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The Sea and Local Powers:  
An Analysis of the Kyushu-Kinai Route based on Missionaries’ Reports

OKA Mihoko

This paper analyzes in detail the Kyushu-Kinai Sea Route in the late 16th century based on the 

reports made by Jesuits sent to Japan in the 16th century. This study principally refers to Juroku-

shichiseiki Iezusukai Nihon Hokokushu (Collection of Jesuit Reports from Japan in the 16th and 17th 

Centuries), translation supervised by Kiichi Matsuda, but also consults the original reports when 

any question arises as to spelling and translation. According to the analysis of these reports, Jesuits 

stopped at port towns while traveling by passenger boat through the Seto Inland Sea. In some port 

towns, local people offered their homes for Jesuits to stay in on a regular basis. These homes also 

served as hubs of missionary work. Moreover, Jesuits sometimes traveled through the South Sea 

Route, especially when the Seto Inland Sea region was involved in conflicts and fell into an unstable 

state. There were many pirates along the Seto Inland Sea Route and the South Sea Route. Jesuits 

also described in detail their encounters and negotiations with pirates in the reports. In addition, 

these reports include detailed information on seamen and specifications of boats carrying Jesuits. 

In particular, it is worth noting that Otomo Sorin made a direct agreement with the master of a 

large ship who was born in Osaka and based in the Shiwaku Islands to transport missionaries to the 

Kinai Region. This indicates that merchants and seamen involved in the commerce along the Seto 

Inland Sea Route acted actively beyond the territorial borders. Although most of the previous 

studies of the Namban trade based on the historical documents of the Society of Jesus examined 

trade between Macao and Kyushu, this study rather focuses on how merchants from Kyushu and 

other parts of Japan, especially from the Kinai Region（Kyoto and Sakai）, were involved in that 

trade. In particular, Section IV examines the situations of the Konishi family before and after their 

conversion to Christianity and the activities of Christian merchants of Kyoto involved in the 

Namban trade and provides new findings on kinship-based networks. These findings also imply 

that the reasons for conversion of Kyoto merchants included not only the financial benefits they 

expected from the Namban trade but also their craving for advanced Western knowledge.
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