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The Tokugawa Shogunate





INTRODUCTION


The samurai were the warrior caste of medieval Japan, a class of powerful mounted soldiers who rose to power as retainers of feudal lords and the military arm of the imperial court, before establishing a new national order. Like the Vikings of Scandinavia they were initially men with nothing to lose, who won land at the point of a sword. Like the knights of Crusader Europe, they went on to export their military prowess in a handful of foreign expeditions. But contrary to a common modern misconception, the samurai were not a solely ‘Japanese’ creation. Throughout Japanese history, the great unspoken influences are China and its Korean vassal kingdom, presented variously as a threat to be fought off, a source of culture and precedent, a source of refugee aristocrats and wealth, or trade. It was the ‘Chinese’ Emperor, or rather China’s Mongol conqueror, Khubilai Khan, who inadvertently united the samurai in their finest hour – the spirited defence of Japan in the thirteenth century. It was the prospect of conquering China that led the samurai in their ill-fated invasion of Korea in the late sixteenth century. But a millennium earlier, the first samurai were also created in reaction to a military system borrowed from China, which foundered when exported to Japanese terrain. Their image owes much of its origin to frontier wars in what is now considered to be Japanese territory, but at the time was distinctly foreign. However, despite periodic contacts abroad to define and redefine their self-image, the bulk of the battles of the samurai over a 700-year period were fought among themselves. Held up to modern readers as a quintessential element of the soul of Japan, their system was brought crashing down by the onset of modernity itself.


The word samurai literally means henchman or retainer. The earliest use of the word comes attached to low-ranking civil servants in old-time Japan – a warrior class that began as a brawling rabble in the early Middle Ages, before the knightly class began to win favour, its own feudal domains and with them, a yearning for high culture. As the life of a successful warrior garnered spoils and wealth, the trappings of these military men became more ostentatious. So, too, did their personal battle with the nature of loyalty itself. Throughout the history of the samurai, the question of loyalty is a constant, incessant refrain. Loyalty to whom – this or that pretender, this or that general? Loyalty to what – the imperial institution, its martial representative, the status quo, or even the idea of a new order, if only the current order could be overturned?


An ethos of suicidal constancy and fearlessness created a quasi-religious worship of battle itself, with the samurai as vainglorious actors in deadly displays of valour. Early samurai battles, at least in so far as accounts of them have survived, have a ritual, theatrical quality, as champions ride out to recite their names and lineage; it was important for one’s kills to be counted and one’s performance to be noted. Samurai would often wear personal flags to make it clear who it was that was winning heads on a battlefield, and many had distinctive armour, richly decorated, with deliberately eye-catching helmet decorations, including devil’s horns, a crescent moon or a demon’s head. In the later period, some old warriors lamented the anonymity of the crowded modern battlefield, and the unsightly, dishonourable egalitarianism afforded to unskilled musketeers who could point and shoot after mere days of training, instead of a lifetime studying archery and the sword.


A samurai was supposedly a perfect soldier, keeping to a draconian martial code that was set down much later as Bushidō – the ‘way of the warrior’. Honour, bravery and prowess in battle were valued above life itself. One of the most famous samurai was Kusunoki Masashige – a statue of him on a horse has a prominent position outside today’s Imperial Palace in Tōkyō. Ordered into a battle he knew he could not win, he still led the charge, and died proclaiming that he wished he had seven lives to give for his country. He later became an unofficial emblem of the kamikaze pilots in the Second World War.


Most notoriously, samurai were expected to choose death over dishonour. In order to prove that they were not afraid, samurai suicides followed the practice of seppuku – cutting open the belly, more vulgarly known as hara kiri. This was regarded as the most excruciating and unpleasant death known to man, and was a kind of voluntary torture undergone by samurai determined to prove their purity of purpose.


Certain samurai eventually came to dominate the emperors they were supposed to serve. Many would use an old military rank to justify this, claiming that the emperor had made them shōgun – a supreme general with orders to suppress unrest, particularly to protect Japan from barbarian incursions. From the Middle Ages until the late nineteenth century, Japan was effectively under the control of the samurai class, and imperial decrees merely ratified the decisions taken by the most dominant warlord. Samurai continued to fight among themselves, often claiming to be loyal to an emperor who had received the wrong advice from his closest retainers. Such an attitude turned the emperors into pawns of whichever warlord had the best access to them.


A series of civil wars came to an end in the sixteenth century, with several prominent samurai generals seizing control of the country in the Emperor’s name. The final and most enduring victors were the Tokugawa family, who would supply the Shōgun for the ensuing 250 years.


The sheer size and scope of the samurai world makes it impossible to cover in its entirety. Every town has its local hero; every prefecture has its school trips to battlefields that the education board deem to be important. Samurai history has its undeniable high points, those leaders among the agglutinative, multi-word designations who had somehow gained a single, stark name in popular accounts: Yoshitsune, Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, Ieyasu. For the historian, however, there is the inevitable need to be concise, to cast aside moments, periods or figures in the interests of clarity. There are books about the samurai that confine all mention of the seven-year Korea campaign to a footnote, books that start long after the Thirty-Eight Years War, or finish centuries before the Meiji Restoration. Even the precise end of the samurai era is debatable. Its last battle was arguably fought in 1638, where a pocket of veterans, many of them Christian, led an ill-fated revolt in the south against the third Tokugawa Shōgun. The rebellion was ruthlessly crushed, the men and their families massacred, sending a clear message to the rest of Japan. In the Shōgun’s own words: ‘There will be no more wars.’ Japan was decreed closed to outsiders, shutting out the pervasive foreign influences of Christianity and foreigners.


For the next 200 years, Japan was a prosperous but fearful police state – the samurai were 10 per cent of the entire population, and were kept at that level by strict sumptuary rules. The lower classes struggled to support a warrior elite with no more wars left to fight, and the samurai themselves declined into bureaucracy, brigandage and sometimes poverty. Some died in vendettas over the increasingly intricate laws of propriety and conduct. Others, their livelihood lost with the death or dishonour of their lord, became masterless, wandering toughs (rōnin)or sneaked abroad to fight in foreign wars. Some even took a step that would have been unthinkable to their ancestors, renouncing their samurai status to become merchants or farmers.


