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Introduction.

U esugi Kenshin (1530-78)" was born in Echigo (present-day Niigata Prefecture) in north-western
Japan as the son of Nagao Tamekage, a high-ranking local official of the Muromachi shogunate,
and he came to rule over the province at a time when the military conflicts that had ravaged the
country, locally and regionally, since the middle of the fifteenth century were quickly developing into a
fight for national supremacy. He himself was a very active participant in this process from the middle
of the sixteenth century onwards, and the purpose of the present study is to determine what it was that
motivated him to become that.

My interest in that question has its origin in the fact that modern works by Japanese scholars often
portray Kenshin as a bit of a rarity among the warlords of that time — as one who let himself become
involved in the conflicts of the day, not out of consideration for his own interests but out of loyalty for
the central authorities. It was precisely such works that constituted the basis of a biographical study on
Kenshin [ wrote a number of years ago,” and after having finished that, 1 decided to continue my Ph. D.
studies along the same track, so to speak, but this time with the focus being on the questions of what
there might have been behind Kenshin’s alleged loyalty and unselfishness, and on whether Kenshin
perhaps had a “philosophy of life” which guided his politico-military activities, and of course with the
research being based first of all on historical sources rather than modern works. Since then, my
examination of the historical records has caused me to doubt the validity of the portrait of Kenshin as
an unselfish Ashikaga loyalist, and thence to shift the focus to the questions of, firstly, whether he
really was that or not, and secondly, of what the motivation behind his activities might have been if he
was not.

The result is the present dissertation. Centred on the Nagao and Uesugi, the two warrior houses that
constitutes Kenshin’s genealogical background, the first half of it (Chapters One through Four) is an
account of the development some of Japan’s political institutions underwent from around the time of
the Muromachi shogunate’s establishment to the time of Kenshin’s becoming militarily involved
outside the borders of Echigo, and of the warfare that characterized this development. More
specifically, it deals with the development of the class of provincial military governors known as shugo
and of the shogunate’s branch administration in eastern Japan, with the rise of the class of domainal
warlords known as Sengoku daimyo, and with the Nagao and Uesugi’s roles in all this. It thus draws up
the historical background relevant to Kenshin’s involvement in the conflicts of the latter half of the
sixteenth century, explaining both the basic nature of these conflict and the various factors, political

and otherwise, that combined to shape the general course his military career.



The rest of the dissertation is an account of Kenshin’s political and military activities after his entry
onto the stage of regional and national conflicts, and a discussion of the motives behind these activities,
including an analysis of how well the picture of him as a unselfish Ashikaga supporter actually

conforms to them.



Chapter 1: A short history of the Nagao and Uesugi to 1506.

The Nagao can trace their descent to Emperor Kanmu (737-806), the fiftieth emperor in the
traditional line of Japanese sovereigns.' Kanmu’s great-grandson, Prince Takamochi, was one of
the members of the imperial family who in 889 had their status changed from royalty to commoner and
was thenceforth allowed to use the family name Taira,®> and it was descendants of Takamochi who
subsequently founded the eight renowned warrior houses of eastern Japan known as Bando Hachi
Heishi, The Eight Taira Families of the Kanto.> These were the Chiba, Kajiwara, Doi, Miura, Oba,
Chichibu, Kazusa and Nagao.*

Like so many other warrior families in the history of Japan, the Nagao took their name from the
place they settled in, which was the Nagao shéen in Sagami Province (present-day city of Y okohama),’
and the first to use the name was one Kagemura, a great-grandson of Takamochi.® Exactly when
Kagemura founded the family appears to be unknown, but it is clear from the writings of several
modern scholars that the family had been established by the time the Genpei War broke out in 1 180.7

There has been some disagreement among modern scholars concerning the role of the Nagao during
that conflict. According to Kuwata Tadachika, Inoue Toshio and Hayashi Seigo, for instance, the
Nagao sided with the Taira in 1180 and apparently only saved themselves from Minamoto Yoritomo’s
vengeance five years later, being on the losing side of course, by becoming vassals of the Miura.®
Hanagasaki Moriaki, on the other hand, has voiced the opinion that the Nagao participated in the
Genpei conflict as vassals of the Miura,” and the implication of this is firstly, of course, that the Nagao
did not become vassals of the Miura upon the termination of the war but had been it since 1180 or
carlier; and secondly, that the Nagao were fighting against and not as allies of the Taira. Because the
Miura were themselves close allies of Minamoto Yoritomo right from the time of his first call for
support in 1180."°

Whenever the Nagao entered the service of the Miura, their position as vassals to that house must
have been quite advantageous. At least, that is how it appears when viewed in retrospect because the
Miura rose to become one of the most prestigious supporters of the new Kamakura shogunate founded
by Minamoto Yoritomo; in fact, by 1247 it was second only to the H5jo, who themselves had managed
to assume permanent leadership of the shogunate twenty years after Yoritomo’s death in 1 199."

