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Ship of History:The Kasato-Maru and
Japanese Immigration to Brazil

Shozo USAMI

In January 1905, after a fierce tooth and nail battle, the Russian fortress surrounding Port Arthur
finally surrendered to the Japanese. The Japanese Navy captured a number of Russian boats, men-of
-war as well as merchantmen. Among those merchantman was the Kazan which used to carry Russian
soldiers from the Ukraine to Port Arthur. She was about 6,000 gross tons and was built by Wigham-
Richardson shipbuilders in 1900. The Japanese navy renamed her Kasato-maru and rented her to the
Toyo- Kisen Steamship Company. At that time, many Japanese soldiers returning from the Manchur-
ian Front were jobless. Even though Japan defeated Russia, very little was achieved in terms of
monetary or territorial gains. Toyo-Kisen used the Kasafto-maru to transport Japanese immigrants,
mostly male laborers four times to Hawaii, Mexico and Peru in 1907. The immigrants worked hard,
but soon the United States local governments (e.g. Calif. Hawaii) restricted immigrants from Japan.
While in Mexico and Peru, Japanese working conditions were poor. For instance, out of 790 Japanese
immigrants, 162 died in the first year in 1901. Japanese immigrants faced totally different customs—-
-the food was new and strange, there were problems with language, but perhaps most life threatening
were the tropical diseases and a poor understanding of modern sanitation, so many died soon after
arriving.

In 1907, a new treaty was signed between the San Paulo State Government in Brazil and a Japanese
company. Japan would send families of immigrants to coffee plantations in San Paulo. In April 1908,
the Kasato-maru set sail from Kobe carrying 780 immigrants. These were the first family immigrants
Japan ever sent abroad, and the first immigrants to Brazil. Unfortunately again, the coffee crops were
very poor that summer, and they could not sustain their families on most of the plantations. Here again
working conditions were further worsened because Brazilian plantations used to rely on slave labor.
With families and no where to escape to, they worked at many different jobs, like railroad construction
through jungles and other dangerous types of work. Still, they had hope for a better life, and in this
hope, they wrote home inviting their friends and relatives to immigrate to Brazil.

Brazil now has the largest number of Japanese resident in any country other than Japan. Recently,
many descendants of those immigrants have come to Japan to work in high-tech industries to support
their aging parents. So, in a way, these children of immigrants have “come home.” It will be seen in
this paper that the Kasato-maru played an important role in the history of Japanese immigration to
Brazil. Even though she is gone, the effects of her role as a transport are still being felt today as the
descendents of her original passengers make their way back to the mother country.
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