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A JAPANESE IN MUSCOVY

Yoshikazu NAKAMURA

Very little is known about a Japanese Christian who suffered martyrdom in
Muscovy in the midst of the smuta, the Time of Troubles.

According to one of the first written records on him, N. Trigault’s De Christi-
anis apud laponios Triumphis, Miinchen, 1623, this Japanese was brought by his
parents as an infant to Manila and was baptized there into the Christian church by
an Augustinian, F. Nicolas de Melo. Another martyrologic source, A. Castro’s
Misioneros Augustinos en el Extremo Oriente 1565-1780, Madrid, 1954, tells us
that in 1594 he took monastic vows by the name of Nicolas de St. Augustine. But
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no Japanese historical materials have yet been found either about this lay brother
Nicolas or about his parents.

In the history of Japan, the century preceding the adoption of the notorious
isolation policy (1639) was distinguished for the energetic push of her countrymen
toward Southeast Asia. Early pirates were gradually replaced by emigrants. Japanese
ships frequented Formosa, the Philippines, Indo-China, Siam, Malaysia, Burma and
Indonesia, where Japanese towns had been set up. Prof. S. Iwao, a Japanese historian,
estimates that Japanese colonists of this period numbered from 7,000 to 10,000.
Among the Japanese settlements the biggest was that of Dilao in the suburbs of
Manila. It is known that in 1953 the Japanese inhabitants of Dilao numbered 300.
(The population kept increasing and reached 1,000 in 1595, and 3,000 in 1622.)

Nicolas’ spiritual father Nicolas de Melo was a Portuguese by birth. Brought
to the New Continent in his youth, he entered a Mexican monastery of the Order of
St. Augustine in 1580 when he was 30 years of age. Two years after that, he was
sent to the Philippines for missionary work. Soon he was put in charge of training
novices at a monastery in Manila. And in 1596 a district assembly of the Order of
St. Augustine chose Melo as a delegate to the general congress of the Order to be
held in Rome. It was also decided that his Japanese disciple Nicolas would accom-
pany him.

In the next year they set out from Manila on board a Portuguese ship and
arrived at Goa via Macao and Malacca. All these towns belonged to Portugal at
that time. In Goa, however, they were greatly discouraged to learn that no ship
would sail for Europe from India during the year. Therefore, in order not to be
late for the congress, they made up their minds to go by sea as far as Hormuz and
then traverse Persia by land. But something unexpected seems to have happened to
them in Hormuz. Losing sight of the two Nicolases here, we find them again
more than two years later in the Court of Shah Abbas the Great, which was located
in Isfahan, then the capital of Persia. ‘

In the spring of 1600 the shah was planning to send a mission with a Persian
dignitary and Sir Anthony Sherley as ambassadors to Europe to propose an alliance
against the common enemy Ottoman Turkey. Anthony Sherley, an English aristocrat
who had studied at Oxford, served the shah as a military advisor at that time.
Having been presented to the shah, Melo was entrusted with letters addressed to
the Pope Clement VIII and the Spanish King Philip III and he and his companion
started for Europe through Russia in the company of the Persian delegation.

According to the interesting records of English ambitious adventurers, The
Three Brothers, or the Travels and Adventures of Sir Anthony, Sir Robert and Sir
Thomas Sherley in Persia, Russia, Turkey etc, London, 1825, a deep enmity between
Anthony Sherley and Nicolas Melo grew during their travel up the Volga. This
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antagonism, primarily based on religious and personality differences finally brought
about the tragic ruin of the latter. When the mission arrived at Moscow perhaps
in late autumn, Melo and his follower Nicolas were invited to stay at the house of
Paolo Cittadini, a Milanese who was a court physician to Tsar Boris Godunov. It
goes without saying that the Italian was a Roman Catholic. At that time a daughter
was born to the doctor and Melo baptized the baby in the Catholic ritual. This act
did not go unnoticed. A Jesuit historian, P. Pierling, surmises that it was betrayed
to the Russian authorities by the malicious A. Sherley: Catholic liturgy was strictly
prohibited in Muscovy until the end of the 17th century. P. Cittadini’s house in the
Kremlin was searched and the shah’s letters to the Pope and the Spanish king were
discovered.  Accused probably both of religious and political offenses, the two Au-
gustinians were exiled by order of the tsar to the famous Orthodox monastery on
the island Solovki in the White Sea.

