Western-style meat dishes.

For the most part, the Japanese government allowed food culture to 
develop as it would. But one issue, the question of meat eating, became 
embroiled in issues of national identity and national development. Many 
Japanese who were educated in Western medicine came to believe that the Jap-
anese were physically smaller and more subject to disease than Westerners 
because of the lack of meat in their diet and that meat eating should be en-
couraged as a matter of national policy. To that end, in 1872 the emperor 
publicly announced that his household ate meat and that he himself greatly 
enjoyed beef and mutton. Some questioned whether it was appropriate for the 
emperor to eat beef when Japan’s native religion, of which he was considered 
by many to be the high priest, abhorred any contact with death. But the em-
peror’s handlers responded that in ancient times Japan had in fact been a 
vigorous meat-eating culture, and it was only with the advent of Buddhism 
(which was now being denigrated as an effete foreign cult) that meat eating 
had been proscribed.124

However, Sugimoto Etsu recalled that when her father brought home 
some beef after a doctor had told him it would make his family stronger, young 
Etsu found her grandmother and a maid “sitting before the black-and-gold 
cabinet of the family shrine. They had a large lacquer tray with rolls of 
white paper on it and the maid was pasting paper over the gilded doors of the 
shrine.” When Etsu asked why, her grandmother replied, “The ox flesh is to be 
brought into the house in another hour and our duty is to protect the holy 
shrine from pollution.”125

As a founder-resident of Yokohama, Chūemon was undoubtedly aware of 
many of these trends. Although neither he nor Naotarō commented in sur-
viving letters on their own use of foreign clothing, food, or drink (and the one 
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surviving photograph of them, taken in 1872, shows them in strictly Japanese 
attire), they do show an awareness of the business opportunities such new 
products might bring. Naotarō in particular was eager to experiment. Be-
tween 1865 and 1867 he tried shipping imported cotton thread, dyestuffs, 
stoves, and liquor to Kōshū.126 None of these products seem to have caught 
on: after their first mention, they all disappear from the letters. However, as 
we will see, in the early 1870s Naotarō began regularly sending imported sugar 
to his brother in Kōshū, while Chūemon opened a shop specializing in the 
tailoring of Western clothes. Given this level of involvement, it is hard to 
believe that Chūemon—and more particularly Naotarō, who had spent the 
whole of his adult life in Yokohama—would not also have been influenced in 
their personal lifestyles by the new trends. Indeed, one striking feature of a 
family photograph of 1872 is that Naotarō is prominently holding up to the 
camera an imported pocket watch.

The surviving letters of another Yokohama merchant family, the Yoshi-
das from Gunma, do indicate a number of Western influences in the family’s 
daily life. In November 1871, the head of the family sent home to Gunma a 
package of beef preserved in miso, telling his family that this was his grand-
daughter’s favorite food in Yokohama. And in January 1872, he wrote that since 
his daughter-in-law was not producing enough milk to feed her baby, he was 
trying to persuade her to use cow’s milk instead. At around the same time he 
writes of the spread of Western-style haircuts and comments that his own 
granddaughter now sported a Western hairstyle.127

In September 1871 the Meiji government passed a law encouraging 
(though not requiring) Japanese men to grow out their hair, abandoning the 
shaved crown and oiled topknot that had been a near-universal marker of Jap-
anese masculinity. In the photograph of Chūemon and his family of 1872, 
Shōjirō and Naotarō still wear the topknot, but—perhaps because as a tailor 
of Western clothes he felt the need to cultivate a more Western image—
Chūemon has cut off his topknot and grown out his hair. Married women’s 
custom of blackening their teeth was also officially discouraged after the 
turn of the 1870s and seems to have rapidly faded from use. The symbol of new 
government policies in regard to bodily habits was often the imperial family. 
By the early 1870s, the emperor and empress both dressed in Western 
clothes, the emperor had styled his hair in the Western fashion, and the 
empress had stopped blackening her teeth.128

Government policies were far more intrusive when it came to new 
measures for the promotion of public hygiene and the prevention of dis-
ease. Again, Yokohama was a laboratory for the introduction of such 
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measures. While the foreigners may have been responsible for introducing 
diseases like cholera and also for further spreading endemic diseases such as 
smallpox and syphilis, Western medical practitioners were also highly active 
in introducing facilities and regulations to control these diseases, albeit 
based on limited understanding of the diseases themselves (the cholera ba-
cillus was not identified until 1883, and John Snow’s theory of the relationship 
between cholera and drinking-water contamination was only just becoming 
widely known).129

Until the arrival of a large number of foreigners in the 1860s, health had 
been treated mostly as a private matter. But as Japanese doctors began to learn 
about foreign concepts of public health, they came to realize that, as Nagayo 
Sensai described it, “words such as ‘sanitary’ and ‘health’ . . . referred to a 
special public administrative system that was responsible for the protection 
of the health of all citizens of the nation.”130 New systems of sanitation, quar-
antine, hospitalization, and isolation were required to ensure the develop-
ment of a healthy and well-regulated nation.

From the perspective of worried foreigners, there was a need for public- 
health measures to protect the foreign communities—if no one else—
against disease. In Yokohama, foreigners advocated the creation of a munic-
ipal sanitation system in order to improve the air and water quality of the 
town. Through the 1860s Yokohama had no street lighting, no running water, 
no sewage system, and no trash-disposal system. Conditions in the Japanese 
town were considered particularly unsanitary—thus putting the entire com-
munity at risk of disease. As John Black described the situation, “The small 
canals . . . became black and offensive; and it was often as much as could 
be endured to pass them . . . Yet houses were not only built on their banks, 
but actually overhanging . . . these fetid, miasmatic canals; and it was often 
remarked that the rarity of any epidemic attacking the inhabitants, almost 
gave the lie to those who contend that stagnant pools, unripe fruit, and what 
foreigners would esteem low diet, are the generators of such diseases.”131

In September 1863, the foreign community called on the Kanagawa com-
missioners to install proper drains in the streets of the foreign settlement, 
offering to pay to bring an engineer in from one of the Chinese ports. And in 
1864, the foreign community organized itself to conduct a regular “scavenger 
hunt” “that should daily clear the streets, drains and Bund, of any offensive 
rubbish, and remove it to a suitable distance from the settlement; and, the 
formation of a corps of boats, of which one was to be at the end of each street 
leading to the Bund, in order to receive and convey away all the rubbish col-
lected by the scavengers and by the coolies of private houses.”132 At the end of 
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1864, the Kanagawa commissioners agreed to turn over a portion of the land 
rents to a newly formed Municipal Council run by the foreign community. 
The membership of the council was apportioned according to the ratios 
of population among the different treaty powers, with the British, Ameri-
cans, and French having the strongest representation. The council received 
income of about six thousand dollars a year from a 20 percent share of the 
land rents, together with license fees and fines that the consuls made over to 
the council. The council began energetically enacting measures to rid the 
settlement of stray dogs and forbidding the slaughter of animals and the stor-
age of explosives within the foreign settlement. A police force was created to 
enforce the ordinances. However, the council soon lost its energy. By its 
third meeting, only eight members put in an appearance—fewer than were 
needed to pass a vote. The council also suffered from meddling by the con-
suls, who had a tendency to overrule its decisions.133 Eventually, the man-
agement of the town’s infrastructure was returned to the Japanese, with 
renewed pleas for them to undertake steps to improve sanitation. In 1867, 
the Kanagawa government finally began deepening the main canals to a 
depth of at least four feet at low tide so that they no longer appeared to be 
“hotbeds of malaria and its concomitant evils.”134

However, in spite of all efforts, the sanitary conditions of Yokohama re-
mained far short of what the foreign community felt was desirable. As John 
Black reflected in 1879, “Even now, the drainage is imperfect, the streets are 
requiring repairs, and the streets of the foreign settlement are dark at night,” 
even though “the adjoining native settlement is brilliantly lighted with gas.”135

Japanese officials took a strong interest in foreign ideas on urban infra-
structure, health, and hygiene. Increasingly, Japanese elites had access to 
firsthand accounts of foreign cities and their sophisticated infrastructure. 
Japanese doctors, who had a long tradition of studying Western medical 
practices, were particularly interested in foreign practices relating to public 
health. Thus, when foreign military officials asked the Yokohama government 
to consider implementing compulsory medical inspections of prostitutes, 
with forced quarantine for those found to be infected with syphilis, the 
government readily agreed, even though the system would be supervised by 
foreign doctors and was designed primarily to improve the health of foreign 
soldiers, who might logically be seen as potential enemies. In February 1871, 
in the midst of a smallpox outbreak, the governor of Kanagawa accepted 
the advice of foreign doctors to begin a campaign of compulsory vaccination. 
In 1874, the central government extended this to the entire Japanese popula-
tion. And in August 1870, the Kanagawa authorities appealed to the cen-



transformation (1866–1873)  185

tral government to help them create a public hospital in Yokohama. In their 
memorial, they pointed to the success of the foreign hospitals in both treat-
ing the sick and controlling contagious diseases through hospitalization. In 
the end, the large cost of construction and equipment was subscribed mostly 
by the Yokohama merchant community, Japanese and foreign. The hospital, 
which cost almost thirty thousand ryō to build and equip, was completed in 
1873. It hired an American missionary doctor, Duane Simmons, as its first 
chief medical officer at a salary of three hundred twenty yen per month.136

On the surface, Chūemon was at his most conservative when it came to 
changes in bodily practice, particularly medicine and the treatment of dis-
ease. Chūemon mentions health and disease frequently in his letters—
whether writing about his own family’s struggles with scabies, or worrying 
about his frailer family members, or expressing his concern about regional 
epidemics. Chūemon clearly considered himself something of an authority 
on medicine and the treatment of disease: on several occasions he sent med-
icines to his family or advised them on medical techniques. But in spite of 
his connections with the foreign community and his location in Japan’s main 
center of Western medical practice, generally Chūemon used his wealth and 
contact networks to provide information and medicines based on more famil-
iar East Asian medical practices.

For example, in 1862, when measles was spreading rapidly throughout 
Japan and thousands were dying, Chūemon sent his son a detailed sketch 
showing the most effective way to prevent the disease using moxibustion—
the application of burning mugwort to the skin. Chūemon clearly believed 
that, thanks to his access to highly educated medical practitioners in the 
Edo-Yokohama area, his medical knowledge was superior to that of his fel-
low villagers in Kōshū. After explaining how to apply burning mogusa (mug-
wort) in eight different places surrounding the navel, Chūemon asks his son 
to “tell everyone in the village about this.”137

In 1864, hearing of a serious illness in the family of his cousin (and in-
vestor) Iemon in Nishijō village, Chūemon sent a medicine that “cures every-
one without exception. When I was sick last autumn, I took three doses and 
I was immediately cured. There is no need for any payment for this. If they 
want to use it again, they should let me know and I will send more.”138 And in 
1865, when Seitarō was recovering from a serious illness, Chūemon sent him 
“one small jar of seal.” Chūemon explains, “I have been requesting this for a 
long time from the household of the lord of Matsumae. Now his lordship has 
released a small amount of his personal supply, so finally I am able to send 
you a little. Please give it to Seitarō. Give him three grains in the morning with 
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hot water. Even in Edo, it is quite hard to get hold of this.”139 The use of the 
gallbladder and penis of the fur seal originated in Ainu medicine, and they 
were used by the Matsumae domain in gift exchanges and trade with the Jap-
anese mainland. The penis was considered a potent aphrodisiac and en-
hancer of sexual power. Probably Chūemon obtained the gallbladder, which 
had more general medicinal qualities.140

In all these interventions, Chūemon placed a high value on known East 
Asian practices, spending freely and using his extensive contact network to 
obtain medicines with the highest reputation for effectiveness. Yet in spite 
of his conservatism, Chūemon’s letters do hint at increasing exposure to West-
ern medical practice, and even a reluctant acceptance of its place in his fam-
ily’s medical treatment. In 1864, Chūemon mentioned that his newborn 
granddaughter had been vaccinated against smallpox.141 Following its intro-
duction through Nagasaki, the practice of vaccination had spread in Japan 
even before the opening of the ports, with the first vaccination clinic open-
ing in Edo in 1858. By the mid-1860s, smallpox vaccination was probably quite 
well established in the consciousness of educated Japanese, and it may not 
have appeared to Chūemon as a particularly “foreign” practice.142 But in 
early 1869, Chūemon was somewhat taken aback when his relative, old 
Mr. Okamura, came to Yokohama and asked Chūemon’s help in arranging a 
visit to a foreign doctor. Chūemon had been supplying Okamura with some 
hard-to-obtain medicine, but, “the [foreign] doctor told him he had been 
taking completely the wrong medicine.” Chūemon added, a little resentfully, 
“That is a famous medicine from Edo!”143 Nevertheless, he seemed to accept 
that Yokohama was a center where both foreign and Japanese practices could 
be tried: adherence to one method did not necessarily preclude experimenta-
tion with another. Indeed, it was this increasing comfort with imported com-
modities and hybridized lifestyles that set Yokohama apart as a center for 
the transformation of Japanese lifestyles.