Most of our stories of the samurai come from this period. Even tales of older deeds and battles were often set down in their modern forms during the era of decline, by authors attempting to recreate or remember the glory days, or by playwrights forced to tell old stories as a mask for banned reportage of current events. Our knowledge of the samurai era is often refracted by these demands, told with anachronistic trappings, or viewed through rose-coloured spectacles, from books, woodblock prints and plays.


Nor is this issue confined to the modern age. The great era of the gunkimono or military chronicles was the fifteenth century, 100 years removed from the events that they described. The great era for tales of the bloody unification of the country was the eighteenth century, once again, at least a century after the fact. We should regard such sources with the suspicion we might apply to a Viking saga, and ask ourselves who was writing, who was reading, what was lost and what was added before such tales were set down for posterity.


Anachronism is an intriguing part of the samurai experience. For more than 200 years, the Japanese entered a consensual time warp, returning to a world of castle towns, swordsmen and archers, giving up the gun and maintaining artillery at seventeen-century levels of technology. While the Industrial Revolution got underway elsewhere, Japan remained curiously preoccupied with the concerns of the warrior elite that had united it. After centuries of conflict, it might be said that the hard-won victory of the samurai was so bloody, so brutal and so entire, that they were left dazed and unprepared for peace itself.


There are many problems that beset the writer (and reader) of a general samurai history. Sometimes it seems as if every tiny hamlet on a mountainside has a connection to a great warrior or famous incident. For the historian who must be brief, there are often heartbreaking decisions about the anecdotes, testimonies and descriptions that must be left out. There is also a difficult balance to strike between precision and complexity. Academics are strongly discouraged from drawing direct parallels with Western institutions or time periods – while terms such as knight, baron or count might appear instructive and evocative, for many they are too much so, and force European ideals on an alien system. Take such admonitions too far, and discussion of Japanese history collapses into unreadable prose, thick with supposedly untranslatable concepts – daimyō, sankin kōtai, katana, junshi, giri. These concepts are necessary for appreciating the more impenetrable texts, but I have used them sparingly in this book. Hence, many will only show up once in the index, on the page where they are first mentioned, along with an English translation that I use thereafter: despite what some writers may suggest, very few of them really are untranslatable after all. I hope that this, at least, will help keep the narrative clear enough for the general reader, but still useful enough for the specialist, or the researcher who wishes to dig deeper in other sources.


A far greater problem in translating Japanese history for the general reader lies in the multiple readings afforded by the Japanese writing system. Japanese is written using a combination of Chinese characters and local phonetic scripts. Each character has a local, Japanese pronunciation and a classier Chinese reading, sometimes several. The meaning of a word is often more obvious as a glance than precisely how it should be pronounced – an issue that has contributed to the modern Japanese insistence on business cards. It is immediately clear to a Japanese reader that the book entitled Gikeiki can also be read as The Chronicle of Yoshitsune, that a book called Shinchō Kōki is obviously about Oda Nobunaga, or that a conflict called Genpei refers to a war between the houses of Minamoto and Taira. For someone unfamiliar with the characters and their multiple readings, this often makes it appear as if Japanese has two names for everything. I have done what I can to shovel such issues into the endnotes, where they will not interfere with the main narrative. In cases where a Japanese title is not uncommon in English sources, such as Hagakure, Hakkenden or Chūshingura, I give the term and its translation.


Many writers are tempted to discuss Japanese history as if it were hermetically sealed from the rest of the world. Although this is often how the Japanese liked to see themselves, Japan is an integral part of north-east Asia. Its dealings with the mainland in trade, piracy, cultural exchange and war were crucial influences in the development of a martial tradition that the Japanese themselves like to think of as unique. Hence, I make no apologies for my recurring focus on foreign contacts in this book – my own interests often lie on the border regions, where the Matsumae family carried civilization to the ‘barbarians’ of Ezo, where the Sō clan kept a constant vigil for hostile ships off Tsushima, and where the sailors of Satsuma pursued a secret suzerainty over the Ryūkyū Islands. We should remember that the ultimate authority of the samurai era, the Shōgun himself, was the ‘Great General Who Suppresses the Barbarians’, a military leader whose job was to defend Japanese culture from the predations and influences of unwelcome outsiders. By appreciating the impact of such foreign contacts, we can comprehend Japan’s draconian reactions to them. Paramount among these, of course, is the 200-year lockdown during the Tokugawa Shōgunate, when the last of the great pre-modern foreign imports, Christianity, was ruthlessly suppressed.


It is often difficult in Japanese history to tell who is precisely in charge. For the millennium covered in this book, it was universally agreed that the ultimate authority rested with the emperors. And yet, even before the samurai period began in earnest, many emperors were puppets of their regents, such as the powerful members of the Soga and Fujiwara families. From 1192 to 1333, the emperors were obliged to delegate their authority to the Kamakura Shōgunate, nine generations of supreme generals, whose authority was absolute, and largely hereditary. And yet, from 1203 to 1333, each Kamakura Shōgun in turn delegated his authority to a shikken or Shōgunal regent, a power behind the throne, each drawn from the family of the first Shōgun’s powerful wife. With such multiple onion layers of authority, can we ever say who was on top?


Similar machinations can be found in the Muromachi period that followed, where Shōguns from the newly paramount Ashikaga family soon found themselves enmeshed in rival claims to the imperial throne, and the meddlings of a ‘retired’ emperor, who was anything but retired. The Muromachi period was brought to a violent halt by the unification wars of the late sixteenth century, and the last line of Shōguns, the Tokugawa family, became the de facto rulers of Japan throughout the period 1603–1867. The position of the Tokugawa Shōgun, and that of his samurai retainers, was in turn mortally undermined by the return of foreigners en masse, particularly the ‘Black Ships’ of the United States of America, which forced Japan to re-open to foreign visitors in a triumph of gunboat diplomacy.


Having failed in his primary function, to ‘suppress barbarians’, the Shōgun did not last much longer. He was overthrown in the course of the Meiji Restoration, which began as competition between rival samurai elites, but ended with the Emperor regaining a nominal role as the head of state. The samurai were officially abolished soon after, and the last of their number entered the modern military or faded into the general population.


