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Introduction
Tokyo’s history is one of extraordinary transformation, resilience, and ingenuity. From
unassuming beginnings as marshland and fishing villages along the banks of the
Sumida, the place that would become Tokyo has undergone more upheavals and
reinventions than perhaps any other great world city. The story of Tokyo is not just a
chronicle of one metropolis but also a window into the broader narratives of Japanese
society — interwoven with periods of war and peace, isolation and internationalism,
destruction and renewal.

In tracing the arc of Tokyo’s past, we begin with archaeological traces of ancient
settlements, long before there was a city called Edo. This early history, often
overlooked, laid the foundation for a uniquely layered urban landscape that would
later blend tradition and innovation. The gradual formation of villages, the arrival of
the Edo clan, and the eventual construction of Edo Castle set the stage for an
extraordinary leap — when, in the early 17th century, Tokugawa Ieyasu established
his shogunate, making Edo the unrivaled center of Japanese political life.

The Edo period was formative. While the imperial court continued in Kyoto, the shogun
governed with an iron hand from Edo, guiding Japan through more than two centuries
of peace and economic growth. Edo’s population soared, attracting people and
commerce from across Japan. The city’s strict social hierarchy, isolationist policies,
and flourishing artistic culture defined its character and left an indelible legacy.
Alongside the grandeur and power, the city faced constant threats from fire and
earthquakes, which tested the spirit of its people.

The forced opening of Japan in the mid-19th century, the collapse of the shogunate,
and the Meiji Restoration marked Tokyo’s dramatic redefinition. Renamed and reborn
as the “Eastern Capital,” Tokyo became the spearhead of modernization and
Westernization in Japan, rapidly acquiring the trappings — and challenges — of a
modern city. New infrastructure emerged alongside surviving temples and shrines,
and waves of migrants flocked in search of opportunity.

The twentieth century brought both towering achievements and profound tragedies.
The Great Kanto Earthquake, the devastation of World War II, and the highs and lows
of postwar recovery all left their marks. Each time, Tokyo rebuilt and reimagined itself,
responding to adversity with remarkable determination. The late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries saw Tokyo emerge as a global economic powerhouse, a hub of
technology, culture, and creativity, even as it grappled with the lasting complexities of
rapid urbanization.
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Today, Tokyo’s skyline is a palimpsest, layered with memories and aspirations.
Skyscrapers stand beside ancient temples; neon-lit intersections thrum with life amid
quiet backstreets that recall centuries past. This book traces the historic journey of
Tokyo: from humble origins to cosmopolitan phenomenon, chronicling not simply the
evolution of buildings and institutions, but the continual shaping of a city by its people
and their enduring spirit.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Tokyo: Prehistoric
Kanto
Long before towering skyscrapers pierced the clouds, before samurai strode the
streets, and even before the name Edo graced the maps, the land that would one day
be called Tokyo was a vast, dynamic natural landscape. This was the Kanto Plain, a
broad expanse of alluvial lowlands, carved and shaped by the powerful rivers that
snaked across it, and bordered by a ring of mountains. For millennia, this fertile plain,
well-watered by rivers like the Sumida, Arakawa, and Edogawa, offered a lifeline to
early inhabitants, providing resources that allowed for human survival and eventually,
the flourishing of settled communities.

The story of human presence in this region stretches back into the mists of deep
prehistory, long before written records. Archaeological evidence unearthed across the
Kanto Plain reveals that people were living here at least 5,000 years ago, and likely
much, much earlier, extending into the Japanese Paleolithic period, more than 30,000
years Before Common Era. These earliest inhabitants were not city dwellers, nor even
settled villagers in the way we might understand today. They were hunter-gatherers,
living in tune with the rhythms of the natural world, their lives dictated by the
availability of food and resources.

The Paleolithic period in Japan, preceding the Jomon, was characterized by highly
mobile groups of people who followed game and seasonal plant cycles. The Kanto
Plain, with its diverse environments ranging from coastal areas to the foothills of the
surrounding mountains, would have provided a varied bounty. Evidence suggests that
these early hunter-gatherers utilized stone tools, crafted with techniques that show
connections to other regions of prehistoric Japan. Their existence was a constant
negotiation with the landscape, finding shelter, sourcing food, and navigating the
often-challenging terrain.

