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Wednesday, April 25, 1860, marked an event that would be recorded in history as the first
encounter between Panamanians and Japanese with the arrival in Panama of the USS
Powhatan steamship, which brought on board a diplomatic representation from Japan
traveling destined for Washington D.C. with the aim of ratifying the new treaty of friendship,
commerce, and navigation between Japan and the United States.
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It was the first time that Japan sent an official diplomatic Mission to the West. This journey
not only represented a diplomatic act of historical importance but also became a fascinating
narrative that made headlines in the major newspapers of the United States and the world. In
Panama, the arrival of the Japanese mission generated great excitement and anticipation.

The arrival of the USS Powhatan in Panama had the main objective of disembarking the
Japanese delegation in the city of Panama, from where they would cross the isthmus to the
city of Colon (known as Aspinwall for Americans) aboard the Railway inaugurated five years
earlier, on January 28, 1855. Once in Colon or Aspinwall, the delegation would board the USS
Roanoke frigate, which had been waiting for a year, to continue their journey to their final
destination in Washington, D.C.

The Japanese Diplomatic Mission or Embassy, as it was also called, was composed of 72
members. They had departed from Japan on February 22, 1860, bound for San Francisco,
California, where they arrived on March 29 after making a stopover in Honolulu. The voyage
across the Pacific Ocean was made aboard the USS Powhatan, which had been specially
equipped and was under the command of Captain Geo. F. Pearson and Commodore Josiah
Tatnall. These were very dangerous voyages due to the storms they faced and the prolonged
days of navigation.



In 1860, there was no direct telegraphic communication between Japan, San Francisco, and
Panama. It was almost half a century later when telegraphic submarine cables were laid and
Marconi developed wireless transmission. At that time, messages between the east and west
coasts of the United States and Panama were transmitted by ships carrying mail or
messengers. For this reason, the USS Powhatan, when departing from Japan to San Francisco,
was preceded by the Japanese steamship Kanrin Maru, which arrived in San Francisco two
weeks earlier, while the Powhatan remained in Honolulu, to announce and coordinate the
arrival of the Japanese diplomatic representatives in San Francisco.

Similarly, while the USS Powhatan remained in San Francisco for two weeks, where the
Japanese Ambassadors attended various receptions, Captain Taylor, who had accompanied
the Japanese delegation from Japan to San Francisco, took the Golden Age steamship from
the Pacific Mail Company and headed to Panama to coordinate the arrangements for the
passage of the Japanese delegation through the Isthmus and inform the Panamanian and
railroad authorities that the USS Powhatan would depart from San Francisco on April 7 and
would take around 18 days to reach Panama.

Panama was a small city with around 10,000 inhabitants in 1860, mainly distributed in what is
now known as San Felipe and in the outskirts like Santa Ana. At that time, Panama was part
of the Federal State of the Granadine Confederation, as Colombia was called from 1858 to
1863. This period coincided with the gold rush, which marked a time of great economic
activity.

The ports of Panama and Colon were particularly active due to the constant movement of
cargo and passengers by rail. As a result, both bays were filled with ships from the United
States, England, and other countries. Fortunately, by April 1860, Panama was not involved in
armed conflicts, something quite common at that time, especially between liberals and
conservatives.

The USS Powhatan frigate was spotted entering the port of Panama on the morning of April
25, 1860. This unleashed a wave of excitement both on land and among the crews of the
American warships and other vessels anchored in the port. The entrance of the USS
Powhatan into the port was majestic, with the Japanese flag waving on the mainmast and the
American flag at the stern.

Immediately, the USS Powhatan frigate was greeted with an official salute of seventeen
cannon shots. The American warships USS Lancaster and USS Saranac, along with other
vessels present in the port, were adorned with festive decorations and displayed the



Japanese flag as a welcoming gesture. In addition, the Golden Age steamship was adorned
with the flags of almost all nations.

Once the Powhatan was anchored, Captain William H. Gardner of the frigate Roanoke and
Captain A. S. Taylor of the United States Maritime Guard boarded to welcome the
distinguished visitors. The Japanese ambassadors expressed their joy at being reunited with
Captain Taylor, who had accompanied them during their journey from Japan to San Francisco
and was the only one familiar with the Japanese character, having spent a considerable
amount of time with them.
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In 1860, Japan had a population of 30 million inhabitants and was ruled by the Tokugawa
shogunate since the seventeenth century. This regime had implemented a policy of isolation
that kept Japan relatively unknown to the outside world, prohibiting travel abroad for
Japanese and the entry of foreigners into the country, with some controlled exceptions.
Under this system, political power was concentrated in the shogun, who was the supreme
military leader, while the role of the emperor was primarily ceremonial and symbolic.

