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Introduction
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In 1638, the ruler of Japan ordered a crusade against his own subjects, a holocaust upon the men, women and children of a doomsday cult in the remote south-western district of Shimabara. Introduced a century earlier by foreign missionaries, the sect was said to harbour dark designs to overthrow the government. Its teachers read and wrote a dead language, impenetrable to all but the innermost circle of believers. Its leaders preached love and kindness, but had helped local warlords acquire firearms. They encouraged believers to cast aside their earthly allegiances and swear loyalty to a foreign god-emperor. They urged their followers to seek paradise in terrible martyrdoms and, for many years, the Japanese government’s tor turers and executioners had obliged them.

The hated cult was in open revolt, led, it was said, by a boy sorcerer. Farmers claiming to have the blessing of an alien god had bested trained samurai in combat and proclaimed that fires in the sky would soon bring about the end of the world. The Shōgun called old soldiers out of retirement for one last battle before peace could be declared in Japan. For there to be an end to war, he said, the Christians would have to die.

For centuries, the Shimabara Rebellion was a taboo subject in Japan, its leader a bogeyman not to be spoken of, its battles and heroes conspicuously absent from plays and prints. Its supposed instigator was one Jerome Amakusa, a.k.a. Masuda Shirō, Tokisada, Francisco, Nirada. He has a legion of names, and little else that is verifiable. He may have been a charismatic youth, welcomed by the underground Christians of a poverty-stricken region as their long-awaited saviour. Or he may have been the unwitting pawn of a handful of aging war veterans, who sought to add an apocalyptic sheen to a mundane peasant uprising. In the years that followed, Jerome was a shadowy figure, a symbol of revolution itself in an age when dissent was forbidden.

In modern, tourist-friendly times, southern Japan is littered with images of him. In Ōyano, a beady-eyed, smiling cartoon version beams out from public information signs at his Memorial Hall, with a samurai hairstyle and an incongruous Elizabethan ruff. Outside in the well-tended gardens, a more reverent sculpture depicts a puffy-faced boy, his hand raised in Buddhist benediction. Further along the Amakusa island chain, another statue shows a pious Christian youth, his head bowed in prayer as he clutches a crucifix. In Hondo city, his image is that of a calm, ponytailed leader, clad in Western clothes, pointing resolutely into the distance at an unidentified objective. Notably, his katana, the longer of his two swords, is slung over his shoulder, as if he is too short to wear it at his side. In Oniike (Devil’s Pond), he stands proudly on the shoreline, staring out to sea towards distant Shimabara, wearing Japanese clothes and the Elizabethan ruff again, one hand resting calmly on the katana and wakizashi swords on his hip that mark him out as a samurai. In Matsushima, his clothes are the same, but an admiring dove perches on his outstretched hand. An older, stouter Jerome, also wearing swords in the samurai style, is the subject of identical statues in Shimabara and Hara. But a crucifix is prominent on his chest, his eyes are closed, and his hands are clasped in solemn prayer. None of these statues is more than a few decades old; all are products of modern tourism and local pride.1

Fictional accounts, including modern novels, movies, comics and cartoons, emphasise his boyish credentials, depicting him as an earnest, androgynous, beautiful youth. Despite a recurring sense of the incredible, and regular lapses into apocrypha and sorcery, such stories tally surprisingly often with what is reported of him in the historical record.

At one point in the Rebellion, he was believed to be in three places at once. Authorities in Nagasaki were scouring the docksides after reports of his arrival. Meanwhile, on the Amakusa islands, a local lord was trying to lure him out of hiding with letters written under duress by captured relatives, while in Shimabara an official claimed to have seen him leading the first attack on the local castle.

One contemporary account, an eyewitness report so exacting as to even describe the embroidery on his clothes, refers to an eerie, white-robed child-messiah, crowned with a garland of leaves, a cross painted on his forehead, and wielding the paper-ribboned wand of a Shintō priest, stepping ashore at the head of an adoring army. Another alludes to a boy with a skin disease so debilitating that he was once rendered unable to move – although that may itself have been a lie told by his supporters to excuse his absence at a critical time. However he may have looked, his supporters credited him with magic powers, and his charisma helped hold an army together in the face of certain death.

