Interesting Facets of Ginza's History

Disembarking from the Yamanote Line at Yurakucho station, one can enjoy the finest in shopping, galleries, and international cuisine.  Ginza （銀座）has been famous throughout the modern era as an epicenter of entertainment and commercial activity.  However, the history of this area of Chuo-ku in Tokyo extends far before the cinema and department stores came about.  In addition, there are many fascinating aspects of this area besides the well-known destinations like the Sony Building and Matsuya Department Store.  
The history of Tokyo's Ginza district begins during the regime of the shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu during the Edo period(江戸時代 1603-1867).  Land south of Nihon-bashi was reclaimed from the sea.  In 1612, a factory for manufacturing silver coins, or ginka （銀貨）was moved from Shizuoka prefecture to this territory.  The factory itself was known as ginza yakusho (銀座役所).  The "za", or "seat", in the name refers to the fact that such a factory manufactured money or other goods of a precise weight and measure which were sanctioned by the government.  There were also sites known as kinza (gold seat), masuza (measure seat), hakariza (scale seat), and shuza (red dye seat).  Concomitantly with the closure of ginza offices in other major cities, the Edo (Tokyo) ginza was relocated to the Kakigara-cho sector of Nihonbashi (日本橋蛎殻町)　in 1800.   
In the early days of the area, the region occupied by the ginza building was designated “Shin-ryogae-cho”　(新両替町), or "new money-changing area".  Such an appellation was the progeny of “Ryogae-cho”, or "money-changing area", which described the surroundings of the kinza building.  The title of “Ginza” was first used to formally indicate a place in the second year of the Meiji era (1869).  However, the territory delineated on maps from that era encompasses a region about one tenth of the size of the current Ginza.  Flanking the Ginza-dori roadway, the area was bordered by regions, such as Minami-konya-cho and Owari-cho, which were later subsumed by the contemporary eight chomes (city blocks) of Ginza.

A distinctive aesthetic aspect of Ginza today is the presence of willow trees, known as yanagi　(柳).  The placement of these trees in the region occurred in Meiji 12 (1879).  Initially, consensus dictated that all trees lining streets in Ginza were willows, but some were removed when streets were expanded.  After the great earthquake of 1923, the trees were lost along with much of the city, but they soon re-appeared upon the conclusion of the rebuilding.  Today, the solemn green sentinels with dangling tendrils provide a distinctive look, just as the zelkova trees of Omotesando and ginkgo trees of Meiji-jingu-mae lend character to their respective areas.  The significance of these trees is illustrated by both the annual Yanagi Ｍatsuri　（柳祭り"willow tree festival”） and Ginza Yanagi no Hi （銀座柳の碑 “Ginza Willow Monument”）commemorating them.  While many other types of trees, such as sakura (cherry) and maronie (horse chestnut) line Ginza’s thoroughfares today, one can still encounter many yanagi on boulevards such as Ginza-Yanagi-dori and a part of Sotobori-dori. 
Another conspicuous element of Ginza with an intriguing history is the main thoroughfare, Ginza-dori.  This boulevard can actually be referred two by three distinct names:  Ginza-dori, Chuo-dori, and National Road 15.  Initially constructed as an extension of the famous Tokaido road under the auspices of Tokugawa Ieyasu, Ginza-dori matured along with the area itself.  After the earthquake, the avenue was widened and was the first street to feature such amenities as a separate pedestrian sidewalk and gas lamps.

Strolling among the willow trees or peering into glistening modern boutiques, a visitor may find it difficult to imagine the very different Ginza of the seventeenth century.  However, it stands to reason that an eminent commercial district of the city once played a critical administrative role in the early Edo government.  Having some notion of the historical context from which the contemporary version of the area emerged makes a leisurely weekend excursion all the more interesting.  
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