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The Occupation of Southern Saghalin by the Russians in 1853-54

Toshivuki AKIZUKI

In September 1853, a Russian vessel appeared on the coast of the village of
Kushunkotan, the main settlement of the Japanese in Southern Saghalin. The
Russian marine corps headed by Captain G. Nevelskoi landed there and constructed
a fort (Muravievskii post) with about seventy men and eight cannons. At that time
officials of Matsumae clan (the lord of Hokkaido) and almost all Japanese fishermen
had returned to Hokkaido leaving some forty watchmen whose charges were to keep
the warehouses safe and to prepare for the next fishing season. Besides these
Japanese watchmen there lived about three hundred aboriginal Ainus in the village,
some of whom had their residence there and others who had come from various
places to be employed by the Japanese.

Captain Nevelskoi was a famous patriotic Russian naval officer who first found
the possibility of navigation of vessels in the Amur Estuary in 1849, and under his
leadership the Russians were commencing annexation of all the maritime districts
of the Asian Continent as far as the Korean border. His actions were always far
in advance of the intentions of the Russian government which hesitated to irritate
China by infringing upon the Nerchinsk Treaty.

The Russian government, by Nevelskoi’s eager request through Muraviev the
Governor General of Eastern Siberia, decided to occupy Saghalin for fear lest it should
be preempted by the American squadron under Commodore Perry which was about to
open secluded Japan by force. The occupation of Kushunkotan, however, was contrary
to the instructions of Muraviev who did not want to arouse Japanese anxieties and
disturb their fishing industry. Major N. V. Busse, who unexpectedly took command of
the Saghalin occupation corps after Nevelskoi’s departure by his request, vainly opposed
occupying the main Japanese settlement by referring to the Governor’s instructions.

Busse was an obedient adherer to Muraviev’s orders according to which the
Russians should show a friendly disposition toward the Japanese. Owing to his con-
siderations a friendly relationship developed between Russians and Japanese, though
a majority of the latter had fled to Hokkaido a few days after the Russian landing.
Some of the Ainu who had wished to be liberated from the Japanese yoke were
disappointed and the Japanese tried to reestablish their control over the Ainu. They
prohibited the Ainu from having relations with the Russians and working for them.
Occasionally rumours reached the Russians that in the spring a large Japanese army
would come to the island and expel the Russians and punish severely the Ainu who stooed
by them. Supposing that these rumours had their basis in stories told by Japanese,
Busse warned the Japanese to leave Kushurnkotan if they did not want to live in
peace with the Russians. He never thought of intervening in the relations between

the Japanese and the Ainu, but he could not overlook Japanese mistreatment of
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the Ainu. Annoyed by the complicated circumstances in which the Russians were
required to live on friendly terms both with the Japanese and the Ainu, Busse wrote
in his diary that the Russian fort should have been located in Nayoro, a short distance
from the northernmost settlement of the Japanese.

Just before the Russian occupation of Kushunkotan, Admiral Putiatin, the Russian
plenipotentiary envoy to Japan, arrived in the port of Nagasaki with four vessels.
He had been ordered by his government to negotiate with Japan in a friendly manner
about the establishment of relations between the two countries. During his three-
month stay waiting for the Japanese envoys, he despatched a vessel to the Amur
Estuary and for the first time he obtained the news of the government’s order of
the occupation of Saghalin and the Kushunkotan incident. He probably misunderstood
the government’s order and inferred from it a change in Russian policy toward Japan.
Then Putiatin sent a letter to the Japanese government in which he claimed the
whole of Saghalin Island for Russia, assuring that Japanese fishermen could work
there freely under Russian protection. This claim was contrary to the Russian state
paper which noted that Russia had no intention to expand its territory, and at the
commencement of negotiations with the Japanese envoys Putiatin withdrew his claim
and promised the evacuation of the Russians from Kushunkotan on condition of
quickly settling the border on Saghalin.

His withdrawal of the claim for the whole of Saghalin was not a diplomatic
tactic but a result of the news of the opening of the Russo-Turkish war and the
impending participation of England and France on the Turkish side. Putiatin thought
that the evacuation of Muraviev post would be inevitable before the attack of the
English and French fleets. He urged the Japanese to make a joint investigation on
the spot and settle the border immediately. He left Nagasaki for the Amur Estuary
leaving notice that he would wait for the Japanese envoy in the Aniwa Bay of
Saghalin in June.

When the lord of Matsumae received the news of the Russian landing on Sagh-
alin, he immediately despatched his envoy Miwa together with two detachments to
Saghalin. But they stopped before the Strait of LLa Perouse, possibly pretending fear
of the icy waters, and passed the winter there. The Japanese government also feared
a clash between the Japanese and the Russians, and ordered the lord of Matsumae
not to collide with the Russians, referring to Putiatin’s assurance that they had no
aggressive intentions.

In the spring the Russians made strict precautions, when they were informed of the
landing of the Japanese troops on the southernmost coast of Saghalin. On meeting
an advance party of the Japanese troops led by Miwa, however, Busse realized that
their intentions were not hostile. Miwa and Busse exchanged visits and they had the
best possible relationship under the circumstances, though the increasing number of
Japanese gave Busse incessant worry and led him to demand that the Japanese limit
the scale of their troops.

A Russian vessel, for which Busse eagerly waited, at last visited Kushunkotan,
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It forwarded letters of Muraviev and Nevelskoi with news of the opening of the
Russo-Turkish war. Nevelskoi wrote in his memoirs that at this time he instructed
Busse not to leave Saghalin under any circumstances. But it is strange that Busse
himself did not refer to this.

After the departure of that vessel, another four gathered off the shore and
Lieutenant Commander Poshet brought a letter of Putiatin, which suggested the
evacuation of Muravievskii post unless it was against the special instructions of Busse’s
senior. Busse wanted the suggestion to be discussed at a meeting of officers including
captains of the vessels. The withdrawal was concluded and removal of the fort was
done in a great hurry, notwithstanding the eager request of the Japanese to postpone
their departure until the arrival of their government’s envoys in the near future.
Poshet gave the Japanese notice that Putiatin could not meet the Japanese envoys on
Saghalin, and Busse requested them not to punish the Ainu who had worked for the
Russians.

The Japanese envoys Hori and Muragaki, who reached Saghalin soon after the
Russian evacuation, made investigations of the border and the state of affairs under the
Russian occupation. It became clear that some of the Ainu had been pleased to offer
the Russians their services, but Hori and Muragaki recommended no punishment of
them in their reports. Owing to their reports Saghalin and Hokkaido were put under
the government’s direct control and the efforts for development of these districts
commenced. Among other things, however, emphasis was laid on a conciliatory
policy toward the Ainu, for it was regarded as the most effective measure for de-
fending the districts against Russia.

This paper was written from careful comparisons of the Japanese and the Russian
historical sources.
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