But 1247 was also the year that saw the fall of the Miura. Several years of uncertainty for the
Kamakura shogunate, a period marked by in-house struggles for power and the deterioration of its
relationship with the imperial court in Kyoto, reached their climax in that year when the Miura let

themselves be manoeuvred into taking arms against the Hojo by another warrior house. In the ensuing

battle, known as the Hoji Battle, they were defeated, with the result that the Nagao fell out of favour



with the shogunate and had their ancestral lands confiscated.'? It is not clear from the works consulted
for this study whether or not the Nagao actually participated in the Hoji Battle; only that their chieftain
at the time, a great-great-grandchild of the family founder named Kagemochi, was killed or committed
suicide the same year as a consequence of the Miura’s defeat, and that the surviving kinsmen became
ronin — masterless samurai."

The Nagao were not to remain ronin for long, however, because within a few generations they came
into contact with another samurai family, a family that had been established by a nobleman from Kyoto
and settled down in Kamakura in 1252, and that was thus without any long and illustrious martial
record at the time; but also a family that was destined, in the span of a few generations thereafter, to
become one of the most powerful warrior houses in eastern Japan and the ruler of Echigo Province: the
Uesugi.

For reasons unknown Kagemochi’s grandchild Kagetame became vassal of the Uesugi and came, as
the Kamakura period drew to its close, to serve the family as shitsuji, 14 a high-ranking administrative
post in the bureaucratic systems set up by clans to take care of their internal affairs.

The coming into contact with the Uesugi marked a turning point in the fate of the Nagao because
due to this connection the family rose to acquire military influence in both Echigo and the Kanto
region, until it finally reached a position that enabled it to overthrow the Uesugi in the former place and

to participate very actively in the overthrow of the Uesugi in the latter.

The Uesugi are descended from the famous founder of the Fujiwara family, Nakatomi Kamatari
(614-69)."° The family was established by Kajuji Shigefusa,'® a seventeenth generation
descendent of Kamatari,'” and has its name from the Uesugi shoen in Tanba Province (present-day city
of Kyoto), where Shigefusa settled at some point in the Kamakura period.'® The Kajuji were nobility
but Shigefusa became samurai and entered the service of Imperial Prince Munetaka when he in 1252
was about to proceed to eastern Japan as the Kamakura shogunate’s sixth shogun."”

Thus the Uesugi came to be established in Kanto, but it was not Shigefusa’s association with the
shogun that sent the family on its rise to power there; it was the establishment of matrimonial ties with
another warrior house, the Ashikaga,®® which had been settled in the region some hundred-odd years by
the time of Shigefusa’s arrival.*’

A daughter of Shigefusa married Yoriuji, a fourth generation descendant of the Ashikaga’s
founder,” and Shigefusa’s granddaughter Seishi married Yoriuji’s grandson Sadauji.”® Especially the
latter marriage is significant in connection with the rise of the Uesugi because it was one of Seishi and

Sadauji’s sons who not only came to play a leading role in the destruction of the Kamakura shogunate



but also became the centre of its successor, the Muromachi government, letting the Uesugi attain
political and military influence in the process.

The son in question is, of course, Ashikaga Takauji (1305-58), who right from the beginning of his
fight against the Hojo in 1333 relied on the resources of the Uesugi. He had great trust in his uncle,
Seishi’s brother Norifusa, and he used him as well as his cousin, Norifusa’s son Noriaki (1306-68), as
military advisors at the time of his attack on the Hojo garrison in Kyoto in that year.”* And as one
American scholar has pointed out, it was no coincidence that that offensive was launched from Tanba,
the province where the Uesugi had their ancestral landholdings.”

It is well known how the Hoj6 were defeated in the early summer of 1333, at the hands of Ashikaga
Takauji in Kyoto and of Nitta Yoshisada in Kamakura, and also how subsequently the relationship
between Emperor Go-Daigo and Takauji deteriorated as the emperor used the defeat to embark on the
realization of his dream of re-establishing imperial authority and power, while Takauji took it upon
himself, as one of the victorious warlords, to confiscate land, grant and confirm landholdings, and
make appointments to, for instance, the post of shugo (provincial military governor). Already after the
fall of the Hojo’s Kyoto headquarters, Takauji rewarded his followers with confiscated land, shugo
posts ezc., and after he in 1335 had presumed, without waiting for an imperial order, to go to the Kanto
in order to quell a contingent of Hojo supporters who that had recaptured Kamakura, he for instance
declared all the land of the Nitta be confiscated, and distributed it amongst his supporters.26 Among
those who benefited from these acts were the Uesugi. In 1335 Takauji’s uncle Norifusa received the
shugo post of Kozuke Province; after him, in 1337, it went to Noriaki and was henceforth hereditary to
the Uesugi.”’

