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Introduction
 During the Tokugawa period, since the Rebellion of 
Shimabara-Amakusa (島原・天草の乱) in 1637 and 1638, 
the Tokugawa Shogunate expelled all the Portuguese 
from Japan and launched “the isolation policy”, or 
Sakoku (鎖国). This behavior not only limited commerce 
and exchange with Western countries (except for the 
Dutch), but also prohibited the Japanese from embarking 
for foreign lands and trading with foreigners in private.
 Against this background, although the connection 
between Japanese and Westerners was limited, a few 
groups of people could still provide knowledge about 
Japanese and Westerns to both sides. Even though that 
information sometimes came along with prejudice and 

misunderstanding. In terms of this, the shipwrecked 
Japanese who encountered an unpredictable catastrophe 
and drifted to foreign lands, were regarded as one of the 
important groups for Westerners to understand Japan 
outside the isolation system. In addition, those ship-
wrecked Japanese who succeeded in returning to Japan 
also provided information for Japan to understand the 
World.1 However, due to the proclamation of the “Edict 
to Repel Foreign Vessels” (異国船打払令) in 1825, the 
Tokugawa Shogunate further strengthened the isolation 
policy, and allowed their armies to attack all unpermit-
ted foreign vessels which tried to approach the shore of 
Japan.
 The launch of the Edict, indeed, caused some inevitable 
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in the repatriation. Firstly, it illustrates the details of 
ABCFM’s missionaries and the repatriation of ship-
wrecked Japanese with the case of the Morrison Incident 
in 1837 and the repatriation of Eiju-maru’s sailors. 
Secondly, it clarifies what ABCFM’s missionaries hope 
to acquire from repatriating the shipwrecked Japanese. 
Lastly, it elucidates the influence of shipwrecked Japanese 
towards the early Japan-US relations as a case study.

ABCFM’s missionaries and  
the Morrison Incident in 1837
 In 1830, ABCFM6 sent their missionaries to Canton, 
China, for the purpose of converting all the Chinese. 
However, due to the Qing Government’s policy on the 
prohibition of Christianity, ABCFM’s Mission in China 
did not come with the expected results. Therefore, 
ABCFM turned their sight from China to the Sinosphere, 
the countries which used Chinese characters as one of 
their writing languages, especially Japan, Korea, and 
the countries in Southeast Asia. ABCFM expected that, 
if the conversion of people in the Sinosphere came to a 
successful conclusion, those converted people could 
then have an impact on China from outside, which was 
supposed to lead to the Christianization of China even-
tually. In terms of Japan, due to the isolation policy of 
Tokugawa Shogunate, ABCFM’s missionaries had no 
choice but to wait until 1837, when they tried to accom-
plish their aims by repatriating seven shipwrecked 
Japanese to Japan.
 These seven shipwrecked Japanese belonged to two 
different groups of castaways.7 The first group was ship-
wrecked during the sailing from Toba to Edo in 1832. 
Through 14 months of drifting, only three of them, 
named Otokichi (音吉), Iwakichi (岩吉), and Kyukichi (
久吉), survived and drifted onshore in the Columbia 
River, on the West Coast of America. After being res-
cued by the Hudson’s Bay Company, they were sent to 
Macao from New York through Europe. In October 
1834, after arriving in Macao, their repatriation was left 
for the Superintendents of British Trade in China. 
During their stay in Macao, they were taken care of 
under Karl Gützlaff (1803-1851), a German missionary 
who served the British Trade in China as an interpreter, 