As the last Ice Age receded, around 13,000 BCE, Japan's climate warmed, and a new
cultural period emerged: the Jomon. This era, known for its distinctive cord-marked
pottery (the word "Jomon" itself means "cord-marked"), represents a significant shift in
human life on the archipelago. While still primarily hunter-gatherers, Jomon people
began to develop more settled lifestyles, forming larger and more permanent
communities. The rich environment of the Kanto Plain during this time, with its
abundant forests, rivers, and coastal areas, was particularly conducive to this
development.

The Jomon period, spanning over 10,000 years and often divided into several sub-
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periods, saw the development of increasingly sophisticated pottery, tools, and social
structures. In the Kanto region, archaeologists have uncovered numerous Jomon sites,
revealing details about their daily lives. These sites often include the remains of pit
dwellings, indicating settled communities, and shell mounds, refuse piles that offer
valuable insights into their diet, which included a variety of shellfish, fish, and land
animals.

The Kanto Plain's geography played a crucial role in shaping these early settlements.
The network of rivers, while sometimes prone to flooding, provided essential water
resources and routes for transportation. The flat terrain, particularly in the later stages
of the Jomon, would become increasingly important as people began to experiment
with early forms of plant cultivation, although hunting, fishing, and gathering
remained central to their subsistence strategy throughout the period.

During the Middle Jomon period, roughly 5,000 to 4,000 years ago, there is evidence of
particularly large settlements in the southern Kanto region. Sites like Shitanoya in
what is now Nishitokyo City demonstrate substantial village structures, with pit
dwellings arranged in a ring around a central plaza area that may have been used for
communal activities or burials. The scale of these settlements suggests a relatively
stable and possibly growing population, able to exploit the abundant resources of the
plain effectively.

Jomon culture in Kanto was not isolated. Archaeological finds, such as obsidian and
jade artifacts originating from hundreds of kilometers away, indicate the existence of
trade networks connecting the Kanto Plain with other regions of Japan. This exchange
of goods and possibly ideas further enriched the lives of the Jomon people in the area.

The end of the Jomon period and the transition to the Yayoi period, traditionally dated
from around 300 BCE, marked another significant transformation. This era saw the
introduction of wet-rice cultivation, metalworking (bronze and iron), and a more
hierarchical social structure, largely influenced by contact with the Asian continent.
The fertile lowlands of the Kanto Plain were ideal for the newly introduced paddy field
agriculture, leading to changes in settlement patterns and subsistence strategies.

While the early Yayoi period in southern Kanto still saw a continuation of Jomon-era
hunting, fishing, and gathering practices, rice farming gradually took hold, particularly
in coastal areas. As rice cultivation spread, villages became more focused on
agricultural production, and the landscape began to be shaped by human intervention
in new ways, with the creation of paddy fields and irrigation systems. The rivers, which
had always been important, became even more central to life, providing the necessary
water for irrigation.

The Kofun period, following the Yayoi, from around the mid-3rd century CE, is
characterized by the construction of large burial mounds called kofun. These
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impressive tombs, often keyhole-shaped, indicate the rise of powerful regional leaders
and a more consolidated social and political structure. While the major centers of
power in the Kofun period were initially located in the Kinai region (around present-day
Kyoto and Nara), kofun are also found in the Kanto Plain, signifying the presence of
local elites and the region's increasing integration into the broader political landscape
of Japan.

The construction of these large burial mounds required significant labor and
organization, suggesting a level of social complexity beyond that of the earlier
prehistoric periods. Artifacts found within kofun, such as bronze mirrors, iron weapons,
and pottery, provide further clues about the beliefs, technology, and connections of
the Kanto region's inhabitants during this time. The presence of these impressive
structures dotted across the landscape speaks to a society that was becoming
increasingly stratified and organized, laying some of the very earliest groundwork for
future regional power centers.

Thus, the Kanto Plain, long before it was home to a sprawling metropolis, was a land
with a deep and complex history of human habitation. From the mobile hunter-
gatherers of the Paleolithic to the settled villagers of the Jomon and the emerging
agricultural societies of the Yayoi and Kofun periods, people adapted to and shaped
this fertile landscape. Their tools, pottery, burial mounds, and the remnants of their
settlements, unearthed by archaeologists, tell a silent story of resilience, innovation,
and the gradual development of communities that would eventually pave the way for
the rise of one of the world's greatest cities. The rivers, the plains, and the
surrounding hills were not just a backdrop but active participants in this unfolding
human drama, providing the stage upon which the earliest chapters of Tokyo's long
history were written.
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