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JAPANESE CASTLES AD 297–1540

INTRODUCTION

The first Japanese fortifications

The earliest known use of fortified sites in Japan dates from the Yayoi Period (c.300 BC–AD 300), which succeeded the Neolithic Jōmon Period (c.10,000–300 BC). Jōmon culture had been characterized by hunter/gatherer behaviour followed by primitive agriculture. Until quite recently, it was assumed that Jōmon communities consisted of no more than a dozen or so households, but excavation of the archaeological site of Sannai-Maruyama in Aomori Prefecture has revealed a large village containing what may have been a fortified structure. Six 1m-wide postholes were found, each of which formerly held a massive pillar of chestnut wood. This may indicate the presence of a lookout tower, which would imply defensive purposes, or it may even be a religious structure.

Unless further archaeological work is able to identify Sannai-Maruyama unequivocally as a fortified site, the introduction of fortifications to Japan must be dated to the succeeding Yayoi Period. The most important innovation associated with the Yayoi culture was the introduction of wet-rice cultivation by immigrants from the Asian continent. This resulted in the rapid development of food production and a consequent increase in population. The immigrants also introduced metals into the Japanese archipelago – first iron and then bronze – the reverse of the order found in other parts of the world. Iron was used primarily for tools, while bronze was cast into weapons and bells. Skeletal remains show that the people who brought the Yayoi culture were taller than the natives they displaced.

There is a wealth of archaeological evidence to suggest that warfare and fortifications played a part in the expansion of the Yayoi settlements. The discovery of broken tips of stone or bronze weapons lodged in the bones of Yayoi Period skeletons from the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD has been interpreted as indicating the onset of war and some of its likely victims. The frequency of weapon finds among bodies in the Yayoi Period is particularly striking when compared to burials in the Jōmon Period. Out of the 5,000 skeletons excavated from Jōmon graves since 1947, only ten appear to have suffered violent deaths, yet among the 1,000 skeletons associated with Yayoi sites, 100 appear to have died as a result of wounds inflicted by weapons. One victim at Doigahama appears to have been killed when a stone arrowhead struck his skull. A female skeleton in Nejiko in Nagasaki Prefecture has a bronze arrowhead lodged in her skull, while several skeletons at Yoshinogari in Kyūshū are headless.

The development of warfare at this time has been explained as follows. As populations grew and more land was sought neighbours may well have fought each other over scarce lands and reliable sources of water. We know that settlements were extended into the upper reaches of river valleys as well as the lower-lying areas, and it is at this time that we first come across evidence that some, but by no means all communities sought to protect their interests by the creation of fortifications. The first phase of defensive considerations appears to have been simply the establishment of settlements located on high ground, because numerous Yayoi Period hamlets containing between three and five households have been identified some 200 or 300m above sea level. These ‘highland settlements’ (kōchisei shūraku) could of course merely have been bases from which the fertile lower ground could be cultivated without wasting any valuable space. This may well have been the original reason for their creation during the 1st century AD, but the discovery of weapons at some later sites, together with scorched earth and ashes (which may indicate the sites of beacons) has suggested an additional military role. Indeed, it is now accepted that most upland sites at least provided the function of a lookout post in case of an attack.

This archaeological evidence for fortification and sporadic conflict is reflected in the earliest written accounts concerning Japan. These may be found in the Chinese dynastic histories, of which the first to refer to Japan is the Wei Zhi, the history of the Wei dynasty (AD 220–65), which was compiled about AD 297. The account of the country of Wa, as Japan was then known, appears in a section in which China’s barbarian neighbours are described, and, although the description is brief, it includes the mention of a fortified place:

The country formerly had a man as ruler. For some 70 or 80 years after that there were disturbances and warfare. Thereupon the people agreed upon a woman for their ruler. Her name was Himiko. She occupied herself with magic and sorcery, bewitching the people. … She resided in a palace surrounded by towers and stockades, with armed guards in a state of constant vigilance.

A very similar description occurs in the Hou Hanshu, the history of the Later Han dynasty, compiled in about AD 445. The suggestion by the author of the Wei Zhi that warfare developed in Japan in the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD tallies with the archaeological evidence noted above, which also shows that this was a time when arrowheads were being produced that were heavier and deadlier than those made for hunting. The spacing of the highland settlements allowed smoke signals to be sent from one base to another, and these hamlets frequently lay within a short distance of major Yayoi settlements.
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Yoshinogari is the most important Yayoi Period site in Japan. It possesses several defensive features, most of which are shown in this view looking in towards the main enclosure. There are three watchtowers, a palisade fence and a ditch. A simple tower protects the gateway. In the foreground is a rice storehouse.

These larger Yayoi sites have been well studied, and provide strong evidence of early Japanese fortifications. Important places such as Otsuka near Yokohama and Yoshinogari in Kyūshū were settlements protected by ditches (kangō shurakū). Ditches have also been found in certain highland sites, and half a century of excavation has revealed 79 such villages from Kyūshū to northern Honshū. Asahi in Aichi Prefecture provides a good example of a fortified Yayoi village. Three ditches provided defence. The outer one was between 5 and 7m wide and 1.5m deep; while the inner two were between 1.5 and 2m deep. Inside the ditches stakes, planks of wood and twisted branches had been arranged to make access impossible except across the bridges the linked the various sections. Beyond the outer ditch was a thigh-high line of stakes and planking. All such sites are of the Yayoi Period, and none is later than AD 300.