Although this is a factual account, fictions of the samurai play an important part in the way we understand them, and often in the way that they understood themselves. Some authorities, dazzled by cherry blossoms and tea ceremonies, have romanticized the samurai, preferring to see only the ornate accoutrements and poetic dalliances of their richest rulers and the owners of the largest estates. However, for most samurai, life was a tough regime of training and military service, hounded by vendettas and deprivation. Many of the conflicts of the samurai were aimed at gaining access to the luxuries and power of the privileged few – much of our modern misunderstanding of the samurai has its roots in the samurai’s deliberate misunderstanding of themselves, the imposition of a code of honour and chivalrous protocol long after the wars were done. Japanese drama in the samurai era often hinged on the juxtaposition of Duty and Emotion (giri versus ninjō), contrasting one’s personal desires with the draconian requirement to obey the orders of one’s superiors.


The poster-boys and super-heroes of bygone ages exhibit different priorities at work. History is largely told by the winning side, but Japanese tradition retains a powerful affection for tales of the underdog and tragic failure – some of the most famous samurai in history were defeated by the same order that later lionized them. It is even worth arguing that many of the supposed virtues of the samurai were not fashioned in practice in the Middle Ages, but promulgated in protest in the early modern period, as the complaints and fulminations of a declining elite. Samurai heroes continue to come in and out of fashion: the last stand of Kusunoki had its day, but so did the wily machinations of Hideyoshi, the elegant, doomed nobility of Yoshitsune, and the unexpected Christian piety of Augustin Konishi. In this book, I have deliberately hit the high notes, but also taken the time to point out a few of the more obscure figures whose day will surely come again.


In the modern era, the samurai ethic came to be associated with conservatism and right-wing patriotism, often in opposition to modernist policies. Paradoxically, many of those figures that best evoked the samurai spirit at the close of nineteenth century were the same men who were crushed and broken by the new order. Even as they fought for the Emperor, they established a new world that would dismantle their domains, take away their swords, and effectively destroy the value of everything they had learned. The last of the Shōgun’s loyalists briefly huddled in a self-styled samurai republic in the north of Japan, before they were forcibly brought to heel. The fabled ‘last samurai’, Saigō Takamori, was one of the victors in the Meiji Restoration, who nevertheless found himself disenchanted with the direction of the new order and led a doomed rebellion of his own in 1877. Thereafter, what remained of the samurai spirit became part of the creed of the military faction that gained control of Japan in the 1920s and dragged the nation into the Second World War.


In the immediate aftermath, the Occupation authorities suppressed martial stories for fear they encouraged unwelcome fervour among the defeated Japanese. New heroes were co-opted from stories post-dating the samurai era – the brutal ‘honour among thieves’ of the yakuza gangsters, or the devious underclass espionage of the ninja assassins. But such a monumentally ubiquitous warrior class as the samurai could not be written out of history so easily. For a significant proportion of the Japanese population, the samurai were Japan. Not merely as warriors, but husbands, the aspirations of their children, the state validations of wealthy landowners, the clients of geisha, customers of inn-keepers and patrons of artists.


Soon after the departure of the American censor, samurai stories reasserted themselves in pot-boiler novels, comics and, as television came into its own, as Japan’s default setting for costume drama. In the modern era, the samurai have become dramatic ciphers for Japan itself. The jidaigeki (period drama) remains a fundamental ingredient of modern Japanese media, presenting the samurai in a changing series of roles and conditions reflecting the way in which the Japanese see themselves.


In understanding the samurai, we also understand a crucial part of the soul of Japan. The ghosts of these old warriors can be seen everywhere in the modern world, in the power relationships between bosses and underlings, in the closed ranks of ‘Japan Incorporated’, in the rarefied levels of politeness and conflict avoidance to be found in the Japanese language. There is more, of course, to Japan than just the samurai. But the samurai have shaped so much of Japan, that it is impossible to see Japan without them.
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STRONG FELLOWS


THE RISE OF THE WARRIOR CLASS


The Japanese archipelago stretches for a 1200-mile crescent in the Pacific Ocean, arching from south-west to northeast. Rarely more than 200 miles wide at any point, Japan’s hinterland largely comprises soaring, forested peaks. Situated at the intersection of four tectonic plates, Japan is rich with volcanoes and hot springs, but also no stranger to earthquakes and tidal waves. Eighty per cent of Japan is covered with mountains – although the country’s land mass rivals that of the state of California, barely 15 per cent of its 145,885 square miles is arable. During the samurai era, when swamps and forests were still being cleared away by farmers, it was even less.


In modern times, Japan comprises the islands of Kyūshū, Honshū, Shikoku and Hokkaidō, but the last of these is a relatively recent addition, and was untamed wilderness until very late in the samurai period. For much of the history of the samurai, it was the other three islands that constituted the homeland of the samurai and their subjects.


In Japan, one is rarely more than 100 miles from the sea. Between the three main islands sits a sheltered waterway, the ‘Inland Sea’ that formed the first great road of trade. Sailors making the perilous crossing from Korea would cling to the coastline of Kyūshū before entering the Inland Sea at the narrow Shimonoseki Strait. From that point in, sheltered from the worst of the storms that might have plagued them on the open sea, they could sail all along the inner coasts of Honshū and Shikoku. The centre of Japanese civilization in the pre-samurai era sat at the eastern end of this waterway, on the Kansai plain. Here, we find several of Japan’s early capitals, including Asuka, Nara and Kyōto. Wherever the capital might be, it was assumed to be the centre of courtly culture, a refined place of poets and priests, elegant ladies and thoughtful scholars. It was palpably no place for a warrior, a recurring attitude in Japanese history in which the hedonistic, cultured court hires samurai to fight their battles, but prefers to keep them at arm’s length in the capital itself.


East of the Kansai plain, mountains rise up again to wall off the rest of Japan. At the commencement of the samurai era, much of the land north-east of the barrier mountains was beyond the authority of the emperors. The tangle of forests and swamps was inhabited by the Emishi, a ‘barbarian’ people with a different language to the Japanese, who appear to have been descended from an earlier set of arrivals in Japan, possibly the prehistoric Jōmon culture whose ceramic artefacts can be found all over Japan.


