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The Amami Islands and Sakishima Islands as seen
in the Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty

SEKI Shuichi

This paper attempts to clarify the aspects of the Tokara, Amami, Miyako, and Yaeyama Islands
during the 15th and 16th centuries by examining the records of Joseon (Korean) and Ryukyuan
castaways as reported in the Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty.

The situation on the Tokara and Amami Islands can be understood from the accounts of the
Joseon people cast ashore on Gajashima Island in the Tokara Islands. Due to the positive
relationship between Ryukyu and Satsuma, control of Gajashima Island was split between Ryukyu
and Satsuma. However, in 1450, Sho Taikyu dispatched troops to Kikaijima Island, leading to
conflicts between Ryukyu and Satsuma. Subsequently, merchant ships belonging to Hakata
merchants that were headed for Ryukyu via Satsuma were captured. Furthermore, Joseon
castaways were considered merchandise and were put to work as do, i.e., servants, under the buyer
masters.

The situation on the Sakishima Islands (Miyako and Yaeyama Islands) can be understood from
the accounts of the Joseon people cast ashore on Miyako Island. The people of Miyako Island took
turns supplying food to the Korean castaways and entertained them with food and drink. The
people of Miyako Island as well as the neighboring Kurimashima, Irabushima, Shimojishima, and
Ogamijima Islands visited each other and drank together. The castaways were sent to Okinawa
Island on “merchant ships of the Ryukyu Kingdom” that traveled between Miyako Island and
Okinawa Island.

Furthermore, the following three points were noted in the records about the drifting of the
famous Kim Biui and other people of Jeju Island. First, it appears that there are inaccuracies and
biases in the records of drifters, and it is necessary to compare these records with archaeological
records. Second, castaways on Okinawa were repatriated to Okinawa Island from Yonaguni Island
on private ships as part of a kind of relay service. It is likely that these ships were “merchant ships”
conducting trade. Third, regarding the network of various islands, Toshimi Tokuno’s theory that
islands that purchased rice from Iriomoteshima Island were compensated with labor has been
criticized.

In addition, the following points were indicated from the records of Ryukyu people who drifted

to Jeju Island. Benibana, also called safflower, was grown on Taramajima Island and offered to the
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Ryukyu Royal Government. In addition, the people of Miyako Island traveled to “Ni Nan’in Island”
to harvest rice. This is the first historical record of people traveling long distances to harvest rice.
However, the language of the people of Taramajima and Miyako Islands was difficult for the

government officials of Hanseong (Seoul) to understand.

Key words: Drifters, long-distance travel for harvesting rice, merchant ships, Gajashima Island,

Miyako Island
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