The Korean-style fortresses of the Yamato State

The development of Yayoi culture culminated in the emergence of the unified Yamato State: the dominant clan lineage that was to become the Japanese imperial house. By the 3rd century AD the Yamato court had achieved supremacy within the area of modern Nara Prefecture and had begun to extend its influence much wider. The eventual triumph of the Yamato over their domestic opponents is shown by the absence of fortified settlements in Japan beyond about AD 300. Their archaeological monuments are instead the huge kofun, keyhole-shaped burial mounds, which date from about AD 250. From the early kofun of Hashihaka, 286m long, to the enormous mid-5th-century Daisen kofun at 486m, the supremacy of the ruling lineage was asserted locally in no uncertain fashion. Yet other military challenges were to be made to the fledgling imperial hegemony as the centuries went by, and each received a response that involved the creation of different types of fortified positions.

The first challenge concerned Japan’s overseas interests. For the first six centuries AD the Korean Peninsula was divided into three kingdoms: Goguryeo in the north bordering China, Baekje in the south-west and Silla in the south-east. The three kingdoms fought each other over the years; sometimes individually, sometimes in alliance with one another, and in the 7th century AD with the involvement in turn of the Sui and Tang dynasties of China. Japan became involved in these conflicts, fielding expeditionary armies to support its ally Baekje and to safeguard its colonial interests in Minama, a small enclave in the south between Baekje and Silla established sometime during the 4th century AD (the traditional date is AD 369). While the Japanese cannot be said to have ruled Minama in any absolute sense, the limited control they exerted allowed them access to iron and the advanced continental culture. But the wars between the Korean kingdoms placed great pressure on Minama, which was finally absorbed by Silla in AD 562. The Yamato court planned several expeditions to retake Minama, some of which were actually put into operation. For example, a Japanese move against Silla in AD 602 is recorded in the Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan), which was compiled in AD 720. A prince of the imperial house called Prince Kume, who commanded 25,000 men, led it. Yet by the middle of the 7th century AD the Yamato court seemed to be content with a nominal recognition of sovereignty from whichever Korean kingdom controlled Minama.
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This bas-relief plaque on the monument at Kikuchi Castle shows the building of Kikuchi Castle at the time when the fear of invasion from Korea was at its height. Officials are supervising the transport of timber for the barracks and storehouses.
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A view of Mizuki (the water fortress) as it is today. We are standing on the inner (Dazaifu) side of this remarkable earthwork, which dates from AD 664. The modern road passes through it, affording a cutaway view in the distance.
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Kaneda Castle on the island of Tsushima was built in AD 667 to provide Japan’s ‘early warning system’ for a possible invasion. In this picture we are looking up from the seashore to the immense cliffs on which Kaneda was built.

Japan’s continental interests did not, however, decrease with the loss of Minama. Indeed the Korean problem became more acute because of an increasing involvement by China in Korea’s affairs. Towards the end of the 6th century AD the Sui dynasty had succeeded in unifying China after internal wars that had lasted for two and a half centuries. The Sui then turned their attentions towards Korea. A Goguryeo incursion into north-eastern China in AD 598 led to a prompt Sui retaliation into Korea and an apology by the Goguryeo king. Further Sui invasions of Goguryeo followed in AD 612, 613 and 614, but served only to weaken the Sui’s influence at home, and the dynasty collapsed in favour of the Tang in AD 617. By the AD 640s the Tang felt secure enough to threaten Goguryeo for themselves. Their initial attempt ended in failure, and Goguryeo’s success in defeating a Chinese army encouraged the northern Korean kingdom to become more belligerent against its neighbours.

Anxiety about developments on the continent and a lack of leadership at home led to a palace coup in Japan in AD 645. The new rulers soon turned their attentions to questions of national security and, although much of their attention was focused on the unsettled north-east of their own country, a matter described later, the Taika Reform Edict of AD 645 took in the need for vigilance against a possible foreign invasion from Korea against Japan’s southern island of Kyūshū. Article One of the Edict specified that border guards (sakimori) should be provided, while Article Four stated that each recruit should supply a sword, armour, bow and arrows, a flag and a drum. In AD 646 another command was issued requiring the repair of arsenals throughout Japan. These arsenals, essentially stockpiles of weapons, did not necessarily imply fortifications, but this was a policy that was to change dramatically within the next two decades.

The reappearance of fortifications on Japanese soil came about because of a major military humiliation in Korea. The background to the disaster dates to AD 656, when Goguryeo armies in alliance with Baekje invaded Silla. Silla asked China for help, and the Tang responded positively with a very clever strategy. They concentrated first on Baekje, with the Tang advancing by sea and their Silla allies by land. Baekje fell in AD 660, but one of their generals survived to lead a resistance movement, and asked Japan for help. A Japanese expeditionary force to aid Baekje was mounted in AD 662 and was reinforced a year later, only to be utterly destroyed in a furious naval battle at the mouth of the Baekcheon River. It was Japan’s worst military defeat until World War II. According to Chinese sources, as many as 400 Japanese vessels were sunk in the engagement of AD 663 and over 10,000 men were lost. The survivors limped home to Japan, where the news they conveyed and the sight of the Baekje refugees they brought with them created a state of panic in Japan. The fear of a Chinese and Korean invasion was much more acute than it had been in the AD 640s, and patriotic courtiers took to wearing weapons. More serious reactions appeared within a year of the disaster in AD 664, when the Nihon Shoki tells us that Emperor Tenchi gave orders so that: ‘In this year guards and beacon fires were placed in the islands of Tsushima and Iki and in the Land of Tsukushi. Moreover a great embankment was constructed and water collected. This was called the mizuki [water fortress].’

Frontier guards and beacon fires had been a feature of Japan’s earlier emergency preparations, but the construction of the mizuki was a dramatic departure from previous policy.
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Japan, China and the castles built against continental invasion
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