Many of the changes in food, clothing, housing, hygiene, and medical 
practice that originated in Yokohama and eventually spread throughout 
Japan were intimately connected to the city’s vibrant commercial market-
place. While some of the health measures were government sponsored 
(though with merchant financing), most of the changes in the daily lives of 
Yokohama residents—and, subsequently, of people throughout Japan—
were stimulated by the vigorous efforts of merchants like Chūemon to import, 
manufacture, and sell foreign commodities such as steamships and horse-
drawn carriages, food and textiles, for profit.
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Kōshū Transformed

In the years following the Meiji Restoration, the new government embarked 
on an immensely ambitious program of administrative and social reforms, 
aimed at building a powerful centralized state. The reforms included the ab-
olition of the feudal domains and the samurai class; the introduction of a 
national taxation system; the introduction of conscription and a national 
military force; and the introduction of a compulsory universal education 
system. These reforms, and many others in the fields of banking, finance, 
commerce, law, and civil administration, can be seen as the culmination of 
Japan’s painful search for an effective response to the threat of foreign en-
croachment. Yokohama continued to play an important role, providing as it 
did much of the knowledge base and personnel for the reform program, as 
well as the foreign exchange that made possible measures (such as military 
development) that required extensive imports of foreign technology. But by 
this point the process had moved beyond the local. Many Japanese officials 
now had direct experience of foreign travel, and the government was devel-
oping a global network of knowledge and contacts that made it less depen-
dent on the resources that happened to be available in Yokohama.

Indeed, beginning at the turn of the 1870s, the excitement that was so 
palpable in Chūemon’s earlier correspondence—even amid his many trials—
seems to fade. Chūemon himself, of course, was now in his sixties, and he 
was feeling his age. But there is also a sense from Chūemon’s letters that the 
world he had known—the world of the shogunal order and of established and 
largely self-governing village elites—was fading, the old certainties gone. 
While in the 1860s Chūemon often expresses his excitement at the immense 
opportunities opened up by Yokohama and foreign trade, in his letters from 
the early 1870s there is more of a sense of threat. Part of his concern un-
doubtedly came from the ongoing distress in the countryside, which con-
tinued to suffer from high taxation and additional exactions from the new 
government. One village headman addressed a poem in 1869 to the governor 
of Kanagawa:

The starving old and young cry out in anguish
When will the spring winds come to our desolate village?
To you I plead, take heed of the word benevolence
Make sure these people receive the imperial favor.144
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When the government abolished the feudal domains in August 1871 and 
announced the termination of the feudal class system, Chūemon concluded 
that the samurai would now have to become either merchants or farmers. But 
if the samurai were to become farmers, where would they obtain land to farm? 
Chūemon reported a rumor that “farmers will have their excess land confis-
cated and distributed to the people of the villages or the country as a whole.” 
In the light of this rumor, he advises his son, “If you have lent money by taking 
mortgages on property . . . you should sell them if possible. If this measure 
is enacted, no one will want to buy [the mortgages] from you . . . I am tell-
ing you this secretly. After you have read it, please burn this. It is said that 
each region will undertake a strict assessment of all rice fields, dry fields, and 
uncultivated land. Also of all houses and other buildings. This will certainly 
be perplexing and will cause many problems.”145

In the end the government did not confiscate surplus land from farmers 
(that policy had to wait for the U.S.-mandated land reform of 1946). But it did 
undertake a comprehensive survey of village land, for the purpose of assess-
ing a uniform tax based on land valuation. Whereas in the past villages had 
been assessed a village-wide tax, which they had then been left to apportion 
as they saw fit, the new law would introduce a cash tax based on individual 
landholdings. This left much less wiggle room to exert family influence to re-
duce one’s tax burden or to hide land from the government.

In conjunction with the new system of land registration and taxation, the 
government introduced a new, standardized national system of household 
registration. During the Tokugawa period, families had been required to reg-
ister with a temple, but practices were inconsistent and the information col-
lected was very incomplete. In the new system, every household was required 
to register its address, property ownership, social status (nobleman, former 
samurai, commoner, or “new commoner,” meaning former outcast), occupa-
tion, name of the family head, birth years and ages of each family member, 
and relationship to the family head, as well as former names and parentage 
for wives or adopted children.146 This procedure clearly left many families per-
plexed, as family records often did not match the categories of the form they 
had to fill out. In Chūemon’s case, he had been adopted by his older brother 
in order to inherit the family headship after his brother’s early death. Shōjirō, 
filling out the forms in Higashi-Aburakawa, had to figure out all these rela-
tionships from his own point of view as family head. As Chūemon pointed 
out, the forms were even more complicated for residents of Yokohama, where 
“most people come from somewhere else, so they probably won’t be able to 
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get very full details. However,” Chūemon continued, “from now on they will 
enforce it very strictly.”147

Chūemon worried a great deal about the profound changes in village ad-
ministration enacted by the government. During the Tokugawa era, villages 
under shogunal administration had generally been allowed a high degree of 
self-government, so long as they complied with their tax and labor obliga-
tions. Villages varied considerably in their governance: most combined a rel-
atively inclusive village assembly with a smaller group of elite families that 
held hereditary (and government-sanctioned) office. The village operated as 
a corporation, owning communal land and other community assets.148 Un-
der the new regime, the central government claimed a great deal more direct 
oversight over village affairs. It achieved this by abolishing many autonomous 
village institutions, such as common lands and village assemblies, by assign-
ing direct tax responsibility to individual families rather than to the village 
as a whole, and by taking greater control over and standardizing village gov-
ernment. In the interest of both fiscal efficiency and control, the government 
amalgamated small villages into larger ones and limited the number of offi-
cials who would be recognized in each village. As Chūemon described the first 
set of reforms, “no matter how many village officials there were, from now 
on there will be only one nanushi [headman] and one toshiyori [elder]. Any pub-
lic works such as river levees will no longer be owned by the village . . . [This] 
will cause great turmoil in the villages.”149

In another letter, Chūemon comments on the merging of villages for the 
sake of economic efficiency: “Many villages are to be merged into Kōfu [town], 
and the Isawa post station is to be abolished and its functions transferred 
to Kawada village. This may be profitable for the villages, but it will be a huge 
problem for Isawa. I feel terrible for them there. If possible, I wish they could 
just leave things as they were. But since these are orders from on high, there 
is nothing anyone can do.”150

To make matters worse, the reforms of the 1870s varied widely from pre-
fecture to prefecture and were punctuated by frequent about-turns and 
changes of policy, spreading confusion and anxiety about just how the villages 
were to be administered. In Kanagawa prefecture, for example, there were 
no fewer than eight separate reforms of the village administrative system. It 
was not until 1878 that systems of local government were standardized 
nationally.151

In Kōshū, while the number of officials permitted to each village was 
drastically reduced, the duties of those officials increased as they were 
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 required to implement a series of important reforms. These included the im-
plementation of the land survey, the issuance of title deeds to individually 
owned land, the introduction of elementary schools in every village and the 
enforcement of compulsory education for all children between the ages of six 
and ten, and the implementation of a new system of military conscription. 
Chūemon worried about the effect of these duties on his son’s health. As one 
of the few remaining officials in his small village, Shōjirō was responsible for 
the implementation of a wide range of complex and time-consuming reforms. 
He also had heavy farming duties, especially during the busy silkworm season. 
“You must be busy with the business of land deeds. It is impossible to do that 
and help with the farming. If the matter concerns the villagers, you have to 
undertake it with sincerity . . . However, if you are going to put your heart 
into village duty, you must not work so hard that it will affect your health. You 
must understand this and plan to succeed in your farming business even if 
you have to stop your official work for a while.”152

Chūemon tried more than once to persuade Shōjirō to lay down his vil-
lage duties and come and live in Yokohama: “Since the government has an-
nounced it would like to decrease the number of village officials, you should 
consider giving up your position in the village and taking up trade as the 
basis for your family’s future. Here in Yokohama, we have been approved to 
start a lending and money-exchange business, but we are unable to start it 
because of a lack of manpower. We have forty to fifty people staying in the 
inn each night. In these happy circumstances, you could start up here with-
out any anxiety.”153

More than two years later, Chūemon again urged, “At present, here as in 
the villages of Kōshū . . . the number of officials in each village is to be re-
duced. If that is to happen in Aburakawa, I think it would be a good idea for 
you to resign your position and come here . . . You could let Seitarō make his 
living from farming.”154

The government’s reforms, particularly those relating to taxation, 
caused severe unrest in Kōshū (now officially Yamanashi prefecture), culmi-
nating in 1872 in some of the worst disturbances the region had seen in 
decades. While the central government’s goal was to keep the overall burden 
of taxes roughly unchanged during the switchover to the new land-tax system, 
it singled out regions that it felt were lightly taxed—including Yamanashi—
and targeted them for increases. In Yamanashi, this measure came on the 
heels of two consecutive years of cold summers and poor harvests. When, in 
1871, prefectural governor Shigenoi Kinhisa responded to farmers’ distress by 
distributing one hundred seventy-six thousand yen in government funds to 
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the needy, the central government sentenced him to thirty days of house ar-
rest. The following year the Ministry of Finance implemented its tax increase, 
prompting a month of protests culminating in an attack on Kōfu by more than 
six thousand protesters.155

The disturbances in Kōshū are the only time in the entire fifteen years of 
his residence in Yokohama when Chūemon felt the roads were too unsafe to 
send money and goods: “I sold 104 cards for $187.20 in silver, of which I am 
still owed $0.20 . . . I exchanged this money on the twenty-seventh. I will 
send it to you with my seal attached. However, I am getting reports from here 
and there of great disturbances in Kōshū . . . so I will wait till I am assured 
that conditions there are stable. In the meantime I am taking care of the 
money. Please send me your views on how things have developed to this point, 
and how you think they will turn out.”156 He further commented, “It will calm 
down in heaven’s time. We must adapt ourselves to the times.”157

While Chūemon seems to have been concerned by many of the reforms 
he saw enacted during these years of rapid change, his attitude was mainly that 
such matters were the concern of those “on high” and there was nothing people 
like him could do but submit. The implication, which has been well docu-
mented for the urban commoner class as a whole, is that the goings-on of 
the great lords were none of Chūemon’s business.158 He had watched the gov-
ernment that he had grown up considering more powerful than gods now 
being hunted down as rebels. The old certainties were all gone, and there 
was no telling what the future would bring. Prior to the enactment of the land 
reform, Chūemon even reported on a rumor that “Japan will be given to France. 
They say that the French flag is flying from Edo Castle. The emperor left on 
the twenty-third of the fifth month on a ship to go to Satsuma. From there, he 
will go abroad. People are saying that there is no doubt about this. Here, 
with the stroke of a brush, the government offices will determine the value of 
the land in all the villages and hand out titles. There is no knowing how it 
will turn out.”159

Strug gling to Adap t

In spite of his deep misgivings about the new government and its reforms, 
for some time after the Meiji Restoration Chūemon’s business continued to 
prosper. Silkworm egg cards maintained their strong demand, with prices 
continuing to rise. Chūemon’s inn opened in March 1869, and its flourishing 
business seems to have met all Chūemon’s expectations.
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However, Chūemon’s very success carried the seeds of his decline. Ever 
the optimist, Chūemon seized on every opportunity to expand his business, 
making larger and larger purchases and diversifying into a variety of additional 
business activities. By the early 1870s, he was severely overstretched. His bor-
rowings increased with every new purchase and business venture. And al-
though he had benefited from the opportunities thrown up by distant global 
events, he was also deeply vulnerable to sudden movements in faraway 
markets—perhaps more so than he himself understood.

Chūemon’s vulnerability is foreshadowed by an unfortunate—and per-
haps, with hindsight, ominous—incident that occurred in the middle of 1869. 
With the opening of Chūemon’s inn, the family could no longer manage its 
business affairs without help. As Chūemon focused on managing the day-to-
day operations of the inn, Naotarō took over more of the trading operations. 
By this point Chūemon seems (perhaps unwisely) to have overcome his doubts 
about Naotarō’s business capabilities. In any case, at sixty, Chūemon had to 
recognize that capable or incapable, his son would need to take on more 
responsibilities.