Reading between the lines of ancient texts, the Japanese had long been advancing into Emishi territory. Chinese chronicles of the Tang dynasty describe northern Japan as a separate country of ‘hairy people’, two of which were presented to the Taizong Emperor as part of the retinue of a Japanese ambassador. There were, Taizong was told, two kinds of Emishi – the ‘peaceful’ ones who had accepted the arrival of the Japanese and assimilated into their culture, and the ‘wild’ ones who continued to cause trouble at the ever-advancing frontier. Little is known about the Emishi language, but their genes live on in a significant proportion of the modern Japanese. Fragments of their place-names can still be found in northern Japan, and elements of their technology and military style formed important components of what would eventually be known as the samurai.


Crucially, part of the new lands on the border marches turned out to be another area of flat ground, a plain easily twice the size of Kansai. Kansai, ‘West of the Barrier [Mountains]’ now had a new rival in Kantō, ‘East of the Barrier’. Japanese history ever since has been characterized by tensions between the two plains. The Kantō region attracted ambitious frontiersmen and explorers, and, once cleared by generations of foresters, provided an incomparable source of horse-rearing pasture and land suitable for rice paddies. It should come as no surprise that the Kantō region was soon producing more rice, more horses and more men than the more established regions of the west. Before long, men of the Kantō region were playing ever more active roles in the politics back at court. Eventually, the Kantō region would come to dominate Japanese politics – while the capital remained in Kansai for 1,000 years, the true seat of power rested in Kantō. In the 1860s, this was finally recognized officially when the capital was moved from Kyōto to the city of Edo, which was only then renamed Tōkyō– ‘Eastern Capital’.


Japanese history before the rise of the samurai is something of a blur. Archaeology tells us that there were separate waves of colonization from the Asian mainland, people who left middens of seashells on the virgin beaches and made the world’s first documented ceramic pots. They developed rice agriculture and spread slowly along the land from the south-west.


Occasional references in Chinese chronicles talk of islands in the east, said to be the domain of the immortals. The first Emperor of China supposedly sent an expedition there in search of the elixir of eternal youth. The fleet of explorers never returned to China, although several local traditions in Japan will tell you where they landed, and where their descendants still live. Such prosaic legends of diaspora and dispersal are rather at odds with the legends of the Japanese themselves, which hold that Japan was the ‘Land of the Gods’, created from the droplets of seawater shaken from the tip of a jewel-encrusted divine spear.


Izanagi and Izanami, the god and goddess who give birth to the Japanese islands, also give birth to deformed, evil deities – said to be caused by the goddess’ hubris in speaking first at their wedding. For the sake of appearances, they re-enact their wedding with the correct ceremonial in order to have better offspring – the first, but by no means the last, occurrence in Japanese chronicles of ceremonies and outward appearances being deemed crucial to the composition of luck and life.


Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess, is one of their many offspring, and regarded as the ancestor of the rulers of Japan, through her great-great-great-grandson, the first legendary emperor, Jimmu. It was Jimmu, so claim the earliest extant Japanese legends, who led his brothers eastwards from Kyūshū, all the better to rule all of Japan. The stories that follow contain multiple references to local chieftains bested by Jimmu and his family in combat – Japan might be the Land of the Gods, but it seems to have already been occupied when the ancestors of the emperors arrived. The first victories of ‘Japanese’ warriors were a world away from the armoured, sword-bearing samurai of tradition. A song purported to have survived from the time is a hymn to the power of clubs and stone maces.


Though men in plenty
Enter and stay
We the glorious
Sons of warriors
Wielding our mallet-heads
Wielding our stone-mallets
Will smite them utterly.1


Chinese chronicles mention Japan as the land of Great Peace (Dahe, in Japanese: Yamato), or Origin of the Sun (Riben, in Japanese: Nippon) – the latter a reference to its geographical location, but fervently embraced by the Japanese themselves as a reference to Amaterasu. The Chinese also regarded the Japanese as savage barbarians, ruled over at one time by the shaman-queen Himiko, a veritable queen bee, attended upon by 1,000 women, and only a single male assistant – according to some sources, her brother. Dying unmarried, she was succeeded by a thirteen-year-old girl – is this a reference to a forgotten matriarchy in Japan, or the earliest indicator of underage puppet rulers functioning as mouthpieces for their ‘assistants’?


Japan, however, seldom appeared in Chinese chronicles. It was only with the re-establishment of a stable empire in China in the late sixth century that the Chinese began to consider further embassies and contacts with the kingdoms on the periphery. Then, as ever, China was considered the centre of the world, and all other outlying regions as mere reflections of its glory.


The Tang dynasty was founded in 618, but Japan, pre sumed to still be a vassal state, did not send an embassy for another twelve years. The ambassadors returned full of praise for the distant Tang court, observing that the Taizong Emperor was a powerful military man, who had won his empire twice on the point of a sword – once as the prime mover of his father’s grab for power from the preceding Sui dynasty, and again in a fratricidal skirmish that left him as the sole heir. Japanese ambassadors arrived only four years after this latter event, and were sure to have reported it back home.


In 645, Japan gained its own ruler in imitation of the proactive Taizong. The crown prince – the future Emperor Tenji – hatched a plot to kill one of his mother’s hated imperial advisers. When the four co-conspirators proved to lack the will to carry it out, Tenji rushed his victim himself. With the bleeding minister wounded on the floor, the shocked Empress retired to consider the matter, whereupon the co-conspirators regained their courage and finished the minister off.


An unforeseen casualty in the purge was history itself. The father of the murdered minister died in what was supposedly a suicidal conflagration in his mansion, taking several treasures with him, including an irreplaceable chronicle of times gone by. All Japanese history before the seventh century is hence a matter of conjecture and innuendo, a massive ‘Dark Age’ without a point of textual anchorage, and with many issues, such as the precise relationship of Japan to Korea, infuriatingly unclear. Legendary tales of a Japanese empress who invaded Korea, may in fact be a garbled reference to precisely the opposite.