problems, especially in terms of the repatriation of 
Japanese by Westerners. For example, “the Morrison 
Incident in 1837” was a case in which the American 
merchant vessel Morrison tried to repatriate seven ship-
wrecked Japanese to Japan. Due to the Edict, however, 
Morrison was inevitably attacked offshore in Uraga (浦
賀) and Kagoshima (鹿児島) and failed the repatriation 
of shipwrecked Japanese. Due to this reason, these seven 
shipwrecked Japanese went into exile from Japan and 
gave up on returning to their homeland.
 Indeed, because of the isolation policy, since some 
shipwrecked Japanese were unable to return to Japan 
through “the unpermitted foreign vessels”, then natu-
rally, some of them were able to return to their home-
land through “the permitted foreign vessels”. In the 
Tokugawa period, there was “the castaways return 
system” (漂流民送還体制) between Japan-China, Japan-
Korean, and Japan-Ryukyu.2 That is, if the shipwrecked 
sailors drifted to these four countries, there were the 
official or private windows for these countries to repa-
triate the shipwrecked sailors to their homeland.3 For 
example, the sailors of vessel Eijū-maru (永住丸) 
wrecked in 1841 and drifted to Mexico. After the sal-
vage, they were sent to Macao, transferred to Zhapu 
(chi. 乍浦)4, and successfully returned to Japan by trav-
elling the Chinese vessels in 1844 and 1845.
 Despite previous research focusing on the process of 
shipwrecking and repatriation, the role of Westerners in 
repatriating shipwrecked Japanese still needed to be 
determined. Especially those shipwrecked Japanese 
mentioned above were all once taken care of by Samuel 
Wells Williams (1812-1884)5, a prominent American 
missionary in Canton, but repatriated in different ways; 
one failed and one succeeded. However, the details of 
different methods used to repatriate the Japanese, the 
comparison study of the different experiences of “the 
exiled Japanese” and “the returnee of Japanese”, and 
how these experiences impacted Westerner’s attitude 
and knowledge towards the Tokugawa Japan, were still 
indistinctness.
 This article is going to describe the relationship 
between American missionaries and shipwrecked 
Japanese, and how American missionaries were involved 
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goods, which they believed the Japanese would find 
acceptable, to show that this repatriation came with 
peace. After that, King, the missionaries, and seven 
shipwrecked Japanese embarked Morrison for Edo on 
2nd July 1837.
 Despite King and the missionaries coming without 
malice, after they appeared in the port of Uraga, they 
were still inevitably fired on from onshore because of 
the “Edict to Repel Foreign Vessels”. Later, even though 
they turned their destination and tried to re-repatriate 
shipwrecked Japanese in Yamagawa (山川) in Satsuma 
Domain (now Kagoshima), they were fired on from 
onshore again. Fortunately, nobody was harmed by the 
attack. However, due to the repelling by the Tokugawa 
Shogunate, King and the missionaries could only give 
up the repatriation and sailed Morrison back to Macao. 
There, these seven shipwrecked Japanese were trans-
ferred to Williams’ house and taken care of by him for a 
while. Furthermore, because of the rejection from the 
Tokugawa Shogunate, most of these shipwrecked 
Japanese gave up on returning to Japan and intended to 
live overseas as exiles for the rest of their life.
 However, not all of them held the same idea and 
decided never to step on the land of Japan again. As 
Otokichi said, “We will try again”.12 At least, he had 
been coming to Japan along with the British Royal Navy 
as an interpreter in 1849 and 1854. Nevertheless, he finally 
left with the British Royal Navy after the job was done, 
and he did not choose to return to his home country.13

American missionaries and  
the repatriation of Eijū-maru’s sailors  
in 1844 and 1845
 In Japan, the Morrison Incident caused some 
Japanese, like Watanabe Kazan (渡辺崋山, 1793-1841) 
and Takano Chōei (高野長英, 1804-1850), to suspect the 
necessity of repelling the foreign vessels, which finally 
led to the problems of “The Bansha no goku” (蛮社の獄). 
Due to internal pressure, the Tokugawa Shogunate 
shifted its isolation policy. In other words, the Morrison 
Incident eventually indirectly impacted the Tokugawa 
Shogunate’s withdrawal of the “Edict to Repel Foreign 
Vessels”.14 After that, the Shogunate proclaimed the 