In response to the expanding scale of the family business, Naotarō hired 
a man called Rinzō as an assistant manager. Rinzō must have come with good 
qualifications: unlike the young men from Kōshū who rotated in and out of 
positions in the business, he was given significant responsibilities from the 
beginning. On June 10, 1869, Rinzō wrote to Shōjirō telling him that the pros-
pects for egg cards were looking very poor in Izu, where the firm had estab-
lished suppliers. “The silkworm rearing was poor, and only a few chrysalises 
developed.” Rinzō therefore proposed to travel to Kōshū to see if there were 
better prospects there.160 Rinzō set off a day or two later with one hundred 
forty ryō to be used for silk card purchases and as well as for incidental 
expenses.

He never arrived.
On June 23, Chūemon wrote to his son Shōjirō: “Naotarō says he gave one 

hundred ryō to Rinzō and forty ryō to Kenzō. But it seems that Rinzō has fled 
with this entire amount.”161 Four days later, on June 27, Naotarō informed his 
brother that Rinzō had been arrested.

On the sixteenth [June 25, 1869] he visited a place called Wada village 
near Ōiso, and on the eighteenth he returned to his own home. There, he 
was apprehended and examined. He had spent thirty ryō of the money. 
An additional thirty-five ryō three bu three shu was found on his person. 
Of the remaining money, he had given seventy-five ryō to his relative 
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Shōhei of Iwasaki village in Ōiso. That person then handed it on to Okue-
mon of Rinzō’s village. Rinzō’s guarantor, Shinzō, has sent a letter to 
the town hall via his assistant, begging that if he can raise this amount 
[i.e., the missing seventy-five ryō], he might be excused the rest.162

On July 17, Chūemon updated Shōjirō on the Rinzō affair. “Currently the 
affair is with the town hall, which is investigating. Apart from the thirty-five 
ryō we got back, we may have to write the rest off. Rinzō has been sentenced 
to death. I sent a letter to Rinzō’s relatives by messenger service on the fourth. 
If his brothers can come up with the money, I will ask for mercy for Rinzō. 
Beyond that there is nothing I can do. If he is executed, then our money is 
lost.”163 The amount stolen, incidentally, had increased by fifteen ryō to a total 
of one hundred fifty-five ryō.

It seems that Chūemon had low expectations of the guarantor, and these 
turned out to be justified. On July 30, Naotarō sent a further update:

Of the 155 ryō that Rinzō stole, we have got back 35 ryō 3 bu 3 shu. More-
over, when his possessions were sent to the town hall, his pockets were 
found to contain 3 ryō, so the total we have received is 39 ryō 3 bu 3 shu 
[sic]. He says that he spent the rest. The [officials at the] town hall [are] 
threatening him violently, but he is not saying any more. Once the offi-
cial documents are complete, the matter will be sent to the court. There 
is a guarantor, and this man had begged for more time to raise the 
money. Today the guarantor came here with another man to talk to us. 
He is asking us to accept a loss of 55 ryō out of the original 155. Of the 
remaining 100 ryō, he would like us to allow him 25 ryō to cover his ex-
penses in this affair. Of the remaining 75 ryō, we have already received 
38 ryō 3 bu 3 shu, which leaves 36 ryō 1 shu. He said that we could realize 
10 ryō of this by selling Rinzō’s clothes. In addition, Rinzō’s mistress 
would pay us 10 ryō as a fee for severing her ties with him. As for the re-
maining 16 ryō 1 shu, the guarantor would pay us that by the last day of 
the seventh month.”

Naotarō concludes, “If he would give me 100 ryō now, then I would consider 
calling the matter closed. However it ends up, I am going to accept it as one 
of this year’s disasters.”164

There is much that remains unknown or unexplained about the Rinzō 
affair. Unfortunately, there is no record as to whether or not Rinzō was in fact 
executed, nor as to whether Naotarō and Chūemon got any more of their 
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money back, from the guarantor or from other sources. Nor is there any ex-
planation as to why Rinzō’s mistress would be willing to pay ten ryō to end a 
relationship that, with Rinzō sentenced to death, would seem to have had 
little future anyway. It seems clear, though, that Chūemon’s family suffered a 
significant loss from this incident. Moreover, although Chūemon remains 
largely silent on the matter, it cannot have given Chūemon much reassurance 
about his son’s management capabilities.

Luckily, silk egg cards were still selling well. Chūemon and Naotarō ab-
sorbed the losses from the Rinzō affair, and indeed they continued to pros-
per for another year or so.

Then, late in 1870, a much harsher blow struck Chūemon and his son. On 
September 30, Chūemon wrote of a battle that had taken place six thousand 
miles away and almost a month earlier: “The Prussian army has defeated the 
French army in a great battle and taken the French king prisoner. It is said 
that sixty thousand French troops were killed in the battle. Here in Yokohama, 
yesterday there was a fight between the nationals of the two countries and one 
Frenchman was killed. As a result, it is said that the market for egg cards will 
plummet.” And indeed, “I still have not been able to sell all the egg cards and 
the price is falling . . . All the merchants in Yokohama are suffering. I don’t 
know how this is going to work out, but at present the business conditions 
are very poor.”165

Chūemon is referring to the Battle of Sedan, one of the climactic mo-
ments of the Franco-Prussian War. The battle was indeed a great Prussian 
victory, at which seventeen thousand French soldiers were killed and Na-
poléon III was taken prisoner. The battle took place on September 1 and 2. If 
it had been just a year earlier, the news would have taken three months or 
longer to reach Chūemon. But in November 1869, after ten years of construc-
tion, the Suez Canal had opened, drastically reducing travel time from Eu-
rope to Asia. Communications were further enhanced with the extension of 
telegraph service from London and Paris to Suez. The news of the defeat at 
Sedan reached as far as Singapore by cable. From there, it traveled to China 
and Japan by steamer, taking a total of twenty-eight days to reach Chūemon. 
Jardine, Matheson received a strong hint of the defeat as early as September 
26, via a company steamer from San Francisco carrying telegraphic news up 
to August 31. From this source, the company’s manager, Herbert Smith, con-
cluded that “it would appear that the safety of Paris was greatly endangered.”166 
The definitive news of the battle reached the Jardine, Matheson office on the 
twenty-eighth, giving the company a day or two to consolidate its position 
ahead of the rest of the market.167
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Although Chūemon did not spell out the connection between the Euro-
pean war and a collapsing egg card market, he clearly understood the impor-
tance of these distant events. The vast majority of egg card exports had been 
going to France and Italy, which had been struggling to rebuild their silk 
industries after the devastating blight of the early 1860s. France, in particu-
lar, was the capital of the European luxury-clothing industry. Lyon was the 
greatest manufacturing center, and Paris was the continent’s great center of 
fashion and retail sales. By January 1871, with Paris in its fifth month under 
siege by the Prussians, the Parisians were eating dogs, cats, and rats. They 
had little need for silk.

The egg card market, which had been booming for so long and had car-
ried Chūemon and Naotarō with it to success and prosperity, went into a steep 
decline from which it never recovered. By June of 1871 top-quality cards that 
a year earlier had been selling for as much as four ryō per card were now sell-
ing for just half a ryō. The egg card market dragged other commodities down 
with it: top-quality silk was under five hundred dollars a picul (down from 
$800 a year earlier), and tea was down from a high of forty dollars to only 
twenty-five dollars a picul.168 In August 1871, Chūemon wrote, “I’m relieved 
that you will not make any egg cards this season. They say that this year, 
some two to three million cards will be shipped to Yokohama. The price is 
sure to continue dropping. The merchants here have consulted with the au-
thorities, and one-third of the cards will be burned or otherwise disposed of. 
However, the regional merchants refuse to accept this arrangement, and it 
remains undecided. But they are certainly not salable, and truly, this is hurt-
ing everyone’s hearts. My livelihood is affected, too, and I am suffering.”169

In the midst of all this gloom, Naotarō wrote of the forthcoming Benten 
Shrine festival, a lavish and expensive celebration that in better times had cel-
ebrated Yokohama’s extraordinary prosperity, “We have been told that the 
great shrine festival will be held on the fourteenth and fifteenth of next 
month. Everyone is at a loss what to do. I, too, want to tell them that they 
should not hold it.”170

In spite of these severe setbacks, Chūemon and Naotarō struggled on. 
The family production of silk—which remained a valuable commodity in spite 
of price declines—was a major support during these years. In 1871, Shōjirō 
sold all his cocoons in their raw state, but in 1872, the price of egg cards re-
covered a little. Although Chūemon remained cautious about trading in this 
commodity, he was happy to sell the cards his own family had produced. In 
July 1872, Chūemon wrote, “Understood that you made 103 egg cards. This 
year we will have a big profit. I am delighted.”171 Three months later, Chūemon 
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reports selling the cards for $187—nothing like the large sums he had been 
dealing in two years earlier but a very welcome addition to the family 
income.172

At the same time, he was excited about the prospect of selling Kōshū-
grown cocoons to the new Western-style silk factory that had opened in 
Gunma prefecture. In 1870 the government had contracted with a Frenchman, 
Paul Brunat, to build a state-of-the-art silk-reeling factory as a model for 
national development of a mechanized reeling industry. With Brunat, the 
government selected the village of Tomioka, near the silk-producing re-
gion of Gunma prefecture, as the site for the factory. The cost of construction 
was enormous, since Brunat insisted—and the government consented—to 
build a European-style factory in this relatively remote and mountainous lo-
cation. This necessitated the import and transshipment not only of expen-
sive and complex machinery but also of the very bricks and glass needed to 
build the factory. The factory opened in October 1872, with one hundred fifty 
silk-spinning machines operated by a staff of four hundred female workers, 
many of them the daughters of unemployed samurai. In anticipation of the 
factory’s opening, Chūemon commented in a letter to Shōjirō, “I think they 
may want to buy Kōshū cocoons. If you have the manpower, depending on 
the price it might be profitable to dry the cocoons. If they are still fresh, then 
you have to sell through an official buyer.”173

Meanwhile, “About forty or fifty or sixty people are staying in our inn 
every night. I am very happy about this. We have had some sickness in the 
house. I am fine right now, but since I am getting old, I feel a little weak; how-
ever, there is nothing at all to worry about. If I have any trouble, I will let you 
know.”174

Entrepreneurial as ever, Chūemon and Naotarō continued to explore new 
business possibilities. Late in 1871, they tried their hand at dealing in im-
ported sugar. In October 1871 Naotarō shipped twenty-eight sacks of sugar 
to Shōjirō, together with detailed instructions on how to distribute it to re-
tailers in Kōshū. “In the future,” said Naotarō, “I would like to send you three 
shipments a month. Please discuss this with possible buyers.”175 However, a 
sudden drop in the market the following year seems to have put them off this 
business.

In spite of all the setbacks, Naotarō remained optimistic about the fu-
ture of his business. Indeed, in March 1872 he embarked on an ambitious new 
construction project, to build a much larger shop than their existing prem-
ises. The shop was opened on November 26, and two weeks later Naotarō re-
ported, “We are offering many products. At present we have seven people 
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working for us. Okamura Yasuke’s people are also helping us. We also have 
four family members working here: a total of fourteen people. I am now 
going every day to our new shop. I am leaving Katsusuke [Naotarō’s younger 
brother, now nineteen] to manage the Honchō shop. But of course I am avail-
able to consult in the event of any difficulties. I would love for you all to come 
and visit.”176 It seems that, at least in his own eyes, Naotarō was now fully in 
charge of the family’s business affairs.

After the end of 1872, there is no longer any mention of the inn or its 
guests, and it seems that the operation was shut down sometime in 1873. It is 
not clear whether this was because of financial problems or just because 
Chūemon was getting older and found it hard to keep up with the work. Cer-
tainly, the financial downturn of 1871 and 1872 greatly reduced the number 
of merchants visiting Yokohama, and this may have impacted the business.

Beginning in 1873, Chūemon and Naotarō seem to have gone their sepa-
rate ways, although they still shared a presence in the Honchō shop. From this 
point on, Chūemon entered a period of drifting from one new enterprise to 
another, none of them very successful. Again, it is unclear whether this was 
because of financial difficulties or because the main business had been taken 
over by Naotarō.

