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The South Island Route and Sulfur Trade between Japan and China in the
Song and Yuan Periods

YAMAUCHI Shinji

As far as existing historical records are concerned, present-day philological historians cannot
escape the conclusion that the East China Sea Route, also known as the Ocean Route, running from
Hakata through the Zhoushan Islands and Mingzhou (Qingyuan) to Hangzhou was the main sea
route between Japan and China in the Song and Yuan periods (from the late 10th to the mid-14th
century). However, during the transition from the Yuan to the Ming Dynasty in the mid-14th
century, the so-called South Island Route connecting Japan to Fujian in southeast China through a
group of islands in southwest Japan, or more specifically, running (from Hakata) through Takase in
Higo Province, Satsuma, and Ryukyu to Fujian, started to appear in historical records.

This paper examines an aspect of this South Island Route by comparing philological findings
with archaeological findings mainly from the viewpoint of the history of sulfur trade between the
Japanese Isles, especially the southwest islands, and China. As a result, this paper makes the
following assumptions: (1) the sulfur mines in Io-torishima Island in Okinawa may have been put
into operation earlier than previously thought to export sulfur to China; and (2) the sulfur produced
in the island may have played an important role as an essential military material in the initial stage
of establishing political and economic relations between sovereign authorities in Okinawa Island

and the Ming Dynasty.

Key words: South Island Route, Ryukyu, Io-torishima Island, sulfur trade
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