The sources for the Shimabara Rebellion are vast. There are eyewitness accounts told to foreign merchants, rumours picked up in prisons and taverns, Shōgunate reports or minutes of meetings, and the testimonies of some of the rebels obtained before their inevitable executions. Meanwhile, official dispatches, particularly from the discredited officials whose malpractice may have forced the rebels into action, played up the influence of Christianity, long held to be a sinister death cult that lured true-hearted Japanese into alliances with conniving, covetous foreigners.

There is a surfeit of hard but useless facts. Jerome’s many thousands of followers rose up in the Amakusa islands, briefly terrorised the government with the threat of a Christian revolution, and then retreated to an old castle on the Shimabara Peninsula, where they waited to die. By the end of spring, they had perished in a brutal massacre, regarded by some as the last battle of the samurai era, before Japan settled into two centuries of stern, oppressive peace.

The Shōgun’s bureaucracy kept detailed records of troop movements and logistics. There is even an extant copy of the account books for the siege army’s mess hall – kegs of sake ordered, bags of rice tallied, and notes on the number of cauldrons in use. Such concise trivia from the government side is counterbalanced by very little from the rebels themselves. In fact, the government troops, lacking any useful knowledge about their enemies’ beliefs, disregarded essential information of religious significance. Vital documents about the rebel state of mind were ignored until after the Rebellion because they used terms in Latin, the secret cant of the Christians, unintelligible to non-believers. Biblical allusions in rebel correspondence and rhetoric sailed completely over the heads of their enemies. Jerome Amakusa held his army together through a long siege that lasted through Lent 1638, only to discover that his most trusted lieutenant was plotting to betray him on Easter Sunday. This irony escaped the notice of the government troops, who did not know what Easter Sunday was.

In the centuries since the Rebellion’s bloody end, the focus has been blurred still further by a wealth of legend and exaggerations, glosses for the tourist trade, local folklore and modern movie myth-making. Historians cannot even agree on what the Rebellion should be called. Some call it the Arima Uprising, associating it with a small cluster of hamlets in the south of the Shimabara Peninsula, but also with the lords of Arima, a family of Christian sympathisers who had formerly ruled the area. Other sources, particularly on the Amakusa islands where Jerome was probably born, prefer to call it the Amakusa Rebellion. Posterity seems to favour the ‘Shimabara Rebellion’, but it is not plain whether this is because the first full-scale battle was fought on the road to Shimabara Castle, or if the term was intended to refer to the Shimabara Peninsula, the site of the rebels’ last stand.

Sifting through the evidence, we can see several factions among the rebels. Underground Christian believers were classified as troublemakers months before the eruption of hostilities. Plans were made for a religious protest in Amakusa days before the fighting broke out. Meanwhile in Shimabara, veterans-turned-farmers may indeed have risen up against harsh taxes and a hated ruler. Starving peasants may have joined simply to gain access to government storage barns – two of the major actions on the peninsula were fought for control of rice granaries. Still others joined the rebel banner because they feared that otherwise the rebels would kill them.

Lacking much material from the rebels themselves, we must sort through the baffled suppositions of their enemies. The sources can be contradictory – the Shimabara-ki (Shimabara Chronicle), for example, notes a turning point where the rebels decided to die in glorious battle, but does so repeatedly, as if different groups of rebels resolved at different times that their uprising was to be a suicide mission. This, too, may be true – one might argue that some of the old veterans, particularly those whose families had been murdered and defiled by government forces during anti-Christian purges, had nothing left to live for.

But if the iconography of Jerome Amakusa sounds exotic and confused, we should consider it in the context of Christianity itself, which had arrived in Japan less than a century before the Rebellion, and was cast out shortly after it. Christianity was a wholly unfamiliar religion to the Japanese, and its missionaries were mysterious curiosities from the Far West.


CHAPTER ONE

The Rending of Heaven
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Blink and you’ll miss them.

The statue is on the landward side of Minoshima bridge, where the airport buses shift gear and accelerate on the road towards Nagasaki. This is the old castle town of Ōmura, little known in Western literature but for its mention in an opera as Omara (sic), birthplace of Puccini’s Madama Butterfly.

Palm trees dot the small park, which contains a cluster of concrete poles and metal trellises representing the masts of a galleon. And at the edge, on a plinth, there are four boys cast in bronze, clad in doublets and hose.

One, Mancio Itō, is in his early teens. He is pointing inexplicably towards the sky. The other three, Michael Chijiwa, Julian Nakaura and Martino Hara, huddle, unsure, at the other end of the plinth. They glance in all directions, seemingly not having yet heard Mancio’s command. These are the boys of the Tenchō Embassy, who travelled all the way to distant Europe in 1582, before returning to Japan to tell of the wonders they saw. They are Ōmura’s most famous sons.