The Japanese interest in the Korean peninsula may have been more than simple neighbourliness – it seems more than likely that the ruling houses of Japan and southern Korea were related, and that one was an offshoot of the other. But there is only a small portion of archaeological evidence to go on, limited still further by the attrition of time, and by the peculiar position of the Japanese emperors. Since Japanese tradition holds that Japan was created by the gods, and that the ruler of Japan is a direct descendant of the Sun Goddess, it is difficult to poke around Japanese antiquities with quite the same impunity as was afforded to archaeologists in Egypt, Italy or Greece. But there are, for example, extant multiple-pronged ceremonial swords, presented as gifts to Japanese rulers by Korean allies.


We should not be surprised that the Japanese had friends on the mainland. Such friendships were soon put to the test in 654 when the ruler of Tang China ordered a Japanese attack on the Korean nation of Baekje. If Japan were a loyal vassal state, as China had been led to believe, then it would have been a simple exercise.


From a distance, it might have seemed that Emperor Kōtoku was enthusiastically obeying. He initiated the Taika Reforms, a series of edicts that reorganized Japan in imitation of the Chinese system, redrawing boundaries and undermining the power of local strongmen, instead concentrating all authority in the hands of the Emperor, and creating new military districts. Men and supplies were moved from all over to Japan and concentrated in the southern island of Kyūshū, the logical launching point for any assault on Korea.


However, if we read between the lines, we might see that Kōtoku was anything but obedient. An imperial edict of 646 ordered the formation of new military units, specifying that each person should bring a sword, armour, bow and arrows, flag and drum. However, the term used for these men was sakimori – ‘border guards’. Kōtoku was not planning an assault on his allies in Baekje; instead he was preparing for the likely consequences when China found out that he had ignored the order. The forces concentrating in Kyūshū were not preparing to attack Korea: they were preparing to defend Japan.2


Kōtoku may have hoped that China’s expansion would stop before it became his problem. It had, after all, been many centuries since a single imperium had united the mainland. The preceding Sui dynasty had lasted barely forty years, in which time the upstart Japanese had managed to rile the ruler of ‘All Under Heaven’ by addressing him as an equal.3 Perhaps Kōtoku hoped that infighting, family feuds or revolution might soon reduce the vigour of the Tang dynasty, and distract it from trouble at its borders.


China would eventually overreach itself, but not before uniting with the Korean kingdom of Silla to wipe out Baekje, which ceased to exist in 660 when a combined Chinese–Sillan force entered its capital. Along the same lines of communication that had been used to carry Buddhist missionaries and trade goods, a call for assistance went out from the last defenders of Baekje. It travelled across the narrow strait, past the island of Tsushima, through the Shimonoseki Strait and into the Inland Sea. Whatever offer was made in Baekje’s name, it was clearly tempting to the Japanese. The military response was so huge that the Japanese capital was temporarily moved to the southern island of Kyūshū in order to be close to the shipyards.


The omens were bad. Empress Saimei, nominal ruler of Japan, died during the preparations, but that did not stop her martially minded son from continuing the project. A fleet numbering hundreds of Japanese ships returned along the Tsushima Strait, and to the mouth of the Baek River that would take it to the site of the fallen Baekje capital.4 There, the Japanese ran into a smaller force of Chinese, which they fatally assumed would be easy to defeat. In the ensuing four days of military action, the Chinese scored four clear victories. ‘In this action’, wrote a Korean chronicler, ‘they burned four hundred of the Japanese vessels – the flames and smoke rose to scorch the heavens, while the ocean’s waters turned as red as cinnabar.’5


The Japanese fleet was bunched and crushed in the lower reaches of the Baek River, the ships forced too close together with little room for manoeuvre. Losses are estimated, even in conservative sources, at close to 10,000 men. It was, in the words of one historian ‘the worse defeat for the Japanese in their pre-modern history’.6


The debacle literally formed the final page in the history of Baekje. The annals for that unfortunate kingdom peter out only a couple of years later, and subsequent kings of Baekje were merely honorary positions within the Chinese nobility. The survivors from the Baekje royal family either defected to the Chinese or sought asylum in Japan, where they endured as minor aristocrats. The news of the Chinese victory was sufficient to cause some outlying forts to surrender without even putting up a fight – emissaries arrived from the island of Cheju, and swore allegiance to the Tang dynasty before any trouble broke out. As the tattered remnants of the invasion force limped back home, Japan was gripped with the palpable fear of a Chinese–Korean counter-attack.


China was in the ascendant. The Tang dynasty, barely two generations old, oversaw a time of great prosperity. Empress Wu, favoured wife of Taizong’s son, the crippled Emperor Gaozong, ruled in her husband’s name, and was so sure of her success that she began planning for the rarest of rituals, only seen a handful of times in history, wherein the Chinese ruler announced to the gods that all was well under heaven. Japanese prisoners of war formed a reluctant part of the elaborate ceremonies, led along with captured Koreans, defeated barbarians from the inner Asian deserts and steppes, and vanquished Chinese rebels to the great mountain where Taizong was entombed. There, the multicultural entourage was presented to the late Emperor’s spirit in symbolic offering. Surely, the Japanese were expecting to be executed, but the Chinese saw no need for human sacrifice. Instead, with the grim news that their souls would remain behind at the tomb, they were sent home.7


It was only now that Emperor Tenji, the instigator of the palace coup of 645 and brain behind the ill-fated Korean campaign, finally came to the throne in an official capacity – he had previously ruled from behind the thrones of other family members. He did so entirely convinced that it was only a matter of time before a Chinese counter-attack, and initiated a series of further reforms in order to prepare his country against invasion. Tenji moved his capital from Asuka to Ōmi, protected by mountains on three sides, and Lake Biwa on the other. The bearing of arms among Tenji’s courtiers became commonplace, and it was no longer considered unusual to see a nobleman with a sword at his belt or with a bow and arrows. Border guards were set up with beacon-fires on outlying islands, particularly Tsushima and Iki facing Korea. Japanese soldiers and Korean refugees also constructed a long dike, fifteen metres high, around Hakata Bay – the largest natural harbour in Kyūshū, and sure to be the target of any large-scale landing. In a telling strategic move, several siege works were constructed at points along the Inland Sea approaching Tenji’s new capital, as if Tenji were already expecting the outlying defences to crumble. The same period also saw the first national census, as Tenji’s courtiers assessed the availability of manpower ahead of possible military conscription.


