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<X B>

A Study of the Timber Merchants in the
Late Yi Dynasty

Oh, Song

This treatise aims at reséarching the nature and commercial activities
of the timber merchants in the late Yi Dynasty  and the government’s
policy for them.

The timber merchants were engaged in the activities of timbering
and dealing on a considerable scale. Timber for ship-building was chiefly
dealt in. That is, they felled and sold a great deal of pine wood to
be used for building and repairing ships. And it was mainly to the
private ship builders that they sold timbers, including those which were
to be used for official ships and which is 'guessed to have given them
not a little profit. Thus national pine woods went waste and the short-
age of the timbers for official ships became serious. The timber mer-
chants’ felling and selling of timbers had become a social problem.

In their effort to meet the problem, the governments occasionally
proclaimed Song-geum-sa-mog (¥2#53H) and made provisions against
illegal felling. Those official policies, however, did not work, owing
to wood-keepers’ negligence of their duties and the illegal timbering
and selling of the timbers for official ships with the help of the sailors’
false reports.

But the most remarkable thing was the arbitrary, illegal ownership
by Goong-bang (EB) and Nae-sa (4H]), The Goong-bang and Naesa
not only arbitrarily owned pine forests but possessed a lot of vessels,
which surpassed the number of the official ships of the government.
The Goong-bang vessels included a considerable number of private
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ones. The timber merchants were closely connected with them. As far
as the connections among them were not broken, the policy of forbidding
the. pine-timbering was not to obtain the expected result.

There were some timber merchants—the official merchants—who were
paid for their providing such timbers as were needed by the govern-
ment. But they were permitted to fell extremely small amount of wood
and were often disseized of a great deal by officials. In addition, they
were not paid in current prices. They were, in fact, liable for increas-
ing debts. Such a predicament forced some of them to give up the
positions of official merchant and run away.

Private merchants, who were subject to stricter control than official
merchants, were not permitted even to enter woods, let alone felling.
Nevertheless, they felled and dealt in a great deal of wood,  partially
supported by their collusion with forest rangers and magistrates. It is
likely, though uncertain from records, that they acted in collusion with
Goong-bang and Nae-sa.

Here, what must be remarked is such timbering as was aided by
their collusion with the official merchant. The private merchants and
the official merchants shared the same interests. This is a véry remark-
able fact in the commercial field in the late Yi Dynasty. But, con-
sidering the above mentioned needs predicament of the official merchant,
it does not admit of no understanding. They had become a type of
private merchant by the nature of their commercial activities, though
official merchants by status.

In short, the initiative in the timber merchant’s activities in the late
Yi Dynasty was taken by private merchants in that even official mer-
chants changed themselves into private merchants in the nature of their

activities.