The smuta broke out in 1604. The false Dmitry, who pretended to be son of
Tsar Ivan the Terrible, invaded Russia with the support of Polish magnates. In
the following year Boris Godunov died and the usurper came to the throne. He
had been converted to Catholicism while in Poland, and at request of Pope Clement
VI1I, confirms the martyrology, Dmitry ordered the release of the Catholic prisoners
from the monastery of Solovki. A second coup d’etat, however, burst out in the
summer of 1606, when F. Melo and B. Nicolas were on their way to Moscow after
being released. The false Dmitry was slain by the agitated mobs of Moscow, and
boyar Vasily Shujsky was acclaimed the new tsar of Russia.

When the two Nicolases reached Moscow, says N. Trigault, Tsar Vasily “cast
them into the darkest cell of a jail”, telling them that they would be set free and
granted royal favor as soon as they denounced Catholicism and accepted Orthodoxy.
A curious document called the “Diary of Marina” — Marina was the daughter of a
Polish magnate and had been married to the false Dmitry — helps us to get a
glimpse of their life of this period. It reveals that Melo and his follower were shut
up in Borisoglebsky Monastery in Rostov about 200 km to the north of Moscow, and
that the Catholic priest carried on a correspondence with Marina’s father, J. Mniszech,
who had been banished from Moscow to Jaroslavl’ on Volga, far to the north of
Rostov, as a result of the downfall of his son-in-law. Surprisingly, Melo, under
confinement in the monastery, was quite well acquainted with the situation at the
Court of Tsar Vasily Shujsky and had abundant knowledge of battles of the tsar’s

army with rebel peasants and Cossacks on remote southern fields. He was even in

personal contact with a pro-Polish Moscovite boyar.
In July, 1610, Tsar Vasily was obliged to abdicate the crown. In the autumn
of the same year Moscow was occupied by a Polish garrison: groups of boyars had

elected as tsar Vladislav, a son of the king of Poland.
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N. Trigault tells that the two Catholic prisoners were transported in 1610 to
Nizhny Novgorod and, as all persuasion, threats and severe torture had proved
useless for converting them to Orthodoxy, lay brother Nicolas was decapitated on
November 30, 1611 by order of Tsar Vasily Shujsky. Anachronism is obvious here,
for Vasily was not on the throne in 1611. Moreover, we cannot but suspect over-
simplification of the actual situation in N. Trigault’s account.

In September 1611, in Nizhny, Kuz’ma Minin was chosen the starosta head of
the commoners’ community. He proposed and began organizing a strong militia with
the purpose of driving the intervening Polish army from the capital. (This goal was
accomplished in the following year). From this we may easily imagine that anti-
Polish (i. e. anti-Catholic) sentiment was running high throughout the town at the
moment of the martyrdom of the Japanese Nicolas. Our conclusion is that Nicolas’
death was related to the political atmosphere of the time, in other words, his exe-
cution was the result more of political than religious considerations.

Melo, on the other hand, was not killed then. He survived his follower, in
spite of the fact that not brother Nicolas but he himself had been convicted of
performing the Catholic service of christening and of clandestine possesion of Shah
Abbas’ letters. He was spared, in our conjecture, as a hostage more valuable, and
as an informant possibly more helpful should he be persuaded to conversion. Never-
theless, he was unable to return home alive either. Within a year or two, he
managed in an unknown way to flee from Nizhny Novgorod and join a band of
Cossacks under the command of ataman Ivan Zarutsky, the third husband of ex-
Tsarevna Marina Mniszech. After a short stay in Astrakhan, the band was expelled
from the town by a punitive force of the new Romanov dynasty and surrendered on
a small island of the lower Ural. It is believed that Melo was martyrized together
with his new disciple Barbara, a lady-attendant of Marina in 1614 or 1616.

Brother Nicolas was the first Japanese to leave his footprints, though faint, on
the soil of Russia. The Russians might have obtained more or less reliable infor-
mation on Japan through him and his spiritual father. Nicolas had never returned
to Japan since he left as an infant, but he must have heard much from his parents
and other members of the Dilao community. @We agree with Prof. K. Cherevko, a
contemporary Soviet Japanologist, that he may have been the source of information
which probably played some part in the formation of the “Belovod’e”, a legend of
Russian Old Believers in which Oponia, that is, Japan was taken for a utopia where

there was no war or religious persecutions.
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