One challenge that Chūemon had always faced, and which now became 
harder and harder to meet, was finding and exploiting competitive advan-
tages. During the 1860s, he had correctly identified and exploited two major 
advantages, his extensive network of business contacts and investors in the 
Kōshū region as well as in Edo and his access to firsthand information on 
developments in the Yokohama market. But those advantages had eroded. 
Seeing the enormous profits being made in egg cards, huge numbers of 
merchants from all over Japan had jumped into the business, sending their 
agents to roam the countryside in competition for new supplies. As a major 
player in the business Chūemon retained his advantage in egg cards, but af-
ter that market declined, it was perhaps hard to find another product where 
he could apply similar advantages. Indeed, once newspapers began publish-
ing market information, timely information on market conditions became 
widely accessible. In the early 1870s the telegraph began spreading rapidly 
throughout Japan, and information that had taken days to arrive could now 
be transmitted instantaneously. In this increasingly technology-intensive 
environment, the competitive advantage tended to shift to the largest and 
best-capitalized companies, companies that were able to offer the most com-
petitive pricing, outbid their rivals, buy out weaker players, and grasp new 
technological advantages as they became available.
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By the turn of the 1870s, just three merchants—Hara Zenzaburō, Mogi 
Sōbei, and Yoshida Kōbei—controlled more than 50 percent of Yokohama’s 
sales of silk thread. By the middle of the decade these men were among the 
wealthiest in Japan, while Chūemon was perhaps little better off than when 
he began in 1859.

These men came from backgrounds similar to Chūemon’s. Zenzaburō 
was from an elite farming family in Watase village, in the mountains border-
ing the Kantō Plain and close to the silk-producing district of Maebashi. Like 
Chūemon, Zenzaburō’s family were both farmers and merchants. Sōbei was 
a merchant from Takasaki, in present-day Gunma prefecture. As a younger 
son he grew up without the prospect of wealth, and he had to make his own 
way in the silk business through apprenticeships, talent, and luck. He was 
eventually adopted into the family of Ishikawaya Heiemon, a Yokohama mer-
chant whose operations in silk, hair oil, tea, konbu seaweed, and sundries 
sound very similar to those of Chūemon. Of the three, perhaps Kōbei is the 
only one who had significant advantages of birth and background. Born into 
a wealthy merchant family in Ōmama town in what is now Gunma prefecture, 
by his late teens Kōbei was already buying up hundreds of ryō worth of silk 
cocoons from around the countryside, processing it and selling it as silk 
thread or cloth. With the opening of Yokohama, Kōbei began buying up 
silk thread in large quantities from throughout central and northern Japan 
and transporting it to Yokohama for sale. He was helped in this by the 
large amounts of capital to which he had access—from his family and also 
from members of the local community, who were eager to invest in the 
growing Yokohama market.177

Zenzaburō, Sōbei, and Kōbei had experienced many of the same chal-
lenges and weathered many of the same crises as Chūemon. It is hard to say 
what magic propelled them to the top among the hundreds of aspirants with 
similar backgrounds. All were clearly highly entrepreneurial and able to re-
spond flexibly to new market opportunities as well as changing political and 
economic conditions. But the same might be said of Chūemon. What is clear, 
though, is that their success became self-reinforcing. By the middle of the 
1860s, these three were part of a privileged elite with access to loans from the 
wealthy Mitsui. Through this system, Sōbei was said to be borrowing at least 
forty thousand ryō per year. Chūemon, too, was apparently a part of this cir-
cle thanks to his friendship with the Mitsui branch manager, Senjirō, and all 
the merchants had to deal with Senjirō’s sudden arrest and the cutting off of 
Mitsui funding. But in the restructuring that followed, Mitsui—with govern-
ment backing—gave privileged financial access to an elite group of silk mer-
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chants that included Zenzaburō, Sōbei, and Kōbei—but not Chūemon. Like 
the ton’ya guilds that operated in Tokugawa-era Edo, these merchants bene-
fited from government patronage in exchange for accepting a certain amount 
of government influence over their business activities.

Another key difference between these men and Chūemon is that they 
specialized mostly in silk thread, and they tended to trade on commission 
and not for their own account. Their access to large supplies of silk thread 
from their provincial bases, and the very high value of silk shipments, enabled 
them to prosper even on a commission of only 2–3 percent. By contrast, 
Chūemon never had a large enough business to survive only on commission, 
and he continued to depend on risky, highly leveraged direct investments.

Whatever the causes, by the early 1870s Chūemon was struggling to find 
a profitable place in the Yokohama market. In October 1872, he informed 
Shōjirō that he intended to open a tailor’s shop. “I am planning to start a shop 
selling foreign clothes, and I would like to take an apprentice. If you should 
know of someone fourteen or fifteen years old who would be willing to work 
from three to five years, please send him here. I will provide for his daily needs, 
and I will teach him a trade. Please mention this to Shiroemon, too.”178 The 
shop opened in the Honchō premises in November, and for a while, Chūemon 
could report that “the tailor’s shop is prospering.”179 He even tried once more 
to persuade Shōjirō to abandon the family farm and come and join him in 
this new venture.180 However, in June 1873 Chūemon wrote, “The number of 
Western-clothes tailors at present is growing. There is not enough business 
to go around. I, too, feel the decline. It is worrying. However, I am hoping that 
there will be work after August.”

It also appears that Chūemon tried his hand at selling live animals from 
his premises. Several foreign visitors to Yokohama commented on the streets 
of stores devoted to this trade, so it was certainly an established business in 
the town. The evidence for this is only circumstantial: around the middle of 
1873, Chūemon began commenting in detail on the prices of different ani-
mals. For example,

There has lately been a craze for Nankin-Watari chickens. They are sell-
ing for three to five or even sex ryō. These chickens will lay from forty to 
as many as a hundred eggs, which sell for two bu each . . . Rabbits are 
slumping. Best quality are five ryō each. There are only a few buyers. 
Many Chinese own them, and that is a problem . . . White mice are 
slumping. At present a pair is selling for one ryō, but there are few buy-
ers. The price will certainly keep dropping . . . Pigs are declining. Best 
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quality are ten ryō. Ordinary families are not allowed to keep them. They 
must be kept in the fields or mountains. The rules are strict, so I expect 
the price will decline.181

At this point, the collection of letters comes to an end, and with it the 
substantive record of Chūemon’s life. Beyond that, only scraps of information 
can be found. According to the Isawa town history, in September 1873, after 
fourteen years of continuous business, Chūemon was forced to sell the Hon-
chō premises, both buildings and land, in order to meet debt obligations.182 
According to this source, Chūemon moved to other premises that he owned 
in Miyozakichō. It is unclear whether this is the same premises where Naotarō 
was operating. Then, in 1874, Chūemon left Yokohama for good, settling in 
Hachiōji. For a while he was involved in relief work for the poor, then in 1878 
he moved to Kami Tsuruma village in Sagamihara city, where he developed 
some forty-five acres of new agricultural land that, according to the Isawa 
town history, Naotarō managed. At the time of his death on December 24, 
1891, at the age of eighty-two, Chūemon was back in his home village of 
Higashi-Aburakawa.183

What became of Chūemon and his family? The physical evidence is there 
to see. Fifty yards from the Shinohara home in Higashi-Aburakawa is the 
small temple of Senryūji. It contains the graves of perhaps twenty families, 
on a tiny plot of land. Many of the graves are old, although all have been set 
in new landscaping of concrete and gravel. Near the middle of the graveyard 
is the Shinohara family plot. It contains a dozen tombstones, but it is domi-
nated by the large, heavily lichened monument to Chūemon, sitting atop a 
double plinth. At the bottom, it is deeply scored with the name 原篠 (Shino-
hara) written right to left in the old-fashioned way. The monument contains 
an elaborate inscription, now difficult to read with the heavy discoloration 
and fading of 125 winters.184 But there is no doubting the respect in which this 
man was held at the time of his death—nor the money his family was willing 
to spend to commemorate him.

The Shinohara house is standing more or less as it was during Chūemon’s 
lifetime. It is a large, solid house, the dark wood interior softly glowing with 
centuries of polish and wear. The tatami mats are old and faded, and on a hot 
summer afternoon the screens are all wide open, allowing a little air to cir-
culate through the house.

Shinohara Yukio—Chūemon’s great-great-grandson—is a living witness 
to the history of his family. Much of what he has to tell a visiting researcher 
is family lore that probably resides only within the walls of his home. On a 
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visit in May 2014, he tells me of the exploits of various family members—a 
famous scholar; an Olympic runner. He fills me in on Naotarō’s children—
Asa, who married and moved away, and Kōshirō, who attended Tokyo Impe-
rial University, only to die at the age of twenty-five. He tells me that to the best 
of his knowledge, Naotarō’s family stayed in the Yokohama area—where, he 
thinks, their descendants still live.

In the living room of the house, the walls are covered with portraits of 
deceased family members. Some died in the war—they are portrayed in 
their uniforms. Others have never left their childhood. In the center of the 
wall is a photograph, flanked by a pair of framed certificates on each side. It 
is clearly an old photo—the people in it are still wearing the style of the 
Tokugawa period: hair tied in a topknot, dressed in formal hakama [wide 
trousers] and haori [jacket]. One member of the group has a sword thrust in 
his belt.

The people in the photograph are identified by several large sheets of 
paper that have been stuck to the wall of the studio in which the photo was 
taken. It identifies them as Chūemon, Shōjirō, Naotarō, Katsusuke, and 

figure 4.1 Chūemon’s grave, Senryūji, Higashi-Aburakawa. Photo by author



figure 4.2 Shinohara family, March 1872. On chairs from right to left: Chūemon, Shōjirō, 

Naotarō. On floor from right to left, Asa, Kōshirō, Katsusuke. Studio photograph, Yokohama. 

Courtesy of Shinohara Yukio



transformation (1866–1873)  203

Naotarō’s two children, Kōshirō and Asa. The photo was taken in March 1872, 
when Chūemon was sixty-three years old. How long have they been sitting qui-
etly in that frame on the wall of the Shinohara house? Since the photo was 
taken? Or perhaps since Chūemon’s death? In any case, for as long as Mr. 
Shinohara can remember—and he is well into his eighties.

The photo is a remarkable witness to Chūemon’s final years in Yokohama. 
What does it tell us about this man, his family, and their eventful decade in 
Yokohama?

At first glance, the photo might seem to be a silent testimony to a world 
that has all but vanished—except in the fantasy universe of glamorized tele-
vision dramas. These men in their formal clothes, with their Tokugawa-era 
topknots and stern expressions, might be living refutations of Japan’s sudden 
embrace of modernization. The family patriarchs sit gravely in a row, their 
faces unsmiling, looking out in evident disapproval at this brave new world 
of modernization and Westernization. The children kneel in rigidly formal 
pose, the little girl powder faced and chignoned, the boy with head shaved 
and looking sullen (undoubtedly suffering through the long, still poses re-
quired by the photographic technology of the 1870s), their older brother 
Katsusuke in a half-kneeling pose suggesting his liminal status between 
childhood and full acceptance into the world of adult male privilege and re-
sponsibility. Shōjirō (the middle figure in the back row) in particular seems 
to embody the pride and defiance of Japan’s samurai era. As he looks directly 
at the camera, his left hand grips his sword with casual assurance.

His carrying a sword is itself a holdover from the Edo-era status sys-
tem. Farmers were not normally permitted to carry swords, but as a sign of 
wealth and local prestige (and often in return for a significant money pay-
ment), the samurai government of the Tokugawa granted some village 
leaders the special privilege. But at the time this photo was taken, the sword 
was in its twilight years. No longer valued as a weapon of war, it was also 
considered a threat to Japan’s new social order. In August 1869, shortly 
after the abolition of the domains, the national government dissolved the 
former division of society into warrior, peasant, artisan, merchant, and 
outcast, creating instead the status categories of nobleman, former samurai 
(shizoku), commoner (heimin), and “new commoner” (shinheimin, meaning 
former outcasts). Even the status of shizoku was reserved for samurai above 
a certain rank, and Chūemon’s family would certainly have been classified 
as commoners. In February 1871, commoners were explicitly prohibited from 
carrying swords—so Shōjirō’s grasp of his weapon is indeed a small gesture 
of defiance. Former samurai, too, were increasingly forced to abandon the 
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markers of their Tokugawa-era privilege. Beginning in September 1871 they 
were no longer required to carry swords or wear their hair in a topknot; 
and in March 1876, swords were outlawed even for the former samurai. 
Henceforth, only government officials such as policemen and army officers 
had the right to carry swords.

In contrast to Shōjirō, Naotarō is staring off into a corner of the room, 
his posture a little slouched, his hakama-clad legs placed wide apart. Naotarō 
had come to Yokohama as a young man, only too happy to escape from the 
limited opportunities open to a younger son in his home province. In Yo-
kohama he had experienced many ups and downs and incurred his father’s 
displeasure time and again. Even now, in his mid-thirties, one can sense 
something of the family dynamic—the upright, proud older son and his 
shiftless younger brother. Like his brother, Naotarō maintains the formal 
appearance of the Tokugawa era, but with a casual neglectfulness that sug-
gests discomfort with its oppressive social strictures. Naotarō is, after all, a 
product of Japan’s new era of globalization. One senses his greater comfort 
in the hybrid world of the Yokohama merchant district rather than with the 
strict formality of the Tokugawa-era status system.

