
 

     The emergence of the colorful and dramatic Japanese fireman’s Hikeshi-Bantan fire jacket 

came during the Edo or Tokugawa period (1603 to 1868) in Edo city, now present day Tokyo. 

Decoration was important to the firefighters’ garment uniforms, especially this Hikeshi-Banten 

with Susanoo-no-mikoto Deity Scene Edo period (1615-1868) or Meiji period (1868-1912) 

found in the Kimono Style: The John C. Weber Collection of the Metropolitan Museum. The 

inside of the quilted fabric is made of several thick, quilted layered cotton fabric, with a plain 

indigo-dyed exterior and an elaborately decorated interior. The embroidered illustration depicts a 

dramatic scene from a legend recorded in the Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters, ca. 711): 

Susanoo-no-mikoto, the younger brother of the sun goddess, Amaterasu, saves the eighth and last 

daughter of an elderly couple from being taken by a monstrous serpe.  

 

     During the Edo period the development of organized fire brigades in heavily populated cities; 

according to government documentation from “1738 mentions more than 11,000 employed 

firefighters- in relation to a total population of about one million citizens” (Austin, 2021). At this 

time many of the buildings were made of wood and rooms are illuminated with oils lamps and 

candles, according to the article “Behold 19th-Century Japanese Firemen’s Coats, Richly 

Decorated with Mythical Heroes & Symbols” fires occurred often during this time period a 

firemen’s objective was to prevent a burning house from spreading its flames to the neighboring 

residences, tearing down burning structures and extinguished the fire. They did this by using 

long poles and other fire instruments to demolish the blazing house and once the fire was doused, 

the surrounding homes were once again safe.  

 

 



 

     In the eyes of many the firemen of Japan were praised and respected for their bravery, 

however there were many who detested them as there were some who came from “low class 

origins, nothing more than rowdies, criminals and drunks” ( Austin, 2021). This position gave 

them an income and dual reputation; ordinary citizens acknowledged them with a heroic status or 

distinct troublemakers. Each firefighter in a brigade was equipped with a special reversible coat, 

the Hikeshi-banten “plain on the outside; the inside had the name of the brigade and was 

decorated with symbolic imagery on the other” , says Collier, 2022. Firemen came in 2 groups: 

civic firefighters and private firefighters; who worked for rich and socially affluent businesses, 

and families. The article Kintaro states that this led to rivalry between firehouses and 

competition to be the first fire force at a scene.  

 

     Body tattoos were a common pastime amongst firefighters often displaying courageous and 

fearless symbols like sumo wrestlers, dragons, demons, and spirits. These tattoos “demonstrated 

their masculinity and solidarity with one's comrades.” (Austin, 2021). Tattooing had been 

blooming all throughout the Edo period , and although it was not accepted as a part of society 

“The Edo period was a very exciting time for Japan in general–the economy was booming, and 

they could now afford a middle class. With tattooing, in particular, receiving a massive boost in 

popularity.” (Collier, 2022). However, this all came to an end when the Meiji period was 

established many changes came underway. 

 

     During the Meiji era (1868-1912) the Japanese government strayed away from independent 

fireforces and constructed state administration under the Emperor, “Japan desired to become a 

member of the leading nations as a civilized, modern and sophisticated country.” (Austin, 2021). 

 



 

Emperor Meiji opened Japan's borders and believed that in order to bring the country amongst 

the leading nations in modernity was to ban tattooing, "The law forbade tattoo artists from 

tattooing Japanese citizens.” (Collier, 2022); regarding it as a sign of barbarism. Unfortunately, 

this left many tattoo artist out of commission but someone had the brilliant ideas of using the 

same tattoo art embellished known as the “Tsutsugaki Dyeing Method'' (Austin, 2021) which 

was protecting specific areas of cloth by applying a substance like a starch paste that is 

impenetrable by the dye onto the inside of their Hikeshi-Bantan, thus making the jacket 

reversible allowing firemen to continue to display their prideful and heroic art that were once 

tattoos.  

 

     Each brigade was fitted reversible with its own Hikeshi-Bantan that was made of several 

quilted cotton layers assembled together in a method called the Sashiko Technique that required 

“a striking hand-sewing technique that originated in ancient Japan.” (Siddle, 2016). Many of the 

jackets were made with indigo dye that to a degree was fire-retardant. Before heading into a 

burning building firemen would “soak their coats with water as a further safety measure; their 

wet coats weighed upward of 70 pounds.” (Asian Art, Minneapolis Institute of Art). These 

Edo-era firemen have achieved an almost mythic status in modern Japan but surely we have 

come to see the beauty in their own tattoo art form, the tattoos of these delinquent heroes will 

remain. 
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Fireman's Jacket (Hikeshi-Banten) with Susanoo-no-mikoto Deity Scene Edo period 

(1615-1868) or Meiji period (1868-1912) found in the Kimono Style: The John C. Weber 

Collection of the Metropolitan Museum. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/kimono-style/exhibition-objects#exhibition-navigation  

 

Fireman's short coat (hikeshi-banten) [from a set], second half 19th century found in the Asian 

Art Department at the Minneapolis Institute of Art. 

https://collections.artsmia.org/art/131564/firemans-short-coat-unknown-japanese  
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