Three would become Jesuit priests. They were the great young hopes of Japan’s ‘Christian Century’, but their diverse fates reflected that era’s swift collapse.1 None would live to see old age. Mancio would die of illness in 1612. Of his companions, Martino would die in exile. Julian would be tortured and executed in the purges of the 1630s. Michael would cast aside his faith.

And then they are gone, hidden behind the Midori car park. Past the traffic lights, the bridge Road 38 merges into Highway 34, for the long, meandering journey towards Nagasaki.

Europeans first reached Japan in 1543, when Portuguese sailors blundered onto the far southern island of Tanegashima. They had with them examples of the kind of smooth-bore firearm that could be carried and used by a single soldier. These arquebuses found great favour with the Japanese, who swiftly copied them and named them tanegashima after the island on which they had been first ‘discovered’. Within a few years, Japan’s ongoing civil war had acquired an all-new and very dangerous faction – musketeers.

The samurai elite grumbled that the new weapons were unseemly. Real warriors hacked at each other with swords like civilised men, or spent years learning how to use a bow and arrow. The very idea that a mere peasant could be trained to wield a personal mini-cannon in a matter of weeks threatened to undermine a noble tradition of hand-to-hand combat that had dominated the Japanese military for centuries. Regardless, the new firearms got results, and they soon caused a turn in the tide of the Japanese civil war.

Only a few years after the Tanegashima landing, another European vessel arrived in southern Japan. This time it carried an even more potent weapon – religion, in the form of the Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier and several associates. Xavier’s boat was merely the first of many transports from the Far West, bringing the word of God to the Japanese heathens.

Often towering a foot or more above the Japanese, the foreign men were daunting even to their local followers. Their enemies wasted no time in listing their fearsome attributes. They were veritable giants, it was said, with huge, saucer-like eyes, elongated, claw-like hands, and long teeth. Some had white hair, like old men, others had red hair like demons. A few had a bald spot shaved in the top of their scalp, like the kappa water sprites of Japanese legend. When they spoke, their voices were like the screeching of owls, and nobody could understand their fiendish language.

Their noses were impossibly long, often resembling crows’ beaks. By chance or by design, many of the descriptions of the early Europeans in Japan were couched in terms that made them sound like tengu – legendary bird-demons. In the hands of wily, facetious polemics against the Christians, aerial analogies crop up wherever possible. It was not enough for the anti-Christian lobby to paint their adversaries as devils; they seized on every opportunity to insinuate vile and bestial sorceries. One monk in a dark-grey habit went to speak with a Japanese warlord. His clothing was described as a chillingly blank robe, looking ‘for all the world like a bat spreading its wings.’2

After initial misunderstandings, the foreign visitors offered a new explanation for their presence. They were messengers from another land, who had come to spread news of the one true religion, although they had a great deal of trouble making themselves understood. Francis Xavier, the first on the scene, soon began to suspect that his interpreter, Yajirō, was doing more harm than good.

Yajirō had only made the Jesuits’ acquaintance in the first place after he had stowed away on a foreign ship to avoid being prosecuted for murder. Although he became an enthusiastic convert to Christianity, he was an uneducated, coarse man whose grasp of the finer points of theology was tenuous at best. Francis Xavier discovered that Yajirō had been earnestly telling Japanese congregations that the Christians were worshippers of Dainichi. This could mean ‘god’ to some, but only in the sense that Dainichi was one of many kinds of Buddha. It certainly was not the all-powerful, all-knowing God with a capital G that the Christians meant; complications soon ensued. Paramount among them was the assumption by numerous Buddhist monasteries that the Christians were fellow believers.

Yajirō persisted in referring to the missionaries by the Japanese term for Buddhist monks, leading many of the potential congregations to assume that Christianity was just one more Buddhist sect, albeit one with a bunch of strange-looking foreigners in charge. He also inadvertently insisted that the Jesuits had come from India. This was true in a sense; they had boarded their ship in Goa, the centre of Portuguese missions in Asia, but the assertion left many Japanese with the impression that they were cultists from Buddha’s Indian homeland. As a result, the misleading local term for the visitors was soon Nambanjin – ‘southern barbarians.’