The journey of the Japanese Diplomatic Mission of 1860 marked the beginning of a significant
transformation in Japan, with the country opening up to the external world and adopting
significant reforms in its government, economy, and society. In 1867, the shogunate was
abolished, and the Meiji Restoration began, a period during which the Emperor assumed
supreme authority in all internal and external affairs of the country.

The United States had a population of 31 million inhabitantsin 1860. As an expanding country,
it sought to consolidate its geopolitical position in the Asia region. Trade and diplomatic
relations were of utmost importance to the United States, especially due to Japan's strategic
location and significant economic potential.



The Japanese Mission or Embassy was comprised of two (2) main ambassadors, who held the
highest rank within the empire's nobility, and two (2) associates who also held a similar noble
rank. These four ambassadors were part of the Emperor's Council. Additionally, the
entourage included 16 officials, including inspectors, interpreters, draughtsmen, and doctors,
as well as 53 servants.

During Wednesday, April 25, 1860, upon their arrival at the port of Panama, the unloading of
the luggage took place, among which the precious "Treaty Box" stood out. This chest
contained the treaty intended to be presented to the President of the United States, James
Buchanan, and was carried by the Japanese commissioners. The box was an object of special
attention, and its custody represented one of the main responsibilities assigned to one of the
officers on board.

The Japanese ambassadors carried with them fifteen (15) boxes of gifts for President
Buchanan, as a gesture of courtesy and diplomatic respect. President Buchanan was
succeeded by Abraham Lincoln on March 4, 1861, who led the United States during the Civil
War.

Additionally, the Japanese Mission carried a copy of the original treaty in Japanese, intended
to be signed by President Buchanan as part of the official ratification and agreement process
between the two nations. This careful and significant gesture highlighted the importance and
seriousness with which this diplomatic mission between Japan and the United States was
conducted at that historic moment.

Continuing with the story of Panama, early in the morning of the following day, Thursday,
April 26, 1860, the ambassadors and their entourage were transported on the Taboga
tugboat from the port, which was then located on Naos Island, to the dock located at Playa
Prieta (current area of the Fish Market) where the train station was also located, outside the
city walls in the Ciénaga.

This exciting transfer was done in less than an hour and was accompanied by the music of a
band playing melodies, followed by cannon salutes that resonated throughout the port and
the city. The ships in the bay, adorned with the flags of Japan and the United States, offered
a charming visual spectacle.

The members of the Japanese diplomatic mission were received with honors at the Panama
Railway Station by local authorities and resident diplomatic representatives in Panama. This
moment marked the first official encounter between Panamanians and Japanese.



After an emotional exchange of greetings between the Japanese delegation and Panamanian
authorities, presented by Captain Taylor, the ambassadors were escorted by an imposing
honor guard formed by soldiers of the army of New Granada to the train wagons, thus
marking the beginning of their journey to Aspinwall. The journey to Aspinwal took about 4
hours.

In total, they occupied 5 passenger wagons, totaling about two hundred people. The train
they traveled on was decorated with the flags of New Granada, the United States, and Japan.
The special train departed from Panama at 7:55. Within an hour, they arrived at the San Pablo
station, located about 38 kilometers away. There, the Japanese delegation was received with
a special lunch, where local authorities and dignitaries joined in a festive banquet to celebrate
their passage through the region.

The railroad company agents had meticulously organized the banquet, offering a selection of
exquisite dishes and beverages for the special guests. Delicious dishes such as rice, tea, fish,
and vegetables were served, specially prepared to suit Japanese tastes, while the toast was
made with champagne, adding a touch of elegance to the occasion.

Among those present at the lunch were the Governor of Panama, José de Obaldia; the
Secretary of State, Mariano Arosemena; the General Intendant, Manuel José Hurtado;
Captain William H. Gardner of the frigate Raonoke; Captain A. S. Taylor of the United States
Maritime Guard; Colonel Totton, Superintendent of the Railroad; U.S. Consul A. B. Cornwine;
English Consul C. F. Bidwell, among other consuls and prominent personalities residing in
Panama.