The reorganization of Japan’s institutions was an ongoing, organic process spanning several decades. Provinces were reconstituted, and as conquests were made in the north-east border marches, new provinces were added. In imitation of the Chinese model, a ministry of priests was given precedence in government, with authority over rites and ceremonial. A ministry of bureaucrats was put in charge of more secular matters. Among the twelve ranks of civil servants, the lower six were referred to in state documents as ‘servants’ – samurai. At the time, the word did not specifically refer to a warrior, but the fact that it would eventually encompass military men is an indicator of the early low position of warriors within the imperial ranking system.


However, the expected Chinese attack never came. By the time of Tenji’s death in 671, China faced a famine, a drought, and then a war with Tibet. If China had ever planned an invasion of Japan – and there is no evidence that China ever did – the Tang dynasty was preoccupied elsewhere, and was soon to begin its long, graceful decline. But if Chinese soldiers did not invade Japan in the late seventh century, they still made their presence felt. Although Tenji’s son, Prince Ōtomo, was the late ruler’s intended heir, Tenji’s brother Prince Ōama, made a successful bid for the throne in a month-long civil conflict in the summer of 672.


Relying on the tactical advice of a prisoner of war from Tang China, Prince Ōama’s attack lurched eastward to seize two crucial mountain passes that led to northern Japan. At first, the force comprised only a few men – Ōama rode with a small posse of horsemen and little supplies, counting instead on the goodwill and support of local strongmen. It was these local power brokers that then supplied Ōama with his army proper, amid promises of perks and power in the new order. Ōama’s army then split into three, approaching the capital from both shores of Lake Biwa, while a third group ran for Naniwa to cut off Ōtomo’s only decent escape route. What had once been a defensive strategy – the single route to the sea at Naniwa – was now a leading factor in the downfall of Prince Ōtomo, who had never expected that he would need to run away from his capital instead of protect it from putative invaders coming from the sea.


Even so, Ōama’s victory was not assured. With a Korean military adviser of his own and the support of several powerful families, Prince Ōtomo scored an early victory when he duplicated his uncle’s tactics, dumping any baggage or footsoldiers to send a swift squadron of horsemen cross-country to surprise his uncle’s troops. When the two forces faced each other in a true battle, the Chronicle of Japan describes a distinctly continental confrontation. Soldiers appear to have been divided into units of archers, infantry and cavalry, while Ōtomo’s forces are reported banging drums and gongs, which had simply been intended to scare their enemies, but may have also been a use of Chinese-style signalling to ensure coordinated responses from the men on the field.


Arms and armour also largely followed Chinese designs. There is little description of them in accounts of the time, but archaeological evidence from tombs and period figurines suggest that the soldiers who fought in Ōama’s usurpation army carried straight swords, or spears or pole-arms with a distinctive, beak-like spike in imitation of similar Chinese weapons. The sole exception appears to have been in archery, where the Japanese had long been famous for using bows with an asymmetric design, held close to the bottom instead of at their mid-point. This seems to have been a decision made originally for technical reasons, as the earliest bows were made from an entire sapling, which would invariably have a springier branch end than root end. Hence, Japanese archers would clutch their bow low down the stave, with substantially more of the stave above the hand than below it. Likely to have been a more widespread style in ancient times, the asymmetric bow was already supplanted in China by compound versions made from several pieces of material, and hence with no need to conform to natural shapes or designs. However, the Japanese crucially kept their asymmetric bow design even when technology made it no longer necessary.8


Warriors on both sides wore armour made from strips of hardened hide or small iron plates, lashed tightly together with leather laces. Helmets were constructed from a more solid design, with additional hinged plates of hide or thin metal that shielded the jaw and the back of the neck. Mounted warriors, whose horse and saddle could bear a heavier weight for longer, tended to wear armour with a greater emphasis on metal plates, and with a flared skirt around the hips. In the case of both hide and metal construction, these armours were usually treated with lacquer to protect them against Japan’s damp winters and humid summers.


When Ōama won, he did so thanks to superior numbers. His first ride east had not only secured him the mountain passes, but access to all the local chieftains beyond the pass to the north and east, who supplied him with sufficient cavalry to turn the tide in his favour. Conversely, Prince Ōtomo was only able to seek help to the south and west–domains that had heavily taxed to support the disastrous Korean campaign, lost many of their sons in the debacle at Baek River, and had faced further taxation and corvée labour in the years of preparation for a Chinese invasion that had never arrived. Understandably, such clans were unwilling to offer any further support to the latest incumbent.


His capital in flames, Prince Ōtomo committed suicide on a mountainside after fleeing the battle. His brief reign was scrubbed from Japanese history for many centuries, and Prince Ōama was enthroned as Emperor Temmu (r.673–86). Tellingly, his reign title translates as ‘Heavenly Warrior’.


Temmu’s reign has been widely regarded as a turning point in Japanese history. Not the least by Temmu himself, who may have been the first Japanese ruler to use the title of Emperor (Tennō) while living – his predecessors were only conferred with imperial status posthumously.9 One of Temmu’s sons was the chief editor of the Chronicle of Japan (Nihongi), an account of Japanese history clearly intended to replace and even supersede the accounts that had been burned during the purges of Temmu’s brother. The Chronicle of Japan begins with the creation of the world by the gods and covers the 1,000 years that the Japanese believed had elapsed since Japan’s first legendary ruler. But an impressive seven chapters from its total of thirty are devoted to the reigns of Temmu, his brother and his parents, spanning a little over forty years. These later chapters, culminating with the reign of Temmu’s widow, were written within living memory of the events depicted, and may be reasonably assumed to be accurate, if biased. The preceding chapters lionized and mythologized Japan’s rulers back in the misty past, refashioning the rulers of Japan as the divine descendants of the gods themselves.


