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Research into the actual circumstances of benibana trade by
the Hasegawa Kichiroji family, a large merchant in the
Yamagata castle town during the late Edo period

IWATA Kotaro

(Professor, History & Culture, Cultural System Course)

Yamagata during the Edo period developed as a special area for the cultivation of benibana
(safflower, a plant used as the raw material of benibana dye, lipstick and cooking oil) and prospered
through benibana sales to Kyoto, Osaka and elsewhere. It is thought furthermore that merchants
and wealthy peasants developed through transit commerce by purchasing stocks of everyday
commodities from Kyoto or Osaka and selling them throughout the lands of Mutsu and Dewa
(current Tohoku area). Yet there has been virtually no progress in research into the actual
circumstances surrounding the commercial activities of merchants in the Yamagata castle town,
who were undoubtedly the most active in the benibana trade. In this study, I clarify the actual
circumstances of benibana trade engaged in by the Hasegawa Kichiroji family, the largest merchant
in the Yamagata castle town during the late Edo and the beginning of the Meiji periods. Business
ledgers dealing with the Hasegawa benibana trade were discovered among old documents in the
possession of the Onuma family in Murata Town (currently Murata Town, Shibata Gun, Miyagi
Prefecture), which at the time was part of the territory of the Sendai han (domain), providing new
historical resources that served as the basis for my research.

Through this research, I clarified that, during the periods of Kaei and Ansei (1848-59), the
Hasegawa family collected some 280 loads of benibana a year and sold them in Kyoto and Osaka.
Total annual benibana production in Japan at the time was 2,000 loads, which means that the
Hasegawa family handled a share of about 14%, likely making it the largest single benibana
merchant in Japan at the time. The Hasegawa family collected benibana cargo from a broad area
encompassing the Murayama area (current Yamagata Prefecture interior) and the Shonai area (Japan
Sea coast area of Yamagata Prefecture) in the land of Dewa as well as the Nanbu area (Iwate
Prefecture), Okusen area (northern Miyagi Prefecture and southern Iwate Prefecture) and Nansen
area (southern Miyagi Prefecture) in Mutsu together with areas in the lands of Hitachi (Ibaraki
Prefecture) and Musashi (Saitama Prefecture) and in Edo (Tokyo Prefecture). I reveal that they
collected cargo using local influential benibana merchants as purchasing agents and also collected
cargo jointly by establishing partnerships with them. In this study, I present a basic review
including a verification of benibana shipment volumes by the Hasegawa family, sales prices in
Kyoto and Osaka, profits earned and other factors. This research is significant in that it provides a
more clearly defined elucidation of the actual circumstances surrounding benibana trade by
merchants in the Yamagata castle town, which has long been delayed, in a case study dealing with
the largest merchant.
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