taught Gützlaff the Japanese language, and assisted 
Gützlaff in translating Gospels into Japanese.8 However, 
the Superintendents of British Trade in China did not 
participate actively in repatriating them to Japan. 
Otokichi and the rest could only wait before the British 
took them home.
 The second group was shipwrecked during the sail-
ing from Nagasaki to Amakusa in 1834. Through 35 
days of drifting, only four of them, named Shōzō (庄蔵), 
Jusaburō (寿三郎), Rikimatsu (力松), and Kumatarō (熊
太郎), survived and drifted onshore on the island of 
Luzon in the Philippines. Later, they were protected by 
the Spanish, and sent to Macao. After they arrived in 
Macao in March 1837, they were also left for Gützlaff 
for the repatriation.
 In 1837, after seven shipwrecked Japanese gathered 
in Macao, notwithstanding the Superintendents of 
British Trade in China was still without any action, 
Charles W. King (?-?), one of the American merchants 
in Canton, deemed the repatriation was a chance to 
build up a business relationship with Japan. Therefore, 
he prepared the vessel Morrison,9 and planned to return 
seven shipwrecked Japanese to their homeland, accom-
panied by Gützlaff as an interpreter, as well as ABCFM’s 
missionaries Peter Parker (1804-1888) and Samuel W. 
Williams.
 In terms of the repatriation aims, King, as an 
American merchant, hoped to break the status quo of 
the Dutch monopoly on trading with Japan. For the mis-
sionaries, Gützalff, Parker, and Williams wished to 
respread Christianity in Japan, which had been already 
prohibited since “the Edict Banning Christianity” (禁教
令) in 1612, by returning these seven shipwrecked 
Japanese. In the letter that Parker wrote to his family, “I 
am resolved on taking my lot in this somewhat haz-
ard[ous] expedition, whose direct and ostensible object 
is to restore 7 shipwrecked Japanese to their country, 
and for its ultimate end the Glory of God in the Salvation 
of 35,000,000 of souls.”10 To ensure the success of the 
repatriation and in consideration of the well-known iso-
lation policy of the Tokugawa Shogunate, they brought 
neither weapons nor the Bible (except a few Chinese 
Tracts).11 Instead, they brought only an assortment of 
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In Zhapu, Hatsutarō was soon able to travel on the 
Chinese vessel to Nagasaki, and safely returned to their 
home in January 1844.
 On the other hand, the second group were the rest of 
the five people, including Taikichi. According to 
Taikichi’s Narrative, after he arrived in Macao in May 
1844, he was brought to a Portuguese merchant house. 
There, he was told that, “there was an American Church 
in the north, he must restore you to Japan”.17 That is, this 
American Church was the house of Williams. In 
Williams’ house, Taikichi also received the same treat-
ment as well as Hatsutarō. After 30 days stay, they were 
first sent through Zhoushan to Ningpo. In Ningpo, 
Taikichi mentioned that, he was taken care of by a 
British, called “Robbata” (ロッバタ). According to a 
letter sent to Williams, this man was Robert Thom 
(1807-1846), a British diplomat in Ningpo. In the letter, 
Thom noticed that Taikichi was living with him. 
However, due to the long waiting for the periodical 
vessel sailed for Nagasaki, “he seems to have given up 
all thoughts of ever going back to his country again, and 
is dressed quite as a sailor of the West”.18 After the 
Monsoon season came, the Chinese vessels were able to 
sail for Nagasaki. Then, Taikichi was transferred to 
Chapu, and finally returned to Japan in safe by the 
Chinese vessel in July 1845.

Aims of support and repatriation for 
shipwrecked Japanese and their 
influences
 As mentioned above, ABCFM’s missionaries were 
not only involved in the repatriation, but they also par-
ticipated in caring for the shipwrecked Japanese. 
Especially, for example, they took care of the seven 
shipwrecked Japanese after the Morrison Incident for a 
while and took care of Eijū-maru’s sailors before send-
ing those sailors to Zhapu.
 As the title of missionary suggests, their ultimate 
purpose is to convert all the non-Christian nations. In 
terms of converting the Japanese, ABCFM’s missionar-
ies, especially Samuel W. Williams, believed that, by 
improving their understanding of the Japanese, they 
could prepare enough to process the prior preparation 

