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A Study of High Ridge Farming during Winter in Low-Lying Paddy

Shoichiro ARIZONO

In this paper the author discusses the technique of high ridge farming during the winter
season on low-lying land in alluvial plains, an example of an effective system of land use which
was practiced from the second half of the 19th century to the first half of the 20th century.

At first the author describes in outline the high ridge farming system in some of the
plains of south-western Japan, such as the Nobi Plain, the Kyoto Basin, the Hikawa Plain in
Shimane Prefecture and the Shiroishi Plain in Saga Prefecture. In all of these regions high
ridges were built in winter, because the water level fell at that time, making the soil easier to
work. Farmers cut blocks of soil from the paddy using a rake-shaped hoe, and piled them into
a 50-90 cm high ridge consisting of two or three layers. The purpose of this was to improve the
productivity of the soil in the paddy by increasing its exposure to the air, thereby increasing the
yield of rice per unit of paddy. The ridge was also used during the winter for the cultivation of
crops such as barley, wheat, legumes and rape.

The author then explains the significance of high ridge farming in the history of the
changing land use of low-lying paddy. Two patterns may be discerned. In one of them there are
four stages, consisting of a stage of agronomic adaptation in which many varieties of rice are
grown in shallow water, followed by three stages of technological adaptation. The first of these
occurs when rice is grown on a permanent high ridge; the second when winter crops are grown
on a temporary high ridge in addition to the summer cultivation of rice; and the third when rice
is grown in flat paddy resulting from land improvement work. This pattern is typical of the
Nobi Plain in central Japan. In the other pattern, which is typical of the Hikawa Plain in
Shimane Prefecture, the first stage of technological adaptation mentioned above does not
oceur,

Furthermore, the author describes an example of the process of building a high ridge in
low-lying paddy at Otakara Shinden in the Nobi Plain. The labour involved is so arduous that
only three or four ares could be built in one day by a couple.

At least five factors were involved in the establishment and maintenance of the practice
of high ridge farming. These were low-lying and swampy land, alluvial plain, reclamation of
land in the modern period, insistence on the practice by landlords, and the benefits for tenant
farmers. The last of these factors was alone responsible for the continuance of the practice,
although all five factors developed out of each other.

Improvements in agricultural land which were introduced in the middle of the 20th
century, such as the construction of control systems for water in paddy fields, as well as the
expansion of employment opportunities outside agriculture, led to the rapid decline of high
ridge farming in low-lying paddy, and during the 1960s it almost ceased to exist anywhere in
Japan.
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