Within a decade, the Jesuits had hammered out these problems. They did so by introducing new words into the Japanese language. The God they worshipped was not one of Japan’s Buddhist saints, nor was He one of Japan’s thousands of animist spirits. He was not a waterfall, or a funny-shaped rock, or a flash of lightning in the sky. He was, they said, Deus, a proper, capitalised Latin word that meant the biggest God the Japanese could imagine, and then some. He was bigger and better than any other god they could think of, because when it came to gods, there was only one.3

The ministers of this Deus were not to be given the same names as Buddhist or Shintō priests. They were to be referred to as padres, although the Japanese had trouble with the foreign consonants, and eventually settled on the pronunciation bateren. If it was an attempt to put the Japanese at ease, it did not go far. The many locals who feared the new arrivals soon offered their own interpretation of the term. Ba-te-ren, claimed the gossips, meant Those Who Rend Heaven Through the Clouds.4

Other, unexpected foreign words entered the Japanese language, mainly via Portuguese, the language of many of the first missionaries. The padres were in Japan to save the souls of the Japanese faithful, and these souls were not the crude, bestial operating systems of native Japanese belief, but immortal, pure essences of true being: animae. They would teach their religion in a Collegio or a Seminario – two such institutions would spring up in Shimabara and Amakusa, and then another in metropolitan Nagasaki. Miira (myrrh) survives today as the Japanese word for an Egyptian mummy – the centre of a quack medicine fad in the seventeenth century. The Portuguese arrived at the same time as a strange drug from the lands of New Spain, which is still called tabako. They introduced the Japanese to vidro (glass), capa (raincoat) and pan (bread). On the latter, they might spread a sweet fruit jelly, or marmelo. A capitan on a ship would drink alcool from a frasco or a copo. In the Nagasaki region, where there was an ample supply of sugar among the Chinese traders from the South Seas, the Japanese came to enjoy Castilian spongecake, or castella. The Portuguese also introduced the Japanese to tempero, literally ‘seasoning’, which survives today in modern Japanese as tempura. And all the while, this cultural exchange continued to bring with it a flurry of words related to the religion of the new arrivals. Jesu Cristo, the son of Deus; nailed to the cruz that remains his symbol; commemorated on the Sabato day by the faithful, each of whom would clutch his rosario necklace as he prayed. These people, these exotic strangers with their strange inventions and their curious beliefs, always with alien delights to trade and display – these people were the Kirishitan.

Since Kirishitan was just a meaningless set of syllables to the Japanese, they found characters from their own language to encompass the sounds. The early Japanese word for Christian thereby came to be written with symbols including those for ‘happiness and prosperity’.

The missionaries were prepared to play a long game. They soon settled on a plan that mirrored the activities of their distant predecessors in the pagan Europe of the Dark Ages, concentrating on the rich and powerful, in the hope that celebrity converts would drag many lesser members of society with them.

The chief Jesuit in the ‘East Indies’, which included Japan, was Alessandro Valignano (1539–1606), a towering Italian who dominated the Japanese Church for the last twenty years of the sixteenth century. He was tall even by European standards, and sentenced himself to a lifetime of bumping his head on low Japanese ceilings, and attracting the attention of gawping crowds. In fact, it is possible that Valignano’s imposing height was a major influence on the Japanese stories that claimed the bateren were all giants.5

Valignano had led a chequered past, gaining a doctorate in Law at the University of Padua, before becoming a canon in an Italian parish. He had also served two years in prison for aggravated assault, after a mysterious incident in his early twenties, when he had knifed a woman in the face, causing her to require fourteen stitches. The reason for the attack is unknown, but one Italian observer said what everyone else was surely thinking, that it was probabile un’avventura amorosa with a woman called Franceschina Trona, and hardly a fitting situation for a young man of the cloth. Soon after he was sprung from jail through the intervention of a cardinal, Valignano was inducted into the Jesuits, where, after a decade of penance, ordination and dutiful service, he volunteered for the Far East posting that would occupy him for the rest of his life.6

Valignano’s personal history gave him an unusual attitude towards the missionary life. He often clashed not only with other orders, but also with other Jesuits, about the best way to improve the fortunes of Christianity in Japanese society. He had what some regarded as a misplaced faith in the potential for training local priests, and his enemies accused him of bending all too readily to fit in with the Japanese way of life. Valignano called Japan the ‘greatest enterprise that there is in the world today,’ and enumerated a number of points that made the Japanese prime material for conversion to Christianity. The Japanese already paid great respect to priests of their own religions, and were sure to offer similar homage to Christians. The Japanese were ‘white’, as far as Valignano was concerned, always prepared to listen to reason, and ‘the only oriental country in which the people have become Christians for the right reasons.’7

Valignano thought that Christian faith in Japan could eventually become self-supporting. He predicted that with just a little financial investment in the early stages, missionaries could rear a generation of native aspirants, who would be able to spread the Word in their own language.

