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Visitors from Oceans and Memory of Natural Disasters

in Ryukyus: On “Ulm Islands” and “Nirai-kanai”

ISSHIKI Aki

In Ryukyus, there is the legend that God bringing fertility and happiness comes from a
different world in the ocean, that is, from “Nirai-kanai”. However, in reality, what comes from
the ocean to the Ryukyus not only brings richness. For example, typhoons that comes to
Ryukyus every year causing great disaster. It is said that fortune and misfortune are intertwined.

In this paper, I am talking about the great tsunami that occurred in the Ryukyus and the “pray
for the Gentiles” on the island of the border. And I discuss various problems of the natural
disaster in the Ryukyus.

First, I will describe the characteristics of Ryukyu”s “natural disaster”. Second, I will describe
the outline of the “Meiwa Tsunami” and the legend related to the disaster. This tsunami took
place in 1771, causing major damage at Miyako Island and Ishigaki Island.

Thirdly, we discussed the relationship between disaster caused by the tsunami and land use in
Okinawa Island. There, the damage of the tsunami has been confirmed on the Pacific side in the
past. So, on the island of Okinawa, there is no big city on the Pacific coast. However, people have
forgotten the disaster, and the US military bases were built there.

Finally, in this paper we discuss “Gentile prayer” at Yonaguni Island. Yonaguni Island is an
island of the border. Therefore, for a long time, the inhabitants of the island were plagued by
foreign diseases. On the other hand, Yonaguni Island has many festivals (“Machiri”). Thirty
festivals are being held in a year. Among them, in the village called Kubura, the residents pray
for the dissolution of foreigners and big man (pirates). To Yonaguni Island, such a disaster came
from the ocean. Also, in the festivals of this island, in recent years, the commander of the Self-
Defense Forces (SDF) is invited from the residents as guests. For this island, the SDF is also
a visitor coming from the ocean. The visitors, including their families, have over 200 people,
accounting for about 12% of the population. Tax revenues also increased. Visitors from the
ocean with special and powerful power like the SDF and the US military are stationed in the
Ryukyus. That fact is increasing the risk of the region getting involved in war. On the other
hand, good relations between those visitors and residents are benefiting the area.

In conclusion, the people in the Ryukyus have received visitors from the ocean as beings that
bring disaster and happiness. And people coexisted with such visitors, gained maximum benefit
from them and minimized damage. As you can see, people in the Ryukyus have fascination and
wisdom to live while facing natural disasters on the islands.
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