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The ancient predation’! was the first of three periods of severe deforestation in Japan's
history. The other two were the early modern, which occurred from 1570 to 1670, and the
modern, of the first half of the twentieth century. The first predation was the least severe of
the three, with damaging deforestation largely confined to woodlands™ of the Kinai basin™
(Map).

Prior to the ancient predation, millennia of Stone Age forest utilization had made little

lasting impact on the archipelago's™ woodland. @Eventually, however, field crops, including

most notably” rice, were introduced to Japan, and by about 300 B.C. rice culture was well

established in the west. During the next several hundred years cultivation spread across the

islands as far into the northeast as available varieties of grain would grow. The forest

clearance that permitted this diffusion was humankind's first dramatic and permanent

modification of Japanese woodland.

Not long after the establishment of rice culture, both bronze and iron appeared in Japan.
Initially, metal implements were brought from the continent, but by A.D. 200 or so smelting™®
was practiced in the islands. It required substantial volumes of high-quality charcoal’, which
was made from oak, chestnut, or other dense hardwoods"®. The products of the blacksmith™,
in turn, gave the Japanese powerful new tools with which to expand their assault™” on the
forests.

The diffusion of iron tools proceeded slowly, as sources of ore’!! were located and
techniques of production mastered. As villagers''? accumulated wealth enough to acquire the
new types of tools, stone implements were gradually replaced. New cultivating tools, such as
metal hoes and spades”'?, enabled tillers''* to work appreciably greater acreages' > of grain.
And iron adzes, axes, chisels, drills, hammers, hatchets, planes, nails, wedges*m, and,
somewhat later, small saws allowed them to clear more brush, fell larger trees, and process
the wood more rapidly and skillfully into construction timber, larger dugout boats™"’, and
household and production tools and implements. The new woodworking tools enabled tillers
to split and shape wood to make walls and irrigation ditches and dams for their rice fields and
to build elevated warehouses''® in which harvested grain could be stored, safe from rodents
and mildew"'”.

O were the human innovations that most dramatically

Agriculture and metallurgy™
affected prehistoric™' Japanese forests. But other developments of A.D. 300-600 added to
the intensity of human-forest relations. Horse-mounted warriors armed with swords, spears,
and bows and arrows; protected by metal slat armor; and commanding armies of pike-
carrying foot soldiers undertook political consolidation"?. Their need for weapons expanded

the demand for smithing charcoal, and their steeds ™ required forage, much of which came
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from woodland. As leaders gained power, moreover, they erected larger, wooden-stockaded
headquarters and celebrated their accomplishments by building grand residences. To
facilitate military operations, they adopted shipbuilding techniques from the continent, using
plank™* construction to form seagoing vessels each capable of carrying scores of fighting
men. And after they died, they were buried in carefully constructed wooden coffins® of
choice water-resistant woods, preferably kdyamaki*?. Each coffin, together with artifacts of
the fallen leader's life, was placed in a great burial mound (kofun) whose size reflected its
occupant's power, the greatest rivaling the pyramids of Egypt and Mesoamerica™’. The
mounds were then lined with prodigious*® numbers of pottery cylinders and figurines, whose
firing alone must have consumed great quantities of fuel.

@Thus, by A.D. 600 the people of Japan were using woodland much more intensively

than a millennium earlier and were establishing the basic characteristics of the archipelago's

human-forest relationship as it would survive until the twentieth century. Villagers needed

cleared land for tillage™. They needed well-wooded uplands to assure adequate water for
paddy culture. And they needed woodland to provide various types of building materials, fuel,

fodder™", and natural food supplies. In subsequent centuries they would add only one major

forest demand: green fertilizer material, which eventually surpassed all the others in political

importance. The rulers needed fodder for their steeds, fuel for forging™! weapons and for
domestic uses, and most of all, timber for their vessels, fortifications™?, private and public
buildings, and other implements of war and peace.

Around A.D. 600 Japan's ruling elite initiated the ancient predation, employing new
principles of political and economic organization and new styles of architecture in a
construction boom of extraordinary magnitude. In the process they established the character
of Japanese buildings for the next 1,250 years. A rash of construction projects endowed the
country with a string of small provincial headquarters and dotted the Kinai basin with a
plethora of great monasteries, shrines, palaces, and mansions . Most of these were situated
in or near Nara and Heian, the two successive capital cities whose back streets were lined
with the crudely framed bark and wattle homes** of perhaps one hundred thousand to two
hundred thousand urban commoners .

The social and ecological consequences of this construction boom were profound. It
appears that all the accessible old-growth stands in the mountains adjoining " the Kinai basin
were felled. Because technical or political limitations or both precluded®” the importation of
large timber or great volumes of wood from more distant areas, the timber scarcity that
followed the felling of Kinai woodlands led to modifications in construction practices, wood

use, and forest use and management. 3The intensive logging, together with an escalating

demand for fuel and fodder, permanently changed the vegetation in parts of Omi, Yamashiro,

. . . . . *
and Yamato provinces -, and these changes gave rise to wildfire, flooding, and erosion™,

which elicited™* tentative measures of forest protection and rehabilitation.
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Map. The Kinai Basin. Based on Nifion rekishi chizu (map volume of Nihon rekishi daijiten; Tokyo: Kawade
Shobo Shinsha, 1961), 7.
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