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Disposal of Samurai Estates and the Railway Construction Project
in Tokyo in the First Years of the Meiji Period

MATSUYAMA Megumi

During the capital relocation from Kyoto, the new Meiji government confiscated the
samurai estates that had constituted most of Tokyo, mainly in the center (“kakunai”), and
made them relocation destinations for the government agencies and other facilities. Some of
these samurai estates provided important bridgeheads for the railway construction project
between Shinbashi and Yokohama begun in Meiji 3 (1870). The Ministry of Popular Affairs
(Minbu-sho), which was in charge of the project, expropriated the estates of the feudal
lords along the Tokyo Bay coast not only for this construction but also for forming a
network of facilities for the ministry. This practice provided an opportunity for the new
government to expand its direct usage to the kakugai (especially in the southern part of
Tokyo) and deepen its control, while inciting a battle for hegemony between government
agencies.

However, the above was also under the restrictions of the political system of the period
(before the abolition of the han system). Many clan estates had been officially secured in
kakugai, but their expropriation was accompanied by many obstacles. Efforts were made to
avoid such obstacles as much as possible in the execution of the railway construction; for
example, the Takanawa-Chikutei railway embankment was created as a result of revisions
to the initial plan to avoid obstacles. On the other hand, a certain amount of expropriation of
the clans’ residences was inevitable. From this process, we can get a glimpse of the actual
situation of samurai estates’ disposal. In other words, although the fairness was maintained
in terms of number of estates owned by each clan, there is evidence that the degree of
proximity to the government leaders influenced the quality of the mansion that could finally
be secured in the expropriation.

This examination thus clarifies the basic facts for investigating issues such as the
relationship between the new government and the feudal lords in the first years of the Meiji
period, and the role of the ex-feudal lords’ residences in the urban society of modern Tokyo.

Keywords: the first years of the Meiji period, Tokyo, samurai estate disposal, Japanese
railway construction, Takanawa-Chikutei railway embankment
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