Crucially, Temmu was a ruler who had been raised in a nation on a constant war footing. As a teenager, he had witnessed his brother seize power by arranging the brutal murder of a courtier; in his twenties, he had overseen the preparation of a massive invasion fleet; in his thirties, he had witnessed the countrywide preparations to ward of the threat from China. Having seized the throne from his own nephew, Temmu remained permanently on his guard. The Chronicle of Japan for the remainder of his reign is devoted largely to strategic affairs: life at Temmu’s new court in Asuka was a constant round of tournaments, inspections and training. Late in his reign, he decreed:


In government, military matters are the essential thing. All civil and military officials should therefore diligently practice the use of arms and riding on horseback. Be careful to provide an adequate supply of horses, weapons and articles of personal costume. Those who have horses shall be made mounted soldiers; those who have none shall be foot soldiers. Both shall receive training.10


But when Temmu talked of military affairs, he was talking of new institutions. Determined to kick away the ladder by which he had risen to power himself, he confiscated all heavy military gear from private hands. Crossbows, catapults and signalling devices (drums, flags and horns) were kept in district vaults. Meanwhile, court appointees were put in charge of sixty districts, where one of their duties was to maintain registers of the population. Although Temmu died before his system had been fully implemented, by the early eighth century an organization was in place that was designed to levy a conscript militia from local peasants. Heavy matériel was provided by the state from the district arsenals, but the conscripts were expected to bring their own sword and dagger, armour and a helmet made from wicker or straw, a bow and fifty arrows.


Much of the system was lifted, sometimes word for word, from Chinese military codes. On average, each household provided a single conscript. Fortune favoured the wealthy – those who could afford a horse were naturally able to promote themselves into the cavalry, while the sons of local potentates often spent their military service period on guard duty in the capital. For the poorer rank and file, guard duty was specifically border guard duty, stationed down in Kyūshū, or serving at one of the many signal-fires along the Inland Sea, linking the Kyūshū wardens with the capital.


There is some circumstantial evidence that most of the border guards were from east Japan. An anthology of contemporary poetry, intended as a snapshot of all aspects of life in early Japan, contains a conspicuous number of border guard laments, often referring to home villages in the east or an embarkation point at Naniwa – in other words, that their journey to the west was so long that it was necessary for them to board a ship in Kansai to cross the Inland Sea. For subjects in Kyūshū, Shikoku or west Honshū, simple maintenance of roads, watchtowers and signal fires was liable to take up much of the military service obligations. Geographically, east Japan was far from the likely point of contact with Chinese invaders, and so rather than providing fortifications and infrastructure, east Japan was best put to use providing men and horses. They also began to produce stories and narratives of a martial tradition, to which they regarded themselves as the rightful inheritors.


A legend of Japan’s first ruler, Emperor Jimmu, tells of his war-band stopping at a place called Usa in the middle of one of their campaigns. The obscure village in northern Kyūshū seems to have been a position of some prominence, and was a place where Jimmu prayed for victory. A local his ‘ministers’. When Jimmu’s prayers were found to have been answered, the reputation of Usa went up in the world. Later known as a prominent shrine, Usa came to signify all that was divinely steered in the actions of the Japanese state. Close contacts with Korea, probably giving it early access to new Buddhist mysteries, also helped Usa keep up with the times, and it was periodically reported as the place where ministers prayed for a sick emperor’s recovery or a beleaguered emperor’s victory.


The local god was an agriculture deity or patron saint of fishermen, until the time of the legendary fifteenth Emperor, Ōjin, his birth apparently signified by the divine appearance of eight banners. It was with the name ‘Eight Banners’ (Hachiman), that the Usa shrine came to be most associated, eventually passing the name on to the local deity. Hachiman came to be known as the God of War, and it was to him that some of the early Japanese courts prayed for victory. In time, he came to be regarded as the patron deity of many samurai clans. Hachiman, or rather, his effigy, officially visited the sacred city of Nara in the eighth century, and his shrine maidens, chewing laurel leaves and deep in religious trances, functioned as prophetesses. At times when even the oracles of the Sun Goddess were silent, Hachiman had something to say. For certain warriors in the provinces, Hachiman came to be associated with their victories. He was adopted as the patron deity by several factions of warriors that would become influential in Japanese politics.11


As the threat from China faded, new uses were found for the soldiers. The period 774–812, known as the ‘Thirty-Eight Years War’, saw a series of military expeditions against the Emishi of northern Honshū.


Precisely who the Emishi were is a matter of some debate. They have a multiplicity of names, and the names themselves a multiplicity of explanations. Some sources conflate them with the Ainu, a group of bear-worshipping, conspicuously hirsute natives who may have entered prehistoric Japan by way of a land bridge from Siberia. Emishi itself was once written with the characters for ‘hairy men’, then with the characters for ‘shrimp barbarians’ – this may have been an attempt to match pre-existing tribes with fanciful descriptions from Chinese chronicles, but is more likely to have been descriptive – perhaps of their diet, hairstyles, or of a particular kind of whisker favoured by the warrior males. There may even have been a military origin in the two weapons that made the Emishi most formidable – in Japanese, a yumishi is a bowman; in the lost language of the barbarians, an emushi may have been a sword.12


Court reports of early Japan note that the Emishi tattooed their skin and wore their hair in a form of topknot. Although widely described as hunter-gatherers, they also appear to have adopted agriculture in places. Contacts were not always violent, although the Emishi appear to have had no written culture, and accepted gifts of armour, flags and drums from Japanese emperors with a degree of bafflement. It seems that in some cases the Emishi did not realize that they were surrendering. Some military ‘conquests’ ended without a single casualty, with victorious Japanese generals reporting an Emishi surrender, but actually meaning that a colony had been established and nobody had yet decided to attack it. In other cases, some Emishi seem to have welcomed the arrival of new faces and new luxuries from the south. Far from presenting a barbarous danger, one might even argue that some Emishi only began to present a threat when they began to appreciate what ‘civilization’ was, with early miscegenation and cultural contacts giving way to later arguments over law, tax and obligations.13


Government-sponsored colonization programmes sent groups of people to the north, settling in areas around newly constructed forts such as Akita and Taga (modern Sendai). These ‘forts’, however, were nothing like the anti-invasion fortifications built in the south. No stonework was used in their construction – instead they usually comprised a wooden palisade on an earthwork surrounded by a ditch. The roofs were thatched – suggesting that colonists did not expect prolonged trouble from the supplanted local Emishi, or that the Emishi style of combat did not extend to siege or arson attacks on government property. In many cases, the ‘colonists’ were Emishi, of the ‘peaceful’ variety, while the government troops merely watched for any trouble from their unassimilated ‘wild’ cousins.