And indeed, the most striking feature of Naotarō’s pose is a direct refer-
ence to that hybridity: the pocket watch that he holds up to the camera with 
his right hand. Naotarō is holding the shiny face of the watch so that it re-
flects the lights of the studio, a beacon of incongruity in this otherwise tra-
ditional family portrait. What is the meaning of this gesture?

For historians of Yokohama photography, the pocket watch is a hint 
that the photo was taken in the studio of Shimooka Renjō (for more on Renjō, 
see chapter 3). Shimooka often used pocket watches in his studio photo-
graphs, apparently to emphasize the exotic location of Yokohama as a cen-
ter of East-West hybridity and a place of free-flowing goods and technolo-
gies. The conspicuous display of the watch seems to make a statement about 
the comfort of the photographic subjects with Western technologies and 
lifestyles, even though they might also choose to retain many of the trap-
pings of traditional Japanese culture. In other words, Naotarō’s gesture 
shows his embrace of technological modernity even as he continues to live 
in a world bounded by traditional status hierarchies and social expectations. 
It is easy to see how, for this young man who had so often been upbraided for 
his inadequacies and failures, the watch might have represented an alterna-
tive space of freedom and opportunity.

But of course, the watch is only a part of the double message of this in-
triguing photograph. The entire setting—the carpeted floor, the chairs on 



transformation (1866–1873)  205

which Chūemon and his sons are sitting, the floor-to-ceiling glass mirror 
or window, and indeed the photographic medium itself—speaks to the hy-
bridity, the comfortable embrace of modernity, as well as to some extent the 
exoticism and novelty that the photographic studio represented. In 1872 it 
was still necessary to travel to Yokohama or Tokyo to have one’s photograph 
taken. Most villagers in the Kōshū region might never have seen a photo-
graph. For Chūemon’s family and friends in Kōshū, the studio photographic 
portrait with its trappings of modernity may well have symbolized their 
extraordinary embrace of Western trade and technology and the affluence 
that these had brought them.

The inscriptions stuck to the wall add to the fascination and mystery of 
this portrait. It is almost as though the photograph is intended to memorial-
ize its subjects—to fix them forever in their liminal pose between tradition 
and modernity and to label them for future generations. To the right, over 
Chūemon’s head, a florid inscription and poem celebrate Chūemon’s attain-
ing the age of sixty-three. The cursive script, formal phrasing, and celebra-
tion of Chūemon’s age suggest homage to Japan’s patriarchal traditions. But 
the placing of these paper inscriptions also suggests an awareness of the pass-
ing of an age. The subjects of the photographic are being memorialized for 
the future, and the photograph itself embodies the knowledge of transforma-
tions to come.

What would Chūemon and his family think of the society they now look 
down upon? Chūemon’s younger sons and their children came of age in Yo-
kohama, Japan’s main point of connection to global networks of trade and 
culture. Naotarō and his family stayed in Yokohama even after Chūemon re-
turned to his home village. They are the products of Japan’s new age of global 
modernity. I suspect they would look approvingly on the astounding growth 
and prosperity of Yokohama and Tokyo in the intervening century and a half. 
As for Higashi-Aburakawa, Naotarō and his family members may well look 
down on the Shinohara family home and be thankful that they got away!

For Chūemon and Shōjirō, there are many aspects of village life that 
they would not find much changed. The family still farms its five acres of 
land. Now, instead of wheat and cotton, the land is planted with peaches; no 
doubt Chūemon would have recognized the economic expediency of devel-
oping this new, high value-added crop. The house is still there, barely 
modernized—though two shiny cars now sit in the graveled driveway in 
front. Mr. Shinohara, the current occupant of the house, could probably chat 
happily with his great-great-grandfather about local families, about the crops 
and the weather, and—of course—about the failings of the government. 
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Chūemon had his great adventure, and for a while he transformed his 
 fortunes and those of his fellow villagers. But in the end he came home to 
the land of his forebears and resumed the farming activities of his youth; 
and today he rests with his ancestors and descendants in the Senryūji ceme-
tery. He has become a part of the landscape that he helped to shape.

Judging by his elaborate gravestone, Chūemon must have been cele-
brated in the village even in his lifetime. He had had, after all, extraordinary 
experiences, and in his time he had been a wealthy man. Today, he is remem-
bered still as one of the pioneers of the Yokohama trading community. The 
survival of his letters has assured him a permanent place in the historical 
record—even the occasional foreigner now comes to his village to see what 
they can find out about him. Did he go to the grave unhappy, or frustrated by 
his failure to make a lasting fortune? I think not. Surrounded by his descen-
dants, close to his comfortable old house amid the peach fields, Shinohara 
Chūemon is, I think, at peace.



C O N C L U S I O N

t h e  p o w e r  o f  a  p l a c e

Ever since I began studying modern Japanese history 
twenty-five years ago, I have been fascinated by the overwhelming speed of 
change during Japan’s relatively brief modern era. From the dramatic politi-
cal revolution of 1868, to the sweeping Meiji reforms, to the nation’s rapid 
modernization and industrialization, to its military adventures and impe-
rial wars, to the all-out conflict and shattering defeat of the 1940s, to recov-
ery and the postwar “economic miracle,” just about every generation in 
 Japan’s one-hundred-fifty-year modern history has experienced dramatic 
social change. What can the stories of Chūemon and Yokohama teach us 
about the broader historical trends of Japan’s tumultuous modern era?

Much of the focus of historians who study the 1860s has understandably 
been on the political upheavals that culminated in the Meiji Restoration. Vir-
tually all the developments of the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries—
industrialization, militarization, imperialism, fascism, high economic 
growth, constitutional democracy—can be interpreted in the light of this 
momentous political transformation. Was the restoration a triumph—as its 
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earliest apologists maintained—of Japanese national identity and loyalty to 
Japan’s ancient imperial institution? Was it, as the Marxist scholars of the 
mid-twentieth century argued, a bourgeois revolution born of rising commer-
cial wealth? And if so, how did this emerging democracy allow itself to be 
hijacked by a semifeudal, militaristic oligarchy? 1 Was it, as populist histori-
ans of the postwar period argued, a nascent people’s revolution in which even 
farmers drafted idealistic constitutions to circulate among their village 
networks—until their aspirations were choked off by the iron fist of imperial 
autocracy? 2 Or was it, as some American academics argued, a catalyst for 
successful modernization—building on the legacies of the Tokugawa era, 
hijacked for a while by wartime militarists, and now realizing true fruition 
with the advent of American-style democracy? 3

Chūemon was a child of the Tokugawa social and political order, and it 
treated him well. It gave him a privileged status in a relatively stable village 
society; it gave him opportunities for education and for advancement within 
the shogunal bureaucracy; it permitted agricultural and commercial expan-
sion, from which as an elite farmer-merchant he directly benefited; and it 
opened up the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of moving to the new interna-
tional port of Yokohama, where Chūemon dreamed of a new and brilliant 
prosperity for himself and his region. Although he complained at times about 
the taxes imposed on him, and although there was clearly an element of fear 
in his relationship with the shogunate (for example, he was terrified of being 
arrested after the Mitsui scandal erupted in late 1867), Chūemon never ex-
pressed any sentiment implying disloyalty or dislike of the shogun or the 
shogunal system. And after the system collapsed, he frequently expressed 
concern over the reforms that were enacted one after another: “If possible, I 
wish they could just leave things as they were.” In this sense, Chūemon’s story 
resonates less with interpretations of the Meiji Restoration that focus on 
revolutionary fervor, whether of antiforeign samurai or people’s rights activists, 
and more with those that focus on rising commercial wealth and protoindustrial 
antecedents to economic modernity.

Indeed, the story of Chūemon confirms the continuity, strength, and flexi-
bility of Japan’s growing commercial economy across the Tokugawa–Meiji 
divide. Commercial crop production had been increasing since the mid-eigh-
teenth century to meet the growing demands of the urban centers. In partic-
ular, cotton and silk had already become vital sources of cash income to farm-
ers in Edo’s rural hinterland. Trading networks had developed to connect 
small- and medium-scale farmers with sources of credit for the growing sea-
son, to organize the purchase of their raw silk and cotton, to process the ma-
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terials into thread or cloth in farm households or in small factories, and to 
transport the thread to regional markets where it was purchased by major ur-
ban wholesalers. Largely as a result of these commercial developments, 
a class of farmer-merchant-landlords, the gōnō, had developed in villages 
throughout the Kantō region—men, like Chūemon, who combined farming, 
village leadership, and regional commercial, financial, and even manufactur-
ing activities. Using their advantages of local political influence, regional 
networking, market and product knowledge, and growing capital strength, 
the gōnō had by the mid-1850s become a protocapitalist class that was well 
placed to take advantage of the explosive growth opportunities offered by 
Japan’s opening to foreign markets. In this sense, the opening of Yokohama 
highlights the underlying continuity of Japan’s economic trajectory, and it 
helps explain Japan’s rapid adaptation to the modernizing forces of capital-
ism and industrialization. Indeed, without the development of such sophis-
ticated commercial and manufacturing networks, Yokohama might not have 
been the economic success story that it was.

The argument that Japan’s commercial and industrial success in the mod-
ern era built on solid economic foundations laid in the Tokugawa era was 
proposed by Furushima Toshio and Thomas Smith in the 1950s and further 
developed by Saitō Osamu and Hayami Akira, who analyzed Japan’s “indus-
trious revolution” in the later Tokugawa period as a precursor to the indus-
trial revolution of the 1890s and beyond.4 More recently, Kären Wigen, David 
Howell, and Edward Pratt have further developed this thesis with detailed 
studies of economic change across the Tokugawa–Meiji divide. While these 
studies richly illustrate the growth of commerce and rural manufacturing 
during the late Tokugawa era, they also point to the radical disruptions caused 
by Japan’s changing economic structure as well as by the sudden opening of 
Japan to international trade and modern economic competition. Pratt’s nu-
anced study of the gōnō rural elite points to the destabilizing effects of Japan’s 
rapid commercial development both before and after Japan’s integration into 
global markets: “Japan’s protoindustrial economy was far more volatile, in-
deed far more dynamic, than portrayed in most studies to date . . . A combi-
nation of factors—government policy, crop failures, competition, market 
fluctuations, and household dynamics—hurtled many rural families into de-
cline.” Wigen focuses more squarely on the impact of Japan’s opening to in-
ternational trade, describing how the Ina valley in Shinshū province “was 
slowly knit into a cohesive economic region, only to be unraveled and re-
worked into a very different fabric when the Japanese countryside was incor-
porated into a globalizing economy.”5
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Similarly, Chūemon’s story illustrates both the powerful legacies of 
Tokugawa-era commercial expansion and the radical transformation that ac-
companied the opening of Yokohama and other ports to trade, over which 
the Japanese government had limited control. Chūemon’s home province of 
Kōshū saw a vast increase in commercial activity after the opening of Yoko-
hama, with silk production increasing fourfold between 1863 and 1868. The 
expansion brought enormous opportunities for entrepreneurial merchants 
and village producers, who not only expanded their income by growing, pur-
chasing, and reselling cotton and silk but also invested in production facilities 
to spin thread of a high enough quality to sell in the export market. Given 
that prices also increased very substantially, the expansion of the silk and cot-
ton markets also benefited countless small-scale producers. In addition to 
silk, cotton, and silkworm egg cards, significant shipments of charcoal, 
building supplies, fruit, and medicines from Kōshū to Yokohama are also 
evident in the course of Chūemon’s letters. For many farm families, this 
commercial growth must have led to significantly greater prosperity. How-
ever, at the same time, the rapid transformations of the local marketplace 
caused disruption for both merchants and farmers. Of the established silk 
merchants in Kōfu at the turn of the 1860s, only one survived the decade. The 
others were replaced by aggressive entrepreneurial newcomers—men who, 
like Chūemon, were confident enough to respond quickly to new market op-
portunities and willing to take huge risks in order to leverage their limited 
capital. Looking beyond the Yokohama–Kōshū region, the radical shifts in 
supply and demand brought about by the opening of Yokohama initiated a 
long-term decline in the established textile industries of Kyoto and the Kan-
sai region and an irrevocable shift in economic power to eastern Japan. In 
this context, Chūemon’s story confirms and conforms to an increasingly 
confident historiography of economic continuity and change in nineteenth- 
century Japan.