It was striking and picturesque that while they remained at the San Pablo station, some of
the Japanese artists who were part of the delegation dedicated themselves to capturing in
drawings everything that caught their attention, from the trains and the station to the birds
and the trees surrounding them. Upon resuming their journey, the Japanese delegation
expressed their joy and gratitude by applauding enthusiastically for all the attentions they
received.

Upon arriving at Aspinwall, the boats of the Roanoke steamship awaited them to transfer
them to the ship. As they were unfamiliar with the Japanese anthem on the Roanoke, they
interpreted "Hail Columbia" as part of the reception for the Japanese. The Roanoke ship was
extremely luxurious and had remained in Aspinwall for 10 months awaiting the arrival of the
Japanese. The ship set sail on the 26th to Portobelo to fetch water and then on the 27th to
New York.



On June 30, 1860, after six weeks in the United States, the Japanese delegates embarked on
their return to Japan following a different route and aboard the USS Niagara. They crossed
the Atlantic and Indian Oceans and arrived at Porto Grande, Cape Verde Islands in Africa, on
July 16. During the journey, they made stops at the ports of Sao Paulo de Loande (now
Luanda), Angola; Batavia (now Jakarta), Java; and Hong Kong, among others. The USS
Niagara frigate arrived in Tokyo Bay on November 8, where its passengers disembarked after
circumnavigating the globe.

This important historical event was engraved in the memory of Panama, which acted as a
privileged witness to this significant diplomatic interaction. This encounter between distant
cultures and the signing of a treaty of friendship and commerce marked a milestone in world
history and reflected the growing interconnectedness and globalization in the 19th century.

Writer: Juan Cardona

CEO of Hi-Tek Marine S.A.

Hi-Tek Marine S.A. is a Panamanian company founded in 1991, dedicated to the service and
marketing of marine electronic equipment, for vessels operating in the Panama Canal,
Caribbean, Central and South American regions.
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Writer’s Notes:

"The fascinating encounter between two cultures so distinct and geographically distant in the
precarious 19th century left a profound impression on me. It motivated me to write about the
experience shared by both countries. Panama, with its strategic position as a bridge between
the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, and its interoceanic railroad inaugurated in 1855, had the
privilege of receiving and sharing with visitors as distinguished as the Japanese Embassy on
their way to the United States. For me, this story goes beyond mere diplomatic mission; it
represents an exciting personal effort of each of the Japanese who crossed half the world to
fulfill their mission and reach Panamanian lands.

Today, Panama and Japan are close nations thanks to the path opened by those Japanese
who formed the Embassy of Japan in 1860. At a distance of 164 years, we revisit with
admiration and respect their history, recognizing the legacy of connection and friendship they
have left between our two nations."

I wrote this historic article after deep research in old newspapers of 1860.

The investigation was not easy because the style of writing the news was different and not all
newspapers covered the news in the same way.

At that time news took weeks to get published because the telegraph did not have too much
coverage, there was no submarine cable nor wireless communication. During this time period,
all communication between the East and West Coasts of the United States, as well as
between the United States and other countries, had to rely on delivery methods such as ships
or land transportation using horses, such as the services provided by the Pony Express.

The bibliography of the newspaper that were used as reference to write this story:
The Weekly Dispatch of May 6, 1860
Public Ledger of February 11, 1860
Buffalo Morning of April 16, 1860

Altoons Tribune of May 31, 1860

New York Daily Herald of April 18, 1860
The Evening Star of May 14, 1860

Smyrna Times of May 17, 1860

New York Daily Herald of May 10, 1860
Daily Missouri Republic 14 de mayo de 1860
Buffalo Courier Express of July 4, 1860
Dayer Exchange November 21, 1860
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" The embassy at the shipyard in Washington
D.C.: Vice Ambassador Muragaki Norimasa
(third from the left), Ambassador Shinmi
Masaoki (center), and Oguri Tadamasa
(second from the right).

Source: Wikipedia
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The three plenipotentiary members
of the Japanese embassy.: Muragaki
Norimasa, Shinmi Masaoki, y Oguri
Tadamasa.

Source: Wikipedia
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e #% The President of the United States,
James Buchanan,
| receiving the embassy.
. Source: Wikipedia
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