“Order for the Provision of Firewood and Water” (薪水
給与令) in 1842, which allowed firewood and water pro-
vision for foreign vessels that drifted or came to Japan. 
Still, it did not improve the Tokugawa Shogunate’s focus 
on resolving the shipwrecking problems, like easing the 
limitation on building ships and making international 
salvage laws with foreign countries. The shipwrecking 
problems still regularly happened.
 In 1841, a cargo vessel, Eijū-maru,15 wrecked on the 
way from Hyogo to Ōshū. After five months of drifting, 
a Spanish vessel, which sailed from Manila to Mexico 
on trading, found the wrecked Eijū-maru in the Pacific 
Ocean, and saved Hatsutarō (初太郎), Taikichi (太吉), 
and 11 other Japanese sailors. However, the Spanish did 
not save those shipwrecked Japanese for the reason of 
restoring them to their homeland. The Spanish took over 
all the remaining goods from the wrecked Eijū-maru. 
Although they allowed the shipwrecked Japanese to 
embark their ship, they did not even give the basic pro-
visions for those shipwrecked Japanese. Moreover, after 
the Spanish vessel arrived in Mexico, they forced 
Hatsutarō, Taikichi, and the other five to get onshore, 
and brought the rest of the six to the north. Besides 
Hatsutarō, Taikichi, and the other five sailors, there was 
no news of the rest of the six anymore.
 Fortunately, Hatsutarō, Taikichi, and the other five 
sailors were protected separately by the local people in 
Mexico, and sent to Macao for repatriation in two dif-
ferent groups.
 The first group were two people, including Hatsutarō. 
According to Hatsutarō’s Narrative, after they arrived in 
Macao in February 1843, they could only converse with 
the Chinese by writing Chinese characters because they 
could speak neither Chinese nor Portuguese nor English. 
“Ware Nihonjin” (我日本人)16, Hatsutarō wrote only four 
characters on the sand. The local people, probably the 
Chinese, soon understood his meaning, and brought 
him to an American house. As mentioned before, this 
house belonged to Williams. There, Hatsutarō also met 
the shipwrecked Japanese in the Morrison Incident. 
During their temporary stay, Williams provided them 
with basic provisions, clothes and money for daily 
necessities. After 90 days, Williams sent them to Zhapu. 
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1844 separately, they were invariably told by the local 
people and the Portuguese that, Williams could repatri-
ate them to Japan.
 In Williams’ house, notwithstanding Hatsutarō did 
not describe his experience, in terms of Williams’ letter 
and Taikichi’s Narrative, there was more detail about 
how Williams conversed with the Japanese and what 
events he let the Japanese join.
 When Williams first met Taikichi, Williams soon 
asked Taikichi, “Womahe ha dokokara kita?” (ヲマへハ
ドコカラキタ), which means “Where do you come from.” 
Taikichi answered a city in Mexico. Williams then said 
“Womahe ha Nihonji wasuretaka? Watashi niha Nihonji 
de hanasinasai.” (ヲマへハ日本辞忘レタカ　ワタシニハ日
本辞デハナシナサイ),25 which means “Do you forget how 
to speak in Japanese? Please talk with me in Japanese.” 
That showed Williams was able to converse in Japanese 
without any obstacles.
 In terms of the activities that Takichi joined while he 
was staying in Williams’ house, according to Williams’ 
letter, Taikichi and other shipwrecked Japanese were all 
invited to join the Sabbath.26 In addition, they also joined 
the Bible Class held by Williams. In Taikichi’s Narrative, 
they were told a marvelous story (奇話). However, even 
though Taikichi was interested in and able to understand 
what the story was talking about, he had no clue why 
Williams told him such a story. After that, Taikichi 
returned to Japan with the question and informed the 
Japanese officers of the story that Williams had told him.
 According to Taikichi’s Narrative, it was able to 
know that the story came from Genesis 37-41, known as 
“Joseph’s Dream”.27 Briefly, this story was about Joseph, 
the son of Jacob, who saw some visions in his dreams 
that were actually prophecies from God. And Joseph’s 
prophecies happened in real life after he told others 
about his dreams. This was a typical Christian story that 
showed the omnipotence of God, that God’s plan was 
much beyond human understanding, and that all human 
behavior was controlled by God.
 There was not enough evidence to prove whether 
Williams told Taikichi other Christian stories or told 
“Joseph’s Dream” on purpose. However, this story, 
which was eventually recorded by the Japanese officers 

for converting Japan in the future.
 After the Morrison was repelled by Japan and safely 
returned to Macao in August 1837, Williams and his 
colleagues passed a resolution in their regular 
conference,

