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Merchant hou se and Tenement house in Shitamachi

The Shitamachi Museum

The Shitamachi—Tokyo’s downtown — was a built-up area. There used to be there a lot of
merchant hou ses for different kinds of goods lined along main streets and in the space bekind
them ‘“Nagayas” (tenement houses) and other simple dwelling houses built in a maze of alleys.

After ruined by the Greet Earthquake of 1923, Tokyo kept on transforming itsell in a
westernized big and modern city.

Nevertheless, till prewar times here and there in Tokyo, not a few remained of what made is
think of bygone days of Edo (the Shogunate capital).

The museum wished for revival of scene of Shitamachi in the 1920’s by a merchant house built
on a mainstreet and a “Nagaya” on a backstreet, and housing reproduced here is a *“‘Hanao” shop
as a typical merchant house and a coppersmith’s workshop and a cheap sweets shop as apartments
in Nagaya. These buildings which look as if they had seen a good long years after built toward
the end of the Meiji era would remind us of the past sweet or bitter to us.

Merchant house:

This is the front view of a Hanao shop. In the 1920’ many shops of maker/wholesaler of
Hanao were concentrated along riverside streets of the Sumida in Asakusa, and their products were
forwarded to whole markets in Japan.

The shop is imposing in appearance as shops go, and it would have had employees of two or
three journeymen and five or six apprentice boys, and sold about 1,000 pairs of Hanao a day, for
which five or six bales of jute rope used as material of padding seamed into a piece of Hanao were
needed one month.

Hanao is the cloth-straps by which the foot is hold on “‘Geta” (wooden clogs) or “Zori”
(straw sandals), which was everyday footwear in Japan till the 1930’s. Young ladies in Shitamachi
sensitive to fashion were quite particular about Hanao, because they knew gentlemen should have
been charmed with their fair foot wearning Geta or Zori with some beautiful colored Hanao.

“Yojin-kago” (bamboo basket with a shouldering pool for emergency) is suspended from the
ceiling. In an emergency of “Fire!”, the shop family promptly threw necessary and valuable things
into Yojin-kago, and ran away with it carried on two men’s shoulders. If they however had had to
give up Yojin-kago on the way of their runaway, it, being blammable would have soon been burnt
out so as not to black the way of the later refugees. It was an idea of Shitamachi people invented
from experience that they had often suffered from fire “Zenibako” (coinbox) is a kind of portable
safe. It was made of hard and heavy wood such as oak or zelkova.
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(1) Cheap sweets shop (“Dagashiya”)

There were at that time several shops of cheap sweets for children in a town.

These shops, dealing in not only inexpensive candies, rice crackers, bean-paste balls but also
toys, games and other playthings, were children’s haunts. Little boys and girls frequented for
playing, chatting and fighting all day. It was natural that a boss of kids came to lead a group. He
dominated the little gang, but took good care of crybabies in his group. Little boys and girls were
able to learn there various ways which were never taught at schools but necessary to get on with
the world.

“Dagashiya” may be the most nostalgic spot for grown-up people in Shitamachi.

The shopkeeper was usually an old widow, whose beloved son must have been killed in the war.
Every morning, she went to buy in small goods enough to sell in a day.

Nagaya is silently bathing in the soft sunlight of afternoon. It may be past two . ...



Nagaya:

This is a tenement house, which retains traditional style of Nagaya in Edo era.

Nagaya was one-storied house, roofed over with Japanese tiles, having a well (or running water)
with a washing space for common use.

A rented-apartment had a frontage of two Ken and a depth of three Ken (a Ken = 1.8 m), and
it had only a 4% Tatami-matted room (3.6 m?) with a choset. The entrance space open to street
was also served as a kitchen. The lavatory was for common use at an early stage, but was later
improved to a private one for each apartment.

Since each of apartments was separated with only a thin wall panel between neighbors, how
things in the next door went could be clearly heard to each other.

Tenants knew each other’s ways and conditions of life and they took it for granted to help
supply each other’s needs. Such an unavoidably open life as had nothing that could keep privacy
was all the more conducive to mutual understanding of people. Thus the community sense and

cooperation spirit called “Shitamachi-Katagi” (downtowners’ character) were brought up natural-
ly.
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(Z%Cloppersmith’s workshop ( D okoya”) . .

he next door of Dagashiya is a workshop of a coppersmith.At that time,
such utensils as kettles,pans,pots,rails of sliding door or rainwater
gutters were almost made of copper plate,so that there were a lot of
coppersmiths’shops in a town.Later,tin or galvanized iron took the place
of copper,and they came to be called also as tinsmiths.

The characters to_appear in here are a steadﬁ couple, a skilled
coppersmith and his wife. In the evening the husband,sitting at
Nagahibachi” (an _oblong cubic wooden braZIer§,ls drinking a cup of "Sake
(JaEanese liquor)served by his wife to take away his fatigue of a day’s
work.Nagahibachi has a small chest of drawers at the right side,which is
convenient for keeping things dry such as tobacco, tea or sea laver since
it gets always dried moderately through the heated charcoal ash.A sleepy
cat 1s getting warm sprawling on the upper board called 'the cat board”, her

reserved seat. : T r

Nagahibachi is equangd with "Doko” (a cgpﬁer EOt for keeping hot water to
warm Sake bottle)and ‘Gotoku™(a stand with three legs for holding a
kettle).An iron kettle is always put on Gotoku.

Boiled water in the iron kettle is singing gently....



(3) Inari

Inari 1s one of popular and mlraculous shrines. They say that prayers
with a small coin offering for family’s well-being,success of business and

the like by pious people are always answered.

The landlords of Nagaya often dedicated Inari-shrines at a corner of
their own lands. ‘Hatsuuma” (the first Horse Day of February)is the annual
festival day of Inari,and the landlords used to invite all of their
tenant? }o give them a big feast to comfort them in their troubles of
daily life.

A common saying as 'All who are landlords should be as good as parents to

tenants and all who are tenants should be as good as children to
landlords”was derived from such intimate human relationship between them.

(4) “Omikuji”

This is a fortune-telling oracle paper to be drawn by lot.It is to be
1ssued by many shrines and temples in Japan.The best one of Omikuji is
‘Daikichi” (great happiness)which tells such that ‘You shall pass an exam;
shall recover from illness;shall make much money; shall have an offer of
marriage,and shall settle all of your troubles..

The number of the ‘Kyo” (bad luck)lots seems to be few in an Omikuji box.
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