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The Story of Otaru

Otaru’s people are central to the story of the city and its transformation from a
fishing village to a major shipping hub and now to a national leader in heritage
preservation. Starting with the fishermen who moved to this northern outpost
to make their fortunes from herring in the nineteenth century, Otaru has been
driven by a pioneer spirit.

The proletarian writer Kobayashi Takiji (1903—1933) spent his youth in Otaru
and set his novels and short stories in the city. He described it as “the heart of
Hokkaido.” Kobayashi saw Otaru as the center of Hokkaido’s power, a port
from which resources from the island’s vast interior were shipped throughout
Japan and to the world, and a destination for the steady flow of settlers seeking
to begin new lives.

Waves of prosperity

In 1865, Otaru was a fishing village of around 300 households. Fishermen moved to
Otaru from southern Hokkaido, drawn by the large shoals of herring that spawned in
the waters off the coast each spring. Processed into fertilizer for cotton and indigo,
much of the catch was then transported by wooden merchant ships along the Sea of
Japan coast to ports and wholesale markets in southwestern Honshu.

As fishing methods improved, the annual herring catch increased. In 1897, it was close
to 100,000 tons. Sometimes the whole community helped to land the fish on the
beaches. Local accounts from the mid-twentieth century recall days when the herring
catch was so large that schools would close for the day, so that the teachers and parents
of school children could help transport the herring.

Fishing families amassed wealth and built grand mansions in Otaru, furnished with the
latest goods from Osaka, Kyoto, and Tokyo. They frequented luxury restaurants and
fine art stores in the city.
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A growing port city
In the late nineteenth century, the Meiji government (1868—1912) resolved to

develop and settle the resource-rich northern island of Hokkaido, and Otaru became
a hub of the new frontier. In 1882, Hokkaido’s first railway opened to transport
coal from inland mines to the port at Otaru, and the coal helped fuel the
government’s industrialization drive.

Between 1869 and 1926, some 2.27 million people from other parts of Japan moved
to Hokkaido to make their fortunes, and many landed at the port of Otaru. Some
settled there, and by 1920 Otaru had grown from a fishing village to a thriving city
of over 100,000.

A booming economy

A new trade route to southern Sakhalin opened after the Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905), further elevating Otaru’s economic importance. Subsequently,
branches of trading companies and banks moved to the city, hotels opened to
accommodate international traders, and Otaru became Hokkaido’s financial center.

Japan’s top architects made the banking district around Ironai Street a showcase for
modern architecture. In the 1930s, the street was lined with an impressive mix of
Renaissance Revival, Art Deco, and early Modernist buildings. The local
government invited Japan’s leading civil engineers to design modern infrastructure
for the city, including breakwaters, waterworks, canals, and public parks that are
still in use today.

Turning tides

In the 1960s, the main source of the nation’s energy shifted from coal to oil, and Otaru lost
its status as a major coal shipping port. In the same decade, a plan was proposed to reclaim
the canal that had fallen into disuse, demolish warehouses, and build new roads. A
grassroots citizens’ movement arose to protect the canal, which was seen as a symbol of the
city’s former glory.

After years of debate, the city authorities modified the plan. Part of the canal was reclaimed
in the 1980s, and a promenade was constructed along the remaining section of the canal to
encourage people to return to the area. New businesses opened in the former warehouses,
stores, and banks, and a burgeoning tourism industry developed to sustain the community
and preserve the city’s heritage. The citizen-led movement influenced other cities across the
country to consider how to balance development and preservation.
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Tokoname Ware

Tokoname is known as one of Japan’s “Six Ancient Kilns,” all areas with pottery-making
traditions dating back over 1,000 years. Consequently, the city’s history and economic
development are closely linked to its pottery (Tokoname ware).

Conditions around Tokoname were excellent for pottery production. High-quality
clay was in plentiful supply, and the soft soil and gentle hills made it easy to dig
anagama (tunneled sloping kilns). In addition, its location on the Chita Peninsula
allowed easy access to the ocean to transport finished goods.

Tokoname ware originated in the early twelfth century when potters began producing
large storage jars and cooking utensils that soon found their way around the country. In
the nineteenth century, techniques imported from China led to the creation of
Tokoname’s signature kyusu (teapots) made with iron-rich red clay.

The arrival of noborigama (climbing kilns) around 1830 facilitated the energy-
efficient mass production of pottery. When Japan started rapidly modernizing in the
second half of the nineteenth century, Tokoname produced roofing tiles and pipes for
carrying water and drainage. Large-scale ceramics production peaked in the 1950s.

In recent decades, changing lifestyles and rising interest from overseas have led to
further diversification of Tokoname ware. Artisans adapted to new tastes, embracing
both traditional techniques and modern innovation to ensure that local ceramics
continued to flourish. Maneki neko (lucky cat) figurines, bonsai pots, and red-clay kyusu
are among today’s most popular products.

Visitors can learn about Tokoname ware in detail at the Tokoname Tou no Mori
Museum (part of Course B on the Pottery Footpath).
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Pilgrimages to Ise

Seki Juku was always an important place due to its geographical location. The town gets
its name, Seki, from the Suzuka Barrier (Suzuka no Seki), a security checkpoint that was
one of three barriers constructed in the Nara period (710-794) to protect the imperial
capital region. The Suzuka Barrier sat on the Tokaido road at the west end of the town.

The town also stood at the junction between the east-west Tokaido road and the Isebetsu
Kaido, the road that leads to Ise Grand Shrine 60 kilometers to the south. From the Heian
period (794-1185), people from the emperor on down would make pilgrimages to Ise,
Japan’s oldest and holiest shrine, where the Sacred Mirror, one of the Three Sacred
Treasures of the imperial family, is kept.

In part because the shogunate otherwise restricted people’s freedom of movement around
the country, shrine pilgrimages became both a popular pastime and something of a social
safety valve during the Edo period (1603—1867). Pilgrim numbers sometimes hit quite
extraordinary levels. For example, some four or five million people (out of a population
of 32 million) are estimated to have traveled to Ise Grand Shrine in the “lucky year”
(okagedoshi) of 1830. A pilgrimage to Ise was considered particularly beneficial if
conducted in a lucky year; household servants and laborers would sometimes set off on
the journey without getting permission, supporting themselves by begging for alms along
the route. It was said that ordinary people “dreamed of seeing Ise once in their lifetime.”

During the Edo period, Seki Juku became the 47th of the 53 official post stations between
Edo and Kyoto on the Tokaido, one of the Five Routes connecting the shogunate’s capital
of Edo to the rest of the country. A scene set at one of the town’s primary inns (honjin)
makes an appearance in the famous ukiyo-e series Fifty-Three Stations of the Tokaido
Road by Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858). In Seki Juku itself, the Sekijuku Hatago
Tamaya Historical Museum has a small display of ukiyo-¢ of typical post-town scenes,
including the 12-panel Tokaido Meisho (Famous Places on the Tokaido Road) by
Utagawa Yoshitora (1836—1880).
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