The Keicho Embassy to Europe

It was four hundred years ago in 1609 when lyeyasu Tokugawa, who had established his supremac
regional lords and set up his Shogunate governmentin Yedo (the present-day Tokyo) in 1603, showed ir
in trade with New Spain (the present-day Mexico), that Masamune Date, the load of Sendai Clan in North
Japan, decided to send a diplomatic mission to Rome. Then, he entrusted the duty to his vassal, Tsu
Rokuyemon Hasekura and asked a Spanish Franciscan Father, Luis Sotelo to accompany the envoy
28th of October 1613 or the 15th of September (lunar calpidthe 18th year of the Keicho Imperial
Era, a party of some 180 members left Tsukinoura Harbour on board Date Maru or San Juan Baut
large 500-ton galleon built by order of Masamune himself. This was the start of a long journey, call
later centurie§he Keicho Embassy to Europe, that spent two years to reach Rome and another 5 ye
return to Japan.

The ship took three months to Acapulco on the Pacific coast of New Spain. The party was welcome
Viceroy Luis de Velasco and, on the 10th of June 1614, Tsunenaga and his retinue of 31 members eml
at San Juan de Ulua on the Gulf of Mexico for Europe on a Spanish ship. In Madrid, although the eml
was cordially received by King Felipe lll, they heard a bad news that at home in Japan an edict ac
Christianity had been issued on the 1st February 1614, three months after their departure, by the Tok
government who were afraid of the growing influence of the Catholicism in the country, although the vis
Iberians itself was yet to be forbidden (until 1624 and 1639 for the Spanish and the Portuguese, respect
In such a circumstance, Tsunenaga received his baptism on the 17th of February 1615 with the ki
attendance, given a Christian name, Don Filipo Francesco. The embassy proceeded to Italy and on th
of October 1615 they were enthusiastically received in Rome as recorded in Scipiane Amatit$idtooé,
del Regno Di Voxu del Giapone Dell' Antichita, Nobilita, E Valore del Suo Re Idate Masafiifhe
(reprinted 2009 by Kessinger Publ.), and other documents. Tsunenaga had an audience with Pope Pz
and submitted Masamune’s letter. Although the Pope agreed to despatch missionaries as requested, he
approval of direct trade between New Spain and Japan to the King of Spain. Before Tsunenaga left Rc
January 1616, he was honoured by the Roman Senate with the title of Roman Citizen and raised
peerage. On his way back, Tsunenaga remained in Madrid for 15 months in a wish to get agreement
trade but it was not fulfilled for the reason that his lord was not representing whole Japan. Via New S
he took San Juan Bautista to Manila but, surrendering the ship to the Spanish who were short of ves:
confront the Dutch power, returned to Nagasaki on an available ship in early September 1620. Befol
return to Sendai in October, Masamune banned Christianity in his territory in accordance with the poli
the central government and executed some number of padres and their followers.

Although Tsunenaga is recorded to have died of a disease two years later and his tomb does exist
family’s graveyard in Kwaumyouji Temple in Sendai, myself would prefer to believe in a tradition that he |
survived in recluse until 84. In fact, | saw two more graves with his name inscribed in the suburb of the
one in the Hasekura Memorial Park in Oosato town, and the other in Empukuji Temple in Kawasaki tc
While some theory assumes that Tsunenaga became a Christian because it would be convenient for perf
his mission (e.g., a novel by Shusaku En8amuraj Shincho-shal980English translation by Van C.
Gessel, Harper & Row 1982), his posture praying in front of a crucifix (overleaf portrait) looks extrem
realistic to my eyes. Masamune himself must have been strongly sympathetic to the religion as he wrote
letter to the Pope, “The Franciscan Padre Luis Sotelo came to our country to spread the faith of God. C
occasion, | learnt about this faith and desired to become a Christian, but I still haven't accomplished this
due to some small issues . . .”, although he eventually obeyed the decision of the Tokugawa.

Tsunenaga’s souvenirs to his lord as well as his own belongings were kept uncared in a storeho
Sendai Clan and discovered after the Meiji Restoration (1868) in seriously damaged conditions. The colle
now held in The Sendai City Museum as national treasure includes, besides the portrait of Tsunenaga,
portrait of Paulus V, the Roman Citizenship Certificate on parchment, a vestment, a bronze crucifix, a wo
cross, a bronze medal, wooden and bone rosaries, etc. In Rome, there remain the set of gilded let
Masamune written in Latin and Japanese (in Vatican) as well as a portrait of Tsunenaga in full Japanese
(by Claude Deruet, in Borghese Galleayd a painting of Tsunenaga and Sotelo conversing surrounded
other embassy members (Quirinal Palace), although | have had no chance to see them..

In San Juan Bautista Park in Ishinomaki, one can see a full-scale replica of the ship built in 199
gathering 40 shipwrights and spending two years of time. For myself, it was quite interesting to see the in
of a galleon for the first time. Tsukinoura located on the southern part of Sanriku rias coastline was a
small bay where nothing was impressive but oyster rafts seen in dreary sea water. (For further reading
subject, | would sugge®ictorial Record of National Treasure: Material related to the Keicho Mission t
Europe Sendai City Museum 2003, Takashi Gohtzisekura Tsunenagaoshikawa-Kobunkan Publ. 2003
and <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hasekura_Tsunenaga> Amen!
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