It was not all plain sailing. Valignano was particularly irritated by the prevalence of concubinage and pederasty among the warrior class:


The first evil we see among them is indulgence in sins of the flesh; this we always find among pagans . . . The gravest of their sins is the most depraved of carnal desires, so that we may not name it. The young men and their partners, not thinking it serious, do not hide it . . . Nevertheless, since Japan has been illuminated by the light of the Gospel, many people have begun to realise how black was their darkness; and the Christians, having listened to reason, avoid and detest these customs.8



But that was only a minor problem compared to Valignano’s greatest fear, that other Europeans would regard the Japanese with the same kind of condescension that had led the Spanish to annex great tracts of other heathen lands. Valignano was keen to stress that Japan was not a kingdom like the Americas that could be easily overrun by conquistadors. Although he and his associates enjoyed high favour with many of the leaders of the southern provinces, he only enjoyed their support as a religious man. If politics ever got involved, or, God forbid, the military, Valignano predicted a terrible backlash.

Valignano realised that the missionaries were making little progress through the traditional means of showing kindness to outcasts. In fact, association with the unclean, lepers and beggars was only serving to ostracise some missionaries from higher levels of society. Instead, others were getting much better results by their contacts with the nobility. Valignano had no objection to helping the poor per se, but he wrote guidelines for his fellow priests that called for them to match their behaviour to the classes they were hoping to convert. It was fine, he argued, for brethren in other countries to take soup to lepers, but to the Japanese ruling class that would only taint them by association. Instead, Valignano wanted his order to treat local potentates in the manner to which they had become accustomed. Jesuits should cut a swathe through the streets of Nagasaki as if they owned the place, accompanied by massive entourages like those of the most powerful priests in the most sumptuous Buddhist sect. Only then, thought Valignano, would the lords and ladies take notice.

Valignano’s Jesuits were an impressive sight. When they travelled around Nagasaki, they did so with bodyguards and attendants. When they entertained noble visitors, they did so at lavish banquets. The Jesuits befriended a local lord in the Nagasaki area, who was eventually baptised under the Christian name Bartholomew. In 1574, Lord Bartholomew of Ōmura became such an enthusiastic convert to Christianity that he ordered anyone who did not similarly want to accept baptism to leave his domain immediately. The entire region around Nagasaki, with some 60,000 inhabitants, became a nominal Christian society in a matter of weeks, while Ōmura’s men raided and burned the Buddhist and Shintō temples and shrines in the surrounding villages.

In 1576, the Jesuits scored an even greater victory, when the aging ruler of the kidney-shaped Shimabara Peninsula, the area between Nagasaki and Amakusa, accepted the baptismal name of André Arima. In a whirlwind half-year romance with Christianity, 12,000 of André Arima’s subjects also accepted baptism, before the old ruler died.

His infant son’s regent was not so welcoming and attempted to undo the previous six months of good deeds. His lieutenants ‘expelled the Padres, burned the church and forced the Christians of their region to apostatise.’9

But within a couple of years, the Jesuits had worked their magic on the young son of André Arima. A Portuguese trading vessel, which normally would have ended up in Nagasaki or Hirado, just happened to put in at Kuchinotsu on the southern tip of the youthful lord Arima’s domain. Arima, who was facing trouble with local enemies, was deeply grateful for the sudden arrival of Portuguese arms and ammunition, which turned the tide of his war with an enemy lord. Just before Easter in 1580, the thirteen-year-old Lord Arima accepted the Christian faith and was baptised by Valignano himself, eventually taking the name Protasio. The Shimabara Peninsula was restored to the conditions under Protasio’s father André, creating a crescent-shaped Christian enclave with Nagasaki at one end and Ōyano, the easternmost of the Amakusa islands, at the other. Valignano established a seminary on the Shimabara Peninsula, where he hoped to attract young scholars who could form a new generation of Japan-born, Japan-trained Jesuits. He also offered to teach the sons of the nobility the exotic foreign knowledge that was behind such miraculous things as the beliefs of the Christians and the workings of the tanegashima guns. He did so in an abandoned Buddhist monastery. Despite scandalised complaints from other Jesuits, Valignano left the decorations in the monastery as they had been under the previous occupants. As far as he was concerned, the locals expected a monastery to look a certain way, and as long as they accepted that the monastery was his, he would take the decorative path of least resistance.