More broadly, the stories of Chūemon and Yokohama suggest an ap-
proach to the study of the Meiji Restoration era that deemphasizes the role of 
nation-building elites and throws sharper focus on the agency of small-scale 
actors: farmers, merchants, entrepreneurs, and opportunists. The striking 
feature of many of the transformations described in this book is that they were 
not the result of political revolution, nor the work of the great leaders of the 
Meiji Restoration or their elite allies—the actors to whom scholars have cred-
ited much of the agency in Japan’s transformation into a modern industrial 
and imperialist power.6 Rather, they were the product of Japan’s rapid inte-
gration into global flows of goods and ideas, mediated by the vibrant com-
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mercial marketplace of Yokohama and through the efforts of countless small-
scale entrepreneurs like Chūemon.

Several studies of the restoration era focus on the agency of relatively un-
known individuals. Anne Walthall and Laura Nenzi have written about the 
political activism of educated women in the final years of the Tokugawa era; 
Romulus Hillsborough has studied the restoration through the eyes of Katsu 
Kaishū, who, although a famous statesman of the Meiji era, was a relatively 
helpless onlooker to many of the key events of the 1860s; Neil Waters has 
written about the quiet adaptation of local elites to political change in the 
Kawasaki region, close to Yokohama; and William Steele has studied popular 
opinion in the late Tokugawa era through the lens of farmers’ diaries and 
printed broadsheets.7 While these studies offer fascinating new perspectives 
on the transformation of political consciousness at the grassroots level, they 
remain focused primarily on the political instability, ideology, intrigue, and 
activism that have been the subject of most scholarship on the restoration 
era.8 By contrast, the story of Chūemon draws our attention to the importance 
of mundane profit seeking in the transformations of the late Tokugawa and 
early Meiji eras.

Equally important to this study is the transformative influence of the 
treaty port itself. Studies of nineteenth-century Japan have not generally fo-
cused on the treaty ports, other than as side actors in the political dramas of 
the period or as exotic (and sometimes nostalgic) outposts of European soci-
ety.9 One exception is Michael Auslin’s study, which highlights the diplomatic 
responses of the Tokugawa regime to foreign pressure, emphasizing the rel-
ative success of the regime in negotiating the parameters of trade and sover-
eignty in the treaty ports.10 Auslin’s argument is a salutary response to the 
emphasis by W. G. Beasley and others on the agency of foreign imperialism, 
and it is also noteworthy for its contrast with the historiography of nine-
teenth-century China, which tends to analyze the semicolonial power of 
foreign merchant and diplomatic communities in the treaty ports as a major 
factor in the decline and eventual collapse of the Qing regime.11 But Auslin 
has little to say about the urban spaces of the treaty ports themselves, nor on 
the economic, technological, and cultural impacts of the trade and interac-
tions that took place there. In this book, I have explored some of the ways in 
which the new urban space of Yokohama—its layout, neighborhoods, archi-
tecture, rhythms of daily life, cultural production, commercial transactions, 
rituals, and physical interactions—was a catalyst for widespread social, eco-
nomic, and cultural change going far beyond its own confines.12 Beyond the 
economic opportunity and disruption that have been the theme of so much of 
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this book, the dual narratives of Chūemon and Yokohama suggest a number of 
other vectors of transformation, each of which I have traced in the body of 
the book.

First, Yokohama was a conduit for technology and ideas. During the 
course of the 1860s and beyond, the treaty port was Japan’s major point of con-
nection with global flows of culture and technology. Novel artifacts were on 
display in the warehouses and homes of the foreign merchant community, 
and most were for sale. Steamships, silk-spinning equipment, cameras, beer 
and milk, Enfield and Minié rifles, manufactured cloth, telegraph equipment, 
railway locomotives, and a host of other goods were available to Japanese—
and most found a ready market. Chūemon himself was an intermediary in 
some of these transactions, dabbling in foreign household equipment, food 
and drink, and textiles for sale in the Kōshū market. Others were on display 
as models for possible emulation: hospitals, pharmacies, post offices, banks, 
law courts, currencies, joint stock companies, churches, military organizations, 
newspapers, racecourses, and hotels. Again, all of these found keen students, 
and many were either imitated or purchased outright (including expert staff) 
for introduction in the Edo/Tokyo area and later throughout Japan. Others 
were more abstract and speculative: artistic styles, political philosophies, 
mathematics and physics, music and dancing.

In the eyes of the Japanese, Yokohama was a showcase of glamorous con-
sumption. Its exciting new technologies, models of prosperity, exotic and 
unfamiliar lifestyles—all were on public display, much as the treasures of the 
modern age were exhibited in the great department stores of American and 
European cities. Like those department stores, Yokohama was as much about 
display as about consumption. Many of the goods were beyond the reach of 
all but a privileged few, but just seeing them—or viewing images and text 
about them in the guidebooks and woodblock prints that circulated widely 
during the 1860s—taught the viewers about the possibilities of modern life 
and paved the way for future changes in lifestyles.

Second, Yokohama contributed to the upending of status hierarchies in 
Japan of the 1860s. The East Asian treaty ports—including Yokohama—
represented a unique space because they transcended national regimes. 
They were both global and liminal, sites where many of the normal rules and 
authority structures were suspended. The treaty ports were indeed in many 
ways places of radical equalization. Who you had been—your status in 
the Japanese class system or indeed your class and national identity as a 
foreigner—mattered less than the energy and enterprise you could bring to 
the economic opportunities created by the booming commercial center.
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The elite Edo merchants whom the shogunal government had intended 
as the mainstay of the new mercantile community did not generally thrive 
there. The house of Mitsui, for example, opened its Yokohama branch only 
under strong government pressure, and although it played a major (though 
scandal-ridden and at times ruinous) role as customs collector and foreign- 
exchange broker, it never developed an important business in commodity 
trade. Meanwhile, the shogunal government itself spent much of the decade 
trying to thwart trade and restrict any further expansion of the ports—even 
to close the port of Yokohama itself—and found its authority undermined as 
it failed in most of its objectives.

By contrast, the “big three” merchants who dominated 50 percent of Yo-
kohama’s silk trade by the end of the 1860s all came from provincial or rural 
backgrounds. Indeed, the sometimes radically new circumstances of trade in 
Yokohama—unprecedented demand, uneven supply chains, market disrup-
tions caused by distant and uncontrollable events, and the needs of aggres-
sive foreign merchants with little respect for existing hierarchies—favored 
merchants who were flexible, entrepreneurial, and ambitious. Chūemon, an 
extremely undercapitalized merchant with few inherent competitive advan-
tages, prospered precisely because of his neediness, determination to take ad-
vantage of any opportunity, and great appetite for risk.

The overturning of traditional elite hierarchies glimpsed in the rise of 
provincial silk merchants like Chūemon was mirrored in the broader under-
mining of the warrior-based caste hierarchy that underpinned so much of the 
Tokugawa political system. The multiple crises of the 1860s, many of which 
were directly or indirectly caused by the opening of Yokohama, led to radical 
responses such as the raising of commoner militias, the promotion of 
low-ranking warriors and even peasants to senior domainal roles, and the 
abandonment of the centuries-old alternate attendance system.

For men like Chūemon, the Yokohama trade nevertheless opened up 
hitherto undreamed-of opportunities for economic and social advancement. 
It is not a coincidence that while Yokohama grew during the 1860s into a 
thriving city, Edo itself went into a steep decline, losing half its population. 
Chūemon’s dream of becoming guardian of a daimyo’s mansion and install-
ing his family there is emblematic of this extraordinary reversal. The imme-
diate causes of Edo’s decline included the abandonment of the alternate 
attendance system and the release of hostage daimyo families and their re-
tainers back to their provincial homes; the shogunate’s massive military 
campaigns in western Japan; and, ultimately, the collapse of the Edo-based 
Tokugawa regime. But in the background was the shogunate’s inability to profit 
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from the enormous opportunities generated by foreign relations and com-
merce. In spite of the very real threat posed by foreign imperialism, a more 
skillful manipulation of these opportunities might have brought solutions 
to the shogunate’s financial problems, as well as potentially transforming 
its military technologies. Some of the more far-sighted shogunal administra-
tors recognized this from the beginning and actively sought to tie Japan’s 
opening to the fortunes of the Kantō region. But a combination of antiforeign 
pressure from the court and domains and the shogunate’s own innate con-
servatism pushed the government to pursue instead antitrade policies, with 
the goal of closing down the port. Instead of rising with the tide of profitable 
foreign trade, Edo became increasingly isolated and hollowed out. When the 
new imperial capital of Tokyo began to reassert its dominance in the 1870s, 
its recovery was greatly helped by a close political and economic alliance 
with Yokohama and its foreign communities. Indeed, it is from this point 
that we can see the fusion of Yokohama and Tokyo as the mutually depen-
dent hubs of Japan’s new global political economy—a fusion that led ulti-
mately to the Keihin megalopolis that we know today.

Third, the opening of Yokohama also brought about a complex but ulti-
mately momentous shift in the perceptions and realities of space and time. 
Yokohama and the other treaty ports were unique spaces in the Japan of the 
1860s. In addition to looking inward onto the domestic political and economic 
landscapes, they also faced outward onto global networks of commerce and 
power. The ships docking in the harbor brought not only foreign goods but 
also news, knowledge, people, and culture from every part of the globe. To 
be exposed to the Yokohama trade was to plug into a network in which val-
ues, power relations, priorities, and hierarchies were at times very differently 
structured from those prevailing domestically. Inevitably, the merchants 
and others who occupied the domestic space of Yokohama came to see the 
world—both outside Japan and within—quite differently.

One example is a new spatial perspective that often foregrounded global 
movements over local. The letters of Chūemon indicate an intense interest 
in market movements, many of which were triggered by events taking place 
thousands of miles away. Although Chūemon may not have reflected deeply 
on the causes of these distant events, nor on the inherent interconnectedness 
of global politics and economics, he was intensely aware that movements in 
the global market could have a profound impact on events and opportunities 
in his home province. For example, Chūemon recognized immediately that 
the Battle of Sedan, fought thousands of miles away, spelled the end of the 
boom in silkworm egg cards, which had been his most important item of 
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trade for the past five years. By contrast, the immense drama of the Meiji 
Restoration—an event that reverberates to this day in Japan’s history—while 
it alarmed and frightened Chūemon for a while, did little to disturb the tenor 
of commerce and daily life in Yokohama. Nor was Chūemon alone in being 
affected more by distant events than those nearby. Even village families liv-
ing in remote mountain valleys were now—via the global node of Yokohama—
vulnerable to the consequences of distant disruptions to markets they had 
come to depend on for their livelihood.

In the same way that we see a shifting perception of space as a result of 
the opening of Yokohama to global trade, we can also observe a transforma-
tion in perceptions of time. Foreign observers of the Japanese often com-
mented on their lack of urgency: “The value of time never entered into their 
thoughts; and even in business operations, one of the greatest annoyances 
of European merchants was the difficulty, I may say the impossibility, of 
keeping them up to time in fulfilling their engagements.”13 But Japanese ob-
servers were fascinated by time and the role that it played in the daily lives of 
Westerners. Woodblock prints and guidebooks to Yokohama often portrayed 
clocks and pocket watches, and contemporary photographs show Japanese 
subjects prominently holding up pocket watches as symbols of their embrace 
of technological modernity.

In a family photograph taken in 1872, Chūemon’s son Naotarō is indeed 
holding up a pocket watch. But Chūemon’s interest in time, and his under-
standing of its value, long predates that photo. From his earliest days in the 
port, Chūemon was intensely aware that when it came to the transmission of 
information or the transport of goods, time was money. And as his business 
developed, he was willing to spend liberally to buy access to the fastest avail-
able services, sending runners up the Kōshū highway at ever increasing 
speeds.

If faster means such as horse-drawn carriages, steam trains, rickshaws, 
or the electric telegraph had been available during the 1860s, Chūemon would 
surely have embraced these new technologies and even exerted himself to 
introduce them into his home province. A generation later Aizawa Kikutarō, 
mayor of Aihara in Kanagawa prefecture, worked for a decade to bring a rail-
way station to his home village in the belief that it would transform the local 
economy (which it did).14 But during the time Chūemon was in business, nei-
ther railway nor telegraph was a realistic option, and even horse-drawn carts 
were forbidden on the Japanese highways. As Rutherford Alcock wrote in 1863, 
even “with some of the best roads in the world, they are three centuries be-
hind the rest of the civilized world in all that concerns speed and means of 
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communication.”15 Japan was to catch up very quickly, but by the time the tele-
graph was introduced between Yokohama and Kōshū, Chūemon was already 
retired from his trading business.