The Emishi, it seems, did not stay peaceful for long when their new masters imposed unwelcome tax burdens. Annoyed at the locals’ lack of willingness to adhere to the new order, the court dispatched first one punitive expedition, then another, in a series of ill-fated pacification exercises that eventually stretched into the Thirty-Eight Years War.


The punitive expeditions followed the designs that the Japanese had adopted from Chinese military codes. The bulk of each force comprised infantrymen, armed with spears or straight, stabbing swords. Archers were also in evidence. The wealthiest members of the expedition brought their own horses. Many of the unmounted troops carried shields of a design far removed from that familiar to Europeans. A Japanese ‘shield’ was more like a long wooden plank with a hinged pole to hold it up. It was not readily portable because it was never intended to be carried in battle; instead it functioned as a temporary wall, behind which archers or infantry could duck during the initial exchange of arrows in a battle. Such shields rather implied that there was a set of gentlemanly rules to any battle, and that both sides would have to agree to play along. The Emishi entirely ignored this implied order, and instead remained highly mobile, mainly on horseback. They retained the element of surprise, and excelled at striking and running.


Although lumped together as one mass of barbarians, the Emishi also seem to have had an organizational structure of their own that the Japanese did not understand. Rare Japanese victories in skirmishes, sufficient to ‘pacify’ any given locality, were simply ignored by Emishi in the next valley. Campaigning was halted in 778, only for a new group of Emishi to steal across the frontier and burn settlers’ villages in another part of the north. From the safety of the court on the Kansai plain, the government ordered ever larger expeditions to quell the northern disturbances.


Strangely, the war in the north was not permitted to trouble the rest of Japan. In the western regions, the situation was so peaceful that the government actually began dismantling the old conscript system. Conscript soldiers had a reputation for being unreliable and poorly trained, and their use was abolished over most of Japan. Soldiers were expected to be recruited ‘in emergencies’, but with no invaders arriving from the Chinese mainland, the likelihood of an emergency was considered to be remote, with the exception of the new northern provinces of Mutsu and Dewa, still thick with unpacified Emishi.


This policy may have streamlined costs and organization, but it also created a new vacancy that was readily filled by professional soldiery. While southern and western Japan did away with much of its military organization, the north and east remained a constant proving ground for martial men. For now, these warriors were the underlings of the court – lowborn men out to win fortunes, or the sons of minor nobility determined to carve out a domain for themselves on the borderland. They remained the respectful servants of the court nobility, acting in the name of a distant capital that many of them never even visited.


This very distance from court interference may have contributed towards the forging of the samurai. There was no place on the frontier for feeble, theoretically minded generals – these were soon weeded out. Instead, the warriors on the frontier began to adopt new ideas learned from their enemies. This included the use of the Emishi themselves; we might even argue that the Thirty-Eight Years War lasted an entire generation because it took that long for assimilated Emishi to grow up and fight for the Japanese cause against their own cousins.


Not every Emishi convert stayed faithful. The renewed attacks in 780 were actually caused by internal tensions among the Japanese colonists. One had insulted the ancestry of Azamaro, a warrior in the service of the Japanese. Affronted, Azamaro killed the Japanese leader and returned to his roots, leading a force of Emishi against the Japanese colonists he had once helped. The Japanese counter-attack stalled for literally months while its leaders at the burned ruins of Fort Taga fussed over supplies and logistics:


They swarm like bees and gather like ants . . . but when we attack, they flee into the mountains and forests. When we let them go, they assault our fortifications . . . Each of their leaders is as good as 1,000 men.14


The worst Japanese defeat came at the Koromo River in 788, when a force of 2,000 men broke away from the main body of the army and forded the river in an attack on the base of the Emishi leader Aterui. The Japanese were victorious in the initial assault, in which they outnumbered Aterui’s men six to one. The Japanese pursued the Emishi, forgetful that they were straying far from the main body of the army. The 300 Emishi were reinforced by another 800, and then a further 400 arrived and cut off their escape route. A survivor’s report of the incident betrays the ongoing bafflement among government troops about what constituted true battle:


Those who died in battle for the state were 25. While 245 were struck by arrows, those who drowned in the river were 1,036. Those who returned without belongings were 1,257.15


Only a handful of men had engaged the Emishi in what the court would have reasonably expected to call ‘combat’. Much of the rest of the Japanese appear to have fled in chaos from the scene, trying and largely failing to swim for safety. Though a court reader might be able to massage the figures in some reports – after all, only twenty-five men had died in hand-to-hand fighting – the full statistics imply that 1,000 men drowned in ignominious retreat, while the remainder dragged themselves onto dry land on the far riverbank, a hail of Emishi arrows streaming down around them. Their drums, gongs and other barbarian-scaring paraphernalia lay broken and forgotten on the enemy shoreline.


Back at the capital, Emperor Kammu had no trouble in reading between the lines. The generals had prevaricated in the safety of their forts, and whined incessantly about supplies, until only a direct order had set them on their way. They had then lost thousands of men but barely inflicted a few dozen casualties on the Emishi.


Finally, the Emperor sent a general who could do the job. Sakanoue no Tamuramaro, the descendant of exiled Korean aristocrats, described in dramatic, demonic terms as having a ‘yellow face and red hair’. Legendarily, Tamuramaro scored his victory through trickery, erecting giant paper lanterns on hilltops in order to draw the curious Emishi out of cover. This, however, seems to be a later spin on events, designed to explain similar activities undertaken in local festivals in north Japan. In fact, Tamuramaro defeated the Emishi by turning their tactics against them.


The Emishi’s ultimate weapon was the mounted archer – a man using a long bow, which was held asymmetrically with the hand close to the lower end. This left the bow itself towering above the wielder, but allowed a man to fire from horseback without tripping over himself. The samurai soon adopted this tactic themselves; however this style of bow use still encumbered the samurai, forcing the average mounted archer into a relatively small field of fire to his left-hand side. It remained difficult to swing one’s bow hand over to the right while on horseback, an encumbrance that often forced samurai to face their opponents obliquely, riding around them in an anti-clockwise direction. Such considerations placed stronger emphasis on speed and manoeuvrability – samurai archers were vulnerable on their right side to other samurai archers, and would need to constantly jockey and reposition to keep their enemies in their field of fire.
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