Valignano knew all too well that conversions made under a threat of exile were not what the Catholic Church had in mind, and the sheer numbers of new Christians in the area were stretching his organisational skills. With fully qualified native priests still a way off, he was obliged to co-opt a number of lay assistants to handle the sheer volume of supposed Christians.

In 1580, a slightly embarrassed Valignano wrote to his superior. He had, he confessed, accidentally become the owner of Nagasaki. In an act remembered as the ‘Donation of Bartholomew’, the zealous Lord Ōmura had handed a huddle of fishing hamlets and the neighbouring district of Mogi over to the Jesuits. Although officially control was still in the hands of locals, the Jesuits had the power of selection and approval, and were effectively running Nagasaki from behind the scenes. They even took a substantial cut of the trade tariffs from the silk merchants’ ships that were still expected to dock there. It was a move calculated to keep Portuguese trading vessels docking in Bartholomew’s domain, and also to keep the territory out of play in wrangles between Bartholomew and non-Christian rivals.

In steering Portuguese ships to call on their new ally Bartholomew, the Jesuits made enemies elsewhere, and they were soon embroiled in local intrigues. Several prominent local noble families were at each other’s throats, and the arrival of the Christians with their foreign merchandise, particularly dangerous weapons and lucrative silk, only aggravated the situation.

The Donation of Nagasaki ‘for always’ was an incredible achievement in the history of the Church in Japan, but it was fated not to last. It was an expedient born of a particular situation and a particular rivalry between local lords, and the political map of Japan was a volatile place.

The Donation would cause other problems for the Jesuits. As soon as the news made it back to Rome, the Jesuits were ordered to ensure that their ownership of such a secular property was temporary. They had, they were sternly reminded, been sent to Japan to win souls, not to dicker with Chinese smugglers over cargoes of silk. Five years after the Donation, an angry missive arrived from Rome, demanding to know why the Jesuits were still the lords of their own Japanese city. City of God or not, the Church was not supposed to be in the politics game.

Valignano’s reply to his superior was polite but firm. He was not, he said, dealing with a few curious old ladies and some earnest young believers. He had suddenly inherited a region of Japan now with 150,000 alleged Christians in it. True, many of them had been forced to become Christians, baptised not confirmed, but Valignano was working on that – he had 200 churches across the Nagasaki-Shimabara-Amakusa region, with eighty-five priests and a hundred local acolytes. Valignano argued, with good reason, that he was the intendant of a critical generation in the history of Japanese Christianity. Maintaining his flock required an annual expense of 12,000 ducats, and right now he was getting that money from the tariffs and trade of Nagasaki. As soon as someone would come up with the cash from another source, Valignano would give up on Nagasaki, but for now it was shoring up a vast area of Christian belief. It was, said Valignano, a matter of conscience, and his was clear.

Another local ruler, this time on the eastern coast of Kyūshū, also accepted the faith. Ōtomo Sorin, or ‘the good king Francisco’ as he was soon known, had finally tired of his wife, to whom the Jesuits unkindly referred as Jezebel. Eventually, he absconded to a country villa with his mistress, who was baptised as Julia, and soon married him in a Christian ceremony. Ōtomo’s years of marriage to the heathen Jezebel counted for nothing.

Determined to demonstrate to both the Jesuits and the Japanese how marvellous an opportunity was presented by Japan, Valignano organised a superb publicity stunt. He persuaded the lords Arima, Ōmura and Ōtomo, or Protasio, Bartholomew and Francisco, as they were now known, to send an embassy from their domains to the Holy City itself. Ōtomo sent his nephew Mancio Itō, while Arima and Ōmura sent Michael Chijiwa, a young relative. Two relatively high-ranking commoners from the Ōmura region accompanied the boys, along with a handful of Jesuit novices and servants. In an eight-year pilgrimage that spanned 1582–90, the Japanese youths made the long journey from Japan to Jesuit Goa, around Africa and eventually to Portugal. From there, they travelled through Spain to Italy. They met King Philip II of Spain and the dying Pope Gregory XIII, and attended the coronation of Pope Sixtus V, scoring incredible points for the Jesuit order. They were feted in southern Europe as visiting princes, to which Valignano took exception, but it was difficult indeed to explain the political situation in south Japan without suggesting that the local lords were more like petty kings.