Even if he had still been in business, he may not have profited from the 
new communication and transport technologies. During the 1860s, Chūemon 
was able to gain a few days over his competitors by sending information up 
the highway by fast runner. But with the arrival of the telegraph, access to 
rapid communications became available to anyone with the money to send a 
wire. At that point it would have been much harder for Chūemon to steal a 
march on his competitors. From now on, the competitive advantage gravi-
tated to the concerns with the greatest financial clout. They had the resources 
to hold on to whatever information advantage was still available—through 
technological investment, systems of regional agents, and inter national 
correspondents—and also to secure economies of scale that, in an otherwise 
equal playing field, might have made the difference between failure and 
lasting success.

Fourth, the treaty port created a new sense of Japanese identity, both 
within Japan and globally. The surviving archive of Chūemon’s life indicates 
clearly that his main objective was to make money, both for himself and for 
his business network in Kōshū. Politics was relevant mostly to the extent that 
it contributed to economic opportunity or threat. During the course of 
Chūemon’s first decade in Yokohama, the town and its trade were repeatedly 
threatened by confrontations between antiforeign agitators, the shogunal au-
thorities, and the foreign community. Through all these dramatic events—
many of which have become inscribed in Japanese historical legend—
Chūemon remained stubbornly optimistic. Yes, the shogunate had promised 
to close the port; but trade was still flourishing, and new buildings still going 
up. For the most part, Chūemon took a pragmatic approach based on his 
direct observation of the situation on the ground. The prosperity was there 
in front of Chūemon’s eyes, and it was impossible for him to believe that any-
one would willingly dismantle such an obvious source of betterment.

To the extent that Chūemon showed a political consciousness, it was 
expressed in terms of loyalty to the shogunate and the system that it repre-
sented—and faith in its ability to resolve the complex problems besetting it. 
And yet, even as he remained loyal to the regime that, for him, represented 
security and privilege, there is also a sense of distance in Chūemon’s letters. 
When events became particularly dramatic, he had a habit of shrugging his 
shoulders, so to speak, and leaving matters of high politics to the powers that 
be: “Since these are orders from on high, there is nothing anyone can do.” 
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Chūemon generally refers to the shogun not with any particular honorifics 
or expressions of fervor but simply as “the person on high”—ue-sama. When 
the shogunate demanded obedience of him, he obeyed. When it demanded 
money, he paid. What choice, after all, did he have? As for the rest, Chūemon 
tended to focus on the area of his life that he could control: his quest to make 
money, to build a good life for himself and his family in Yokohama, and to 
bring prosperity to his business partners in Edo and Kōshū.

Chūemon’s political consciousness was severely challenged by the over-
throw of the shogunate. This epochal event forced Chūemon to examine his 
very identity. We can certainly see from his letters how Chūemon struggled 
to define his relationship to the deposed shogun. When the ex-shogun, 
Tokugawa Yoshinobu, raised a military force for a possible confrontation in 
Kyoto, Chūemon, unable to continue thinking of him as ue-sama, referred to 
him instead as the Kantō taikun (lord of the Kantō), delineating him as a re-
gional rather than a national lord. For a while at least, Chūemon appeared to 
be willing to throw in his lot with the remains of the shogunal regime in its 
eastern power base, even if that meant the division of Japan into eastern and 
western kingdoms. For if there was one area of high politics where Chūemon 
did express a clear opinion, it was in his dislike for and distrust of the west-
ern domains, particularly Satsuma. Chūemon was deeply alarmed by the in-
flux of unruly western samurai into Edo and Yokohama after the defeat of the 
Tokugawa. Nor at first did Chūemon buy the story that the assault on the 
Tokugawa was the will of the emperor. He consistently referred to the advanc-
ing army either as “the western army” (in contrast to the eastern army or the 
Kantō taikun) or simply as “Satsuma.”

The western coalition, though, had an ace up its sleeve: its control over 
the emperor. There is no sense anywhere in Chūemon’s earlier correspon-
dence that he had any feelings of sentiment for or loyalty to this distant and 
rather mysterious figure. When he wrote of events at the imperial court, he 
usually referred simply to kamikata—that is, the Kyoto–Osaka area—a term 
that applied indiscriminately to the emperor, his retainers, and all the samu-
rai agitators who were trying to seize control of events in the ancient capital. 
As a literate man, Chūemon must have been aware of the rising tide of imperial 
loyalism, of the school of National Learning and its emphasis on reverence 
for the imperial institution, and of the increasing pressure for the shogu-
nate to subordinate itself to the imperial throne. But his letters did not 
address the question of loyalty to the imperial institution until his descrip-
tion of the battle of Toba-Fushimi in early 1868. In that description, he re-
ferred to the emergence of an imperial prince on the field of battle as a critical 
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turning point. Although he expressed no personal opinion on the right or 
wrong of the shogunal army’s refusal to prostrate itself in front of the impe-
rial banners, Chūemon clearly saw the importance of this irrevocable break 
with the tradition of imperial loyalty.

Once the emperor assumed absolute authority, Chūemon had to learn all 
over again how to formulate his relationship with the “powers that be.” He 
certainly did not resist. Although he was concerned about the influx of west-
ern samurai into Yokohama and Edo, Chūemon expressed no dissent against 
the new regime, nor residual loyalty to the disgraced shogun—who, he sim-
ply commented, “has been pardoned and ordered to retire to Mito.” Once 
the emperor was installed in Edo—now Tokyo—Chūemon learned an en-
tirely new vocabulary of loyalty and even reverence for this newly exalted 
figure. By the time that the emperor came to Yokohama to open the Tokyo–
Yokohama railway line, Chūemon showed in his excitement and his use of 
reverent honorifics that he was a loyal imperial subject.

Although his loyalty to and reverence for the emperor were a late devel-
opment, Chūemon did, during the course of the 1860s, show an increasing 
sense of national identity. While educated people undoubtedly shared a sense 
of “Japaneseness,” the nation was only one vector of identity for subjects in 
the complex political and social networks of Tokugawa-era Japan. For most 
Japanese the idea of “Japan” was less immediate than domainal and regional 
identities, which demanded loyalty and tribute, and beyond the boundaries 
of which most people seldom strayed. In his early years in Yokohama, 
Chūemon identified himself primarily as a person of Kōshū. The name of his 
shop was Kōshūya, he described himself as representing the products of 
Kōshū, he hosted and represented visiting merchants from Kōshū, and when 
in his letters he referred to his “country” (kuni), he almost always meant 
Kōshū. His goal was to increase his personal wealth but also to promote the 
products of his region and to enrich his Kōshū business associates. Yet in-
creasingly during his decade in Yokohama, Chūemon was forced to confront 
the question of national identity, particularly when Japan’s sovereignty was 
threatened by the possibility of foreign attack. Chūemon did not even use the 
word “Japan” (Nippon) in his letters until 1863, but when he did, in the con-
text of a threatened attack on Yokohama, he wrote in strongly nationalistic 
terms.

Chūemon’s increasing sense of Japaneseness was surely related to his 
growing awareness of international contexts. Although generally foreigners 
remain undifferentiated in his letters as ijin (aliens), Chūemon certainly un-
derstood the differences between English and American, French and German. 
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Like the authors of the Yokohama guidebooks, he would have seen an im-
mense diversity of race, culture, and class among the thousands of foreigners 
in the town, and he would have come to understand the differences between 
powerful and weak nations, dominant and subservient races. He under-
stood that the French and the Italians were the major consumers of silkworm 
egg cards. Chūemon himself became both purveyor and to a lesser extent 
consumer of globally traded goods. And it was in this context of exposure to 
global flows that Chūemon came to see himself—perhaps for the first time—
as “Japanese.”

Chūemon’s sense of national identity was reinforced by his expanding do-
mestic business, which took him to many of the silk-producing domains of 
central Japan, as well as to the north in search of opportunities in the mining 
business. Chūemon’s main product in the late 1860s, silkworm egg cards, 
was not one of Kōshū’s special products. Rather, Chūemon sourced his supplies 
through an increasingly far-flung network. Thus, having started out selling 
and promoting the produce specifically of Kōshū, Chūemon became a sup-
plier of a widely sourced product that was increasingly coming to be identi-
fied with Japanese national identity in global markets.

Indeed, Japan was more and more perceived globally as a national supplier 
to the world’s silk and tea markets, and even more so to the collectors’ mar-
kets for fine lacquer, porcelain, and “curios.” The “made in Japan” brand was 
not yet a global phenomenon, but it is possible to see its forging in the im-
ages of Japan being created in the Japanese and foreign media. During the 
1860s, Yokohama was portrayed in word, lithograph, text, woodblock print, 
performance art, advertising copy, and photograph to both Japanese and 
foreign audiences. Artists and writers from the beginning recognized that 
Yokohama meant far more than its small (though rapidly growing) popula-
tion and trading activities might suggest. For Japanese media, Yokohama 
was often taken to represent the entire international community, a com-
munity in which dominant Western nations secured wealth and power 
through the use of advanced technologies. There was much to criticize in 
that international community with its uncultured technocracy, imperialist 
aggression, butchering of animals, evangelizing, and racial and ethnic dis-
crimination. But there was also much to admire: useful new technologies, 
aggressive and profitable commercialism, comfortable lifestyles, physical 
health, efficient and fair-dealing institutions, and monarchical and democratic 
ideologies. Judgment aside, the new understandings of international institu-
tions and international relations represented by descriptions of Yokohama 
also gave rise to a new awareness of “Japan” and its place in that international 
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system. For shogunal or domainal subjects accustomed to identify primar-
ily with local and regional loyalties, it required an aggressive but glamorous 
“other” such as that represented by Yokohama to formulate a new aware-
ness and identity as “Japanese.” Certainly there was no universal consen-
sus on what “Japan” meant—or should mean. But the growing ability to ar-
ticulate globally informed visions of a new national identity undoubtedly 
influenced initiatives to reshape Japanese political, social, economic, and 
cultural institutions.

And although it is tempting to think of the transformative effect of 
Japan’s exposure to the West as a one-way street, we should not dismiss the 
impact of Japan on the rest of the world. Just as “Japan” was being created in 
the minds of Japanese through representations of Yokohama, so in the 
West, an imagined “Japan” was being created through news reporting, 
lithographed illustrations, panoramic paintings, souvenirs and curios, 
photograph albums, and art and craft exhibits. The “Japan” portrayed in these 
media was often exoticized and eroticized, an orientalist imaginary that in 
turn fed into political decisions predicated on Japan’s supposed “weak” and 
“duplicitous” version of oriental despotism.

But media representations of Japan also offered competing 
 interpretations—some influenced by Japanese artists, artisans, and per-
formers who were operating in the same commercial spaces as the foreign-
ers. They portrayed Japan as a nation of physical and technical prowess, a 
place capable of producing both unforgettable acrobatic performance and 
an extraordinary level of craftsmanship. And Japanese artistic traditions 
were held up as a model from which the rest of the world could learn. From 
the 1860s through the end of the nineteenth century, a craze for japonisme 
had a profound effect on the visual arts and a noticeable effect on literature, 
philosophy, and religion. Of course, these representations quickly came to 
transcend the narrow physical space of Yokohama, which was anyway seen 
by many as a barrier to understanding the “true” Japan. But at least in the 
early years, Yokohama was where “Japan” was on display.

Finally, the story of Chūemon offers intriguing glimpses into the com-
plex relationship between personal desire and large-scale political and social 
transformations. There was much in Chūemon’s circumstances that he could 
not control. The Meiji Restoration would have followed the same path whether 
Chūemon had been pro-shogunate or pro-emperor, whether he had moved to 
Yokohama or stayed in Kōshū. But there is much to be learned from the deci-
sions Chūemon made and the actions he took in areas where he did feel that 
he had control.
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One of the first questions raised by the story of Chūemon’s life in Yoko-
hama is why he decided to go there in the first place. Why do people go from 
one place to another, why do they risk what they have in the hope of some-
thing better? Chūemon was neither poor nor desperate. He was at or close to 
retirement age, surrounded by family and friends. He enjoyed all the comforts 
and privileges that the life of an elite villager afforded. His decision to move 
and open a shop in Yokohama remains something of a mystery—particularly 
given how small a number of applicants there were from outside the Edo–
Kanagawa area.

Chūemon was undoubtedly motivated by the entrepreneurial urge to 
seize a new opportunity to make money. Although we might justifiably label 
him as conservative in his political affiliations and even in his daily life, he 
was never conservative in the field of commerce. Whenever Chūemon saw 
opportunity—whether it was in a new product, a new market, or even an 
entirely new field of enterprise (such as mining), Chūemon seems to have 
been ready to jump into the fray. This urge never left him—he remained a 
firm believer in the possibilities of Yokohama throughout his time there.

