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The Journey of Ernest Satow on the Tokaido Road at the End of the Edo Period

by

Haruto Murakami

The present research describes the itinerary and events of Ernest Satow’s journey along the Tokaido Road
in 1867 during the final days of the Edo Period as described in Chapter 18 of Satow’s book A Diplomat in Japan,
‘Overland from Ozaka to Yedo’, and his personal diaries.

In May of 1867, Satow’s company travelled by palanquin and on foot between Osaka and Edo, a journey of
around two weeks travelling between 30 to 40 kilometres each day. Satow was accompanied by his Japanese
secretary, Noguchi, and a painter, Wirgman, and by escorts of the shogunate government. Satow was accustomed
to eating Japanese food, and describes a scene in which an attendants at an official inn were stunned to see him
eating rice, believing that Westerners only consumed meat. When the group passed through towns local people
gathered to catch a glimpse of these peculiar Westerners, giving their procession the aspect of a parade. Satow
would without exception pass through these towns in his palanquin, owing to the custom amongst high status
individuals of travelling in these.

During the Edo period, such journeys by Westerners were limited to those made by the head of the Dutch
factory at Nagasaki, who was stationed on Dejima, when given an audience by the Shogun at the Edo Castle.
These trips were also used as a reference by Satow’s company. For example, in Arimatsu they purchased Cotton
Shibori at a business patronized by the head of the Dutch factory.

During their stay at an inn in Kakegawa-juku the group was attacked by a high official of the Mikado’s
court. Satow was unharmed after the assailant was driven away by Noguchi. The record of events like this,
which could only have occurred to a Westerner at the close of the Edo Period, and of a Westerner’s actions and
experiences, makes ‘Overland from Ozaka to Yedo’ particularly significant.

The present research is an exploration of a Westerner’s journey across the Tokaido Road based on the records of
Satow’s company, which have been left largely untouched by previous studies on transportation during the Edo
period. Looking forward, there is a need for more detailed research to consider the historical context and

transportation systems of that era.
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