Valignano himself did not accompany the mission. Instead, he stayed back in Goa, but sent them on their way with special instructions. They were, of course, to make sure that they represented Japan well abroad, but they were also to come back with a vital device for the Japanese Church. Valignano wanted a printing press.

When the boys arrived back in Goa in 1587, reporting their mission as a spectacular success, they brought with them a printing press from Lisbon. They also brought new orders for Valignano – he was to quit Goa and return with them to Japan; a likely sign of great Papal approval.

The boys who had returned to Japan also brought their own wide-eyed reports of what they had seen, told and retold by word of mouth around the seminary. Consequently, several local tales and legends in the Japanese region appear to owe at least part of their origin to the experience of the Japanese boys in Europe, where their memories of tales, historical personages and saints’ relics gave certain stories far greater prominence in Japan than they might have otherwise enjoyed outside Iberia or Italy.

The Japanese, still in the late stages of a civil war that had endured for decades, were particularly keen on military escapades. One popular story with the Japanese was that of Saint James, or in Spanish, Santiago, the humble fisherman who had become one of Christ’s apostles, and supposedly preached the message of Jesus in Roman Spain. During the Middle Ages, he had gained the name ‘Moor-slayer’, after soldiers reported seeing his apparition at the battle of Clavijo against the Muslims. The battle cry of the Spaniards, at first in the Iberian Peninsula, and then taken all around the world, had been Santiago y cierra España, ‘Saint James, and strike for Spain.’

Most admired by the Japanese Christians was the tale of King Sebastian I of Portugal (1554–1578), whose adventurous life-story and tragic end was the talk of the Portuguese throughout the period of the Japanese mission. Raised by Jesuits, the consumptive, frail Sebastian probably owed his weak condition to his genes – his parents were so closely related that he only had four great-grandparents. The young Sebastian grew up with a fanatic sense of religious destiny, and regarded himself as a Christian knight who would lead a crusade against the Muslims of Africa. During the brief flourishing of Christian sympathies among the lords of Japan, Sebastian became something of a poster-boy for the samurai, and was even the recipient of a sword, a gift from a Japanese Christian nobleman. However, Sebastian’s path to power was not as triumphant as his supporters hoped – in his early twenties, he suffered a crushing defeat against his Muslim enemies at the battle of Alcazarquivir, and was never seen again. Although he was probably dead on the battlefield, he became the subject of an enduring myth of Arthurian proportions. Sebastian, it was said, had been captured by the Muslims, and now was merely in hiding, waiting for the day when he would return to lead the Portuguese to victory.10

Other stories not found in the Bible that would endure among Japanese Christians include that of Veronica, a woman said to have given water to Jesus as he was carrying his cross to the place of his execution, and whose veil became miraculously imprinted with the image of Christ’s face. This particular tale is notable because it would have been passed on by people who considered themselves as witnesses to the evidence – Michael Chijiwa and the other Japanese youths whom Valignano had sent to Europe had seen the Veil of Veronica for themselves in Genoa in 1585.11

With Nagasaki under increasing pressure to enact anti-Christian orders from the Shōgun, the Amakusa islands and the nearby Shimabara Peninsula became a new heartland for the Christians. Shimabara and Amakusa were nicely off the beaten track, easy to reach by ship, but otherwise separated from the mainland by arduous and troublesome journeys. It was the ideal place to nurture new Christian souls in Valignano’s seminario and collegio, and to go about missionary business in the hope that the occasional fads for persecution would blow over.

Back in Japan in the summer of 1590, Valignano got to work. He installed his printing press, newly arrived from the West, at first in Katsusa, a tiny village in the south of the Shimabara Peninsula near Kuchinotsu. The following year, it was moved to the Amakusa islands, where it remained until upheavals in the civil war led to its removal back to Nagasaki in 1597.

At its height, at the beginning of the 1600s, the Jesuit press had a staff of thirty, churning out guidebooks for the faithful, and textbooks designed to help in the teaching of Latin and Japanese. Constantine Dourado, a Japanese chaperone for the ambassadors who had also studied printing
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