 “That if he [Williams] can arrange it satisfactorily to 
himself, Mr. W[illiams] receive into his house one or 
more of the seven Japanese, and maintain them at the 
expense of the study of the Japanese language.
 The considerations which have induced this measure 
are: 1st. The expectation that our Board [ABCFM] or the 
[American] Bible Society, or both, will soon have occa-
sion to employ one of these men; 2d. That by attending 
to the language a few months, he will be enabled to pro-
cure a font of Japanese type; 3d. The indigent state of the 
men demands that we endeavor to provide for them.”19

 Soon after the resolution, Williams employed two 
Japanese in ABCFM’s Canton Mission Press. Usually, 
these two Japanese were considered as Shōzō and 
Jusaburō.20 According to the records, Williams provided 
three dollars per month for their living in the first year, 
and seven dollars per month for the second year.21 
Besides the missionary works, Williams “spent an hour 
or two each day in studying Japanese”22, and continued 
the study about seven years after 1837. However, there 
were neither grammar books nor easy lessons for 
Williams to study Japanese at that time. He could only 
depend on the former study of Japanese, which were 
written by Westerners,23 and those Japanese whom he 
employed. Notwithstanding the difficulties of studying 
Japanese, Williams contributed some articles about 
Japan to The Chinese Repository.24 Furthermore, through 
the assistance of the Japanese, Williams also translated  
the Genesis and the Gospels of Matthew into Japanese, 
and is regarded as the first Protestant missionary to 
translate these two scriptures into Japanese.
 On the other hand, after the Morrison Incident, 
Williams became famous in Canton and Macao because 
of his acquaintance with the language of Japanese. As 
evidence, in the case of Eijū-maru’s Hatsutarō and 
Taikichi, even though they arrived in Macao in 1843 and 
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involved in the repatriation of shipwrecked Japanese. 
Secondly, it discusses the repatriation of Eiju-maru’s 
sailors in 1844 and 1845, and how Williams repatriated 
them to Japan through the Chinese vessels of Zhapu. 
Thirdly, it notices the reason why American missionar-
ies supported and repatriated shipwrecked Japanese, 
which was for the purpose of Christianizing Japan.
 Williams was one of the prominent person in the his-
tory of Japan-US cultural exchange. He studied Japanese 
from the shipwrecked Japanese after the Morrison 
Incident in 1837. After that, Williams’ Japanese abilities 
became well-known, therefore he was also regarded as 
the most important American Japanologist in the 
1840s.29 That is one of the reasons why, after the ship-
wrecked Japanese arrived in Macao, they were con-
stantly introduced by both local people and foreigners to 
contact Williams. In addition, Williams’ familiarity 
with Japan also led to his invitation as the chief inter-
preter of the Perry Expedition in 1853 and 1854, and 
affected the success of Perry’s Opening Japan. In other 
words, it can also be said that the shipwrecked Japanese 
were one of the starting points for the United States to 
open Japan.
 Lastly, the study of shipwrecked Japanese is crucial 
to gaining insight into how Japan and the Western World 
interacted against the background of the isolation policy. 
However, in addition to American missionaries, there is 
still a need to investigate the involvement of foreign 
individuals who assisted in repatriating shipwrecked 
Japanese. These issues will need to be addressed in 
future research.

Notes and References
1) Usually, the shipwrecked Japanese would be inquired twice 
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seas experience was usually recorded by scholars or intellectu-
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and passed down today, reflected a problem why even 
though Taikichi told the Japanese officers a Christian 
story, he was not punished thereafter.
 Since “the Edict Banning Christianity” was pro-
claimed in 1612, Christianity has been banned in Japan. 
If the Japanese tried to believe in Jesus Christ, they 
would all be sentenced to death by the Tokugawa 
Shogunate. However, because Williams was the first 
Protestant missionary who translated Genesis into 
Japanese, which meant his version was different from 
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Conclusion
 During the Tokugawa period, Japan had an isolation 
policy that limited the connection between Japan and 
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shipwrecked Japanese could still be regarded as a means 
to provide information to each other.
 This article mainly focuses on the relationship between 
American missionaries and shipwrecked Japanese and 
how American missionaries were involved in the repa-
triation. Firstly, it describes the Morrison Incident in 
1837, which shows how American missionaries were 
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