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The Loneliest Outpost: The Japanese Garrison on Etorofu Island in the Mid-Nineteenth Century

In 1813 Tokugawa Japan concluded an agreement with Russia that effectively delineated the
first territorial boundary between Japanese and Russian-controlled areas. This boundary bisected the
Chishima/Kuril Islands and divided control over the region’s land and people between two colonial
overlords. At the northernmost extent of the Japanese zone of control lay the large island of
Etorofu/Iturup, garrisoned by a handful of samurai. How did this small group of men manage this new
border? This paper presents original research to answer this question, based on Japanese and Russian
sources drawn from the 1820s to the 1850s. Formal Japanese instructions to the outpost stress its role
as a frontier military outpost erected to protect Japan against Russian aggression, while scolding its
garrison for their shocking disinterest in “the way of the warrior.” At the same time, accounts by Russian
sailors and traders who, for a variety of reasons, ended up approaching Etorofu, portray the Japanese
garrison as wary, but efficient and professional. This paper concludes that the true value of the exposed
and understaffed Etorofu outpost lay not in its dubious military value, but in its political-symbolic role as
the northernmost boundary marker of Japanese control.
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