Of course, his confidence was bolstered by the well-established commer-
cial network connecting Kōshū with the Kantō Plain. But in Chūemon’s case, 
there must have been something more—something he felt that set him apart 
from countless other elite villagers throughout the Edo hinterland. What was 
that “something”? Of course, we will never know the whole story. Was he 
bored with village life? Was there tension in his family? Was he frustrated by 
his duties as village officer? The letters unfortunately give no hint. But one 
thing seems sure: Chūemon did not view his project as only a personal enter-
prise. He saw himself as representative of a “Kōshū Products Company,” an 
informal collective of relatives and elite villagers throughout the region, who 
would use his Yokohama establishment as an outlet for their varied produce. 
Most of their products were agricultural, so by representing the villagers of 
his region, Chūemon hoped both to enrich the local farming community and 
to increase the wealth of his business network. That network in turn was able 
to provide Chūemon with investment capital, inventory, and emotional sup-
port throughout his long stay in Yokohama.

As a merchant intermediary between the global market outlet of Yoko-
hama and the Kōshū agricultural hinterland, Chūemon undoubtedly helped 
facilitate the transformations wrought by Japan’s new center of international 
trade. But the impetus in Chūemon’s case was not ideological, or political, or 
intellectual. Chūemon sought economic betterment for himself, his family, 
and his friends. Probably the same can be said of most of the thousands of 
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people, Japanese and foreign, who flocked to Yokohama during the 1860s, 
turning it into one of the most dynamic centers of enterprise in Japan. This, 
surely, has been one of the great driving factors in social transformation 
throughout history.

 
One might well ask what anyone can learn from studying a single individual—
especially a man who was not one of the movers or shakers of his time. I hope 
that one justification for undertaking a study like this is simply that people’s 
lives are interesting. Why, after all, do we study history if not to try to grasp 
the essential humanity underlying the manifold paths of our planet’s cultures 
and societies? Historians are—in spite of all their efforts to remodel them-
selves as something more scientific—still storytellers, and it is indeed the 
human stories of history that help us engage imaginatively with the past. 
While it is easy to understand the value of studying the lives of the rich and 
powerful, there is also much to be gained from the stories of ordinary 
people—people who can help us understand history as it was experienced 
at the time; people who did not make the history that changed our lives but 
who lived it.

The stories of ordinary people’s lives can also inform our understanding 
of broader histories in unexpected ways. Historians construct narratives 
about the past, and by the time those narratives find their way into the text-
books, they are often understood as the “true” story, even though experience 
tells us that the dominant historical narratives of today will likely end up in 
tomorrow’s historical dustbin. At the very least, the study of individual lives 
reminds us that, within the larger framework of historical change, there were 
countless variations in individual experience. By examining the ways in which 
Chūemon’s life intersected with, and diverged from, the dominant narratives 
of the restoration era, I have suggested ways in which we might question or 
better inform those narratives. For the most part, Chūemon was not a partic-
ipant in the political initiatives and modernizing fervor that are widely cred-
ited with having transformed Japan into a unified, modern, imperial nation 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. On the other hand, as I have 
shown throughout this book, Chūemon was deeply committed to the com-
mercial potential of Japan’s new global trading regime. In great part the com-
mercial transactions of Chūemon and countless others like him took place 
against a background of grudging consent or even hostility from the movers 
and shakers of his day. And yet those transactions contributed to a radical 
reorientation of Japan’s material, social, cultural, technological, and ideo-
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logical landscapes, even before the modernizing reforms of the new Meiji 
government took effect.

For all the importance of analyzing Chūemon’s life in the context of his 
historical era, we are ultimately left with the story of a human being— 
individual, idiosyncratic, complex, and contradictory. Who, in the end, was 
Shinohara Chūemon?

He was above all, I think, a man of Kōshū. This may seem a strange thing 
to say when Chūemon lived in Yokohama through the entire period of this 
study, and indeed even tried to persuade his son to leave the ancestral home 
and move to Yokohama to join him. But it is hard to imagine that Chūemon 
would ever have truly shaken off his identity as a member of the Higashi- 
Aburakawa village elite. Throughout his years in Yokohama, his friends, rela-
tives, and business associates in Kōshū remained his primary community. He 
remained deeply concerned in village affairs, which he frequently discussed in 
his letters to his son Shōjirō. And, in the end, he returned to Kōshū to live out 
his final years and to be buried in the family plot in Senryūji temple.

And Chūemon was an extraordinary entrepreneur. This was an era in 
which rural entrepreneurship was a vital driver of village economies: most vil-
lagers in the Edo hinterland, if they had the means to do so, combined some 
level of commercial enterprise with their farming activities. But at the age of 
fifty, it was truly a bold step for Chūemon to risk so many of the good things 
he had in his life for the uncertain prospects of a new venture in Yokohama. 
And once he was established there, Chūemon displayed his entrepreneurial 
instincts again and again. Always on the lookout for competitive advantage, 
he jumped on opportunity when he saw it. Armed with little more than a de-
sire to succeed, he was able to carve out a space for himself in a succession of 
products by making the most of his advantages. Even when his business was 
doing well, Chūemon never stopped to consolidate: he was always looking for 
the next big thing, whether it was silkworm eggs, innkeeping, or money lend-
ing. I imagine that Chūemon must have had what we now think of as the 
classic entrepreneurial personality—restless, hyperactive, and drawn to risk 
and adventure.

Related to his entrepreneurial personality was Chūemon’s optimism. 
Even as he faced a daunting variety of challenges, including financial difficul-
ties, heavy indebtedness, price collapses, the threat of war, heavy taxation, and 
bureaucratic meddling with trade, Chūemon maintained a steadfastly hope-
ful attitude about the future. I am particularly struck by his venture into the 
charcoal business in 1861. His business at this time was suffering from every 
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kind of affliction. He had no inventory in his shop, no money to buy more, 
he was deep in debt to his business partners, he owed large sums of money 
in municipal fees and to pay for a new storehouse, his entire family was 
disabled with scabies, and he had mortgaged his house and pawned all 
his wife’s kimonos just to cover his living expenses. And yet in the midst of 
this dark period, Chūemon’s mind turned to a new opportunity. Mortgaging 
his last remaining piece of property, he sent his son off to Kōshū with his last 
forty ryō in the world, charging him with shipping charcoal to Yokohama in 
the hope of exploiting a market opportunity. In the same way, Chūemon seized 
the opportunities that he saw in raw cotton, silkworm eggs, quartz mining, 
innkeeping, and tailoring. In every case he fixed his gaze on the future with 
optimism and enthusiasm. It is one of his most appealing features.

Chūemon was also a loyal and loving family man. His letters, which 
dwell mostly on business affairs, give us much less than I would like of his 
family relationships. I do not know if he was a kind husband and father, or 
even a faithful one. I know that his relationship with his second son Naotarō 
was strained at times, but in the end Chūemon stood by his son and nurtured 
him as he took on a growing role in Chūemon’s business affairs. In his letters 
to his oldest son, Shōjirō, Chūemon consistently shows affection and con-
cern over a period of many years. He talks of his youngest son, Katsusuke, 
with indulgent affection. And it is also clear from the letters that Chūemon 
respects and admires his wife—though he reveals nothing about their rela-
tionship beyond that. We know that Chūemon had at least six surviving chil-
dren, and even though he was far away from most of them, he took his re-
sponsibilities as a father seriously, worrying about the health of his daughters 
back in Kōshū and doing his best to ensure they were well married. And be-
yond his immediate family, Chūemon was deeply concerned to fulfill his fil-
ial duties toward his extended family, particularly his in-laws, the Okamura 
family.

Chūemon’s life has become significant because the ravages of fire, 
earthquake, and war have left his collection of letters to his home village as 
one of the most important remaining archival sources on the daily life and 
economic activities of a member of the merchant community in Yokohama in 
the 1860s. In this sense, the letters are a precious historical resource, and I 
hope I have done them even partial justice by developing the rich insights 
they offer.

But it would be a shame to conclude that an individual’s only significance 
is the coincidence that his records happen to have survived. I choose to see a 
more personal meaning in Chūemon’s story. The collection of letters is enough 
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to reveal Chūemon as a man with a deeply rooted personal identity, with 
strong family ties, incurably optimistic, but also with a restless streak that 
drove him constantly to undertake new ventures and take on new risks. He is 
a man who, though I might not be friends with him, I would recognize if I 
met him today. Indeed, I feel in a way that I have met him. He has left a re-
markably direct line to the present day, as his great-great-grandson farms the 
same land, lives in the same house a stone’s throw from Chūemon’s grave, 
and is willing to share a hot early summer’s afternoon with a visiting for-
eigner and graciously tell him the lore that has come down to him over the 
generations.

The most strikingly recognizable feature of Chūemon the man, as he 
reaches out to me across a century and a half of dramatic change, is his pow-
erful urge to seek out opportunity and grasp it wherever he finds it. I started 
this book with the question, why did Shinohara Chūemon, fifty years old, af-
fluent, respected, surrounded by family and friends, in a village where he 
was a recognized leader, turn his back on all those blessings to start on a com-
pletely new—and very risky—enterprise in a town that did not yet exist, 
trading with foreigners whom he had never before encountered? I can never 
know Chūemon well enough to fully answer my question. But much of the 
answer surely lies in Chūemon’s strong urge to seek new economic opportu-
nity, for the benefit of himself and his family. It seems to me that this 
urge, played out countless times on a greater or lesser scale, is one of the 
fundamental realities of man’s historical experience. Regardless of culture, 
era, religion, politics, or education, men and women have thrown their ener-
gies into seeking economic opportunity in the hope of improving their daily 
lives. Perhaps even more than kings and generals and their wars, it is the 
driving force of historical change.





TA B L E S

Table 1
Exports and imports through Yokohama, 1859–1867 (in Mexican dollars)

Year Exports Imports
1859 400,000 150,000
1860 3,954,299 945,714
1861 2,682,952 14,943,154
1862 6,305,128 3,074,231
1863 10,554,022 3,701,084
1864 8,997,484 5,553,594
1865 17,467,728 13,153,024
1866 14,100,000 11,735,000
1867 9,708,907 14,908,785

Source: Yokohama Zeikan, Yokohama zeikan hyakunijū-nenshi (Yokohama: Yokohama 

Zeikan, 1981), 24.

Note: There are wide variations in estimates for these statistics. This table uses a variety 

of sources that reflect the debate.
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Table 6
Volumes

koku to shō gō gallons pints
1 koku = 1 10 100 1,000 40.95 327.6
1 to = 0.1 1 10 100 4.09 32.76
1 shō = 0.01 0.1 1 10 0.409 3.28
1 gō 0.001 0.01 0.1 1 0.041 0.328
1 gallon = 0.024 0.244 2.44 24.4 1 8
1 pint = 0.003 0.031 0.305 3.052 0.125 1

Table 5
Weights

kan kin piculs monme pounds ounces
1 kan = 1 6.25 0.0625 1,000 8.27 132.3
1 kin = 0.16 1 0.01 160 1.32 21.2
1 picul = 16 100 1 16,000 132.3 2,116
1 monme = 0.001 0.0063 0.00006 1 0.008 0.13
1 pound = 0.121 0.756 0.0076 121 1 16
1 ounce = 0.0076 0.047 0.0005 7.56 0.0625 1

Weights and Mea sures

Table 7
Areas

1 tsubo = 1 35.6
1 sq. foot = 0.028 1
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sity of Hawai ì Press, 1997.

Mottini, Roger. “The Swiss–Japanese Treaty of Friendship and Commerce of 
February 6, 1864.” Speech given at the city hall of Zurich, February 6, 2004. 
http:  //www  .mottini  .eu  /articles  /2004_Swiss  -Japanese  -Treaty  .pdf.

Munson, Todd. “Curiosities of the Five Nations: Nansōan Shōhaku’s Yokohama 
Tales.” Japan Studies Review 12 (2008): 23–36.



268 bibliography

Murphey, Rhoads. The Treaty Ports and China’s Modernization: What Went Wrong? 
Michigan Papers in Chinese Studies, no. 7. Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan, Center for Chinese Studies, 1970.

Nakayama Tomihiro. “Kinsei kōki ni okeru kashitsuke shihon no sonzai keitai: 
Bingo Fuchū Nobuto-ke no jirei.” Shigaku kenkyū 172 (1986): 1–20.

Nansōan Shōhaku. Chinji gokakoku Yokohama hanashi. Yokohama, ca. 1862.
Nenzi, Laura. The Chaos and Cosmos of Kurosawa Tokiko: One Woman’s Transit from 

Tokugawa to Meiji Japan. Honolulu: University of Hawai ì Press, 2015.
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