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The Island of Sakhalin under Joint Possession
by Japan and Russia, 1867-1875

Toshiyuki AKIZUKI

In 1853 Russians began to move toward occupying the island of Sakhalin, where the
Japanese had carried on fishing activities in the southern-most part since the end of the
18th century. After the first Russo-Japanese treaty of 1855, which left the island
unpartitioned between the two countries, the Russians built two outposts, one on each side
of the isthmus at 48 degrees N., while the Japanese expanded their fishing activities as far
as 49 degrees N. Through repeated diplomatic negotiations held in Edo (now Tokyo) and St.
Petersburg, the “Temporary Regulations relating to the Island of Sakhalin” of 1867 were
agreed upon, and provided that the island belonged to Japan and Russia together. After
that, the Russians began a general penetration southward, and as a result the so-called
“zakkyo” (adjacent residence) of Japanese, Russians and aboriginal Ainus became the
common situation in southern Sakhalin.

The component populations of Japanese and Russians on the island, however, presented
a striking contrast. The Japanese were mainly seasonal fishermen, in addition to some 600
colonists who were supported by the government. During the Bakufu (Shogunate
government) period, the feudal clans of northern Japan had been-ordered to share the
burden of dispatching forces to Sakhalin, but the Meiji Restoration government, established
in 1868, refrained from sending military forces to the island, fearing a collision with the
Russians. On the other hand, the Russian advance into Sakhalin was conducted by military
corps (a Siberian battalion), followed by exiled convicts and a small number of colonists.
Almost all of the aboriginal Ainu had been employed by Japanese fishing entrepreneurs,
and their economic livelihood depended completely upon the Japanese. The balance of
power between the two nations could hardly have been maintained in this way.

Japanese officials sent to Sakhalin by the Meiji government, at first denied the validity
of “the Temporary Regulations” for the reason that they were signed without the approval
of the Imperial Court. They regarded southern Sakhalin as being Japanese territory, as
before, and demanded that the Russians obtain their permission whenever the latter wished
to build houses, cut trees, or conduct fishing activity in the southern part of the island.
Ignoring these demands and protests from Japanese authorities on the spot, the Russians
founded several new posts near and inside established Japanese fishing grounds. And they
proceeded to seize new land by sometimes putting up notice-boards such as “this coal deposit
belongs to Russia.” They frequently infringed upon Clause II of “the Temporary
Regulations” which permitted them to erect buildings only at “localities not yet occupied by

industrial establishments.” At last, in 1869 they constructed the Korsakov post as the
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Russian headquarters on a hill at Hakodomari, a Japanese fishing base adjacent to
Kushunkotan (now Korsakov) where the Japanese administrative office on the island was
located. This aimed to bring heavy pressure on the Japanese and to expel them from the
island.

The situation in Sakhalin created anxiety not only within the Japanese government,
but also among British and French diplomatic representatives in Tokyo. The British
minister Harry Parkes pressured influential Japanese politicians to take active measures to
defend and develop Hokkaido instead of Sakhalin, while the French acting minister
Montblanc suggested that the Japanese government ask for mediation by the British and
French governments. The Japanese government, after unsuccessfully requesting mediation
by the United States, was able to reopen direct negotiations over Sakhalin with Evgenii
Biutsov, the Russian temporary minister to Japan. It became obvious that Russia had no
intention other than to acquire the whole of Sakhalin in exchange for several islands in the
northern Kuriles, because Russia had decided to transform Sakhalin into its penal colony.
The negotiations were interrupted by a serious incident which occured at Hakodomari, and
adjourned without any settlement.

Meanwhile, in southern Sakhalin there occurred much trouble between Japanese and
Russian authorities. They were always at odds over coal mines, fishing rights and
occupation of new areas. Japanese fishing activities were heavily damaged everywhere by
the appearance of Russians in their fishing grounds.

Though personal relations between Japanese and Russian residents did not seem so bad,
the shortage of supplies led the Russian soldiers to commit thefts, and they often solicited
Japanese for food and liquor. Sometimes they burglarized Japanese official storehouses.
Bodily injuries also occurred, but murders were commited mostly by escaped convicts.
Japanese authorities increased the number of constables, whose duties were to protect
Japanese residents from harm by Russian soldiers and escaped convicts.

Under the above-mentioned conditions, the Japanese fisheries became unprofitable, and
Japanese colonists began to wish to leave the island, leading to a decline in population.
Even within the Japanese government, increased advocacy was heard for abandonment of
Sakhalin in exchange for the northern Kuriles. The Kaitakushi (Hokkaido Development
Office), which had also been charged with the administration of Sakhalin, recommended in
March, 1874 that Japanese colonists leave the island, offering travel expenses and
compensation for moving. Thus, Japan was in effect abandoning the island of Sakhalin
more than a year before it signed “the Sakhalin-Kurile Islands Exchange Treaty” in May of
1875.