Likewise with some of the appointments bestowed upon the Uesugi after 1335, for instance that of
Echigo shugo.®® Takauji’s confiscation of the Nitta’s lands led Emperor Go-Daigo to declare him a
rebel and hence to armed conflict between the two men and their respective supporters, a conflict that
was to last until 1392 and has become known as The Disturbance of the Southern and Northern Courts
(Nanbokuché no Déran) because of Takauji’s installing an imperial prince as emperor in Kyoto whilst
Go-Daigo established a court in exile in the mountains of Yoshino.” The Uesugi supported Takauji at
the outset of this conflict too. Uesugi Noriaki was thus appointed Echigo shugo by Takauji, and he was
sent campaigning in that province against the forces of Go-Daigo’s Southern Court, a venture that after
some time met with success.*® Noriaki was the first Uesugi to hold the position of Echigo shugo,”" and
he was probably appointed in, or before, 1341 2

The Izu shugo post also became hereditary to the Uesugi,> and in addition to this the family came
to occupy the position, temporarily or for longer periods of time, in Bingo, Sagami, Shinano,

Shimotsuke, Tango, Musashi, Kazusa and Awa (the Awa in the Kant6, not the one in Shikoku),>* with



the three last-mentioned provinces combining with Kozuke, Echigo and Izu to form the family’s power
base, that is, the places where the occupation of the shugo post made it possible for the family to build
up a great military strength.*

That this should be so is no surprise, considering how the shugo office evolved during the sixty
years or so following the destruction of the Kamakura shogunate. From having been, during the time of
that government, a not fully developed office, used by the Hgjo to make up for the declining powers of
the civil authorities in the provinces, and with only three specific functions (/) to enrol retainers of the.
Kamakura shogunate for guard duty in Kyoto and Kamakura; 2) to suppress major crimes; 3) to punish
treason), it had become, as the fourteenth century drew to its close, a post with the authority to exercise
certain major judicial and fiscal powers that had earlier been exercised by the central government, and
with various privileges, not all of them obtained legally or as a result of government policy, in the areas
of tax levying and collection and land confiscation and distribution.*®

In itself, this development did not so much provide the shugo with actual power as with the means
with which to accumulate power, primarily in the form of control over the provinces’ local samurai
rather than over, say, land. It was this kind of power accumulation to which the office of shugo became
particularly suited, because due to the development mentioned above, it allowed its holders to assume
the role as lawmakers of their provinces, and it as gave them the capacity to make and give away to
local samurai rewards of office and land. And it was this kind of power accumulation most shugo in
the country set about to accomplish, and with notable success. The result was the emergence of what
modern historians call shugo daimyo, that is, regional warlords of shugo status.”’

We note that obtaining control over the local samurai in their respective provinces lay at the heart of
the shugo class’ rise to power; as John Whitney Hall has expressed it: “The ultimate objective of shugo
policy was to reduce, when possible, all lesser warrior families in the province to a subordinate
status.”*® What the shugo did in practice was to organize the more powerful of these warriors, the local
overlords known as kokujin who were often long-established in their respective areas, into bands of
vassals.®® It was on the kokujin that the stability of a shugo’s domain rested, and the Uesugi family’s
establishment in Kozuke is a typical example of how the shugo went about securing a measure of
control over them.*’

The Uesugi first exercised their right as holder of the shugo post in Kozuke to confiscate estates,
they picked strategically important places and converted them into areas controlled directly by
themselves. At the same time they set about to enlist samurai as their konbon hikan, the closest and
(supposedly) most reliable vassals. Then came the seizure of the public lands in Kozuke (kokugaryo,
that is, the land that had not been converted into shoen), and of the administrative organization that

managed these lands, to wit, the province’s civil government. In the latter bureaucracy, a deputy shugo



(shugodai) was installed, and the management of the domain could then begin to unfold with him as
the centre.*' This was quite in line with the policy of the Muromachi government who paralleled the
office of shugo with the civil government’s provincial governor, and sought to make available to the
former the bureaucracy and attached lands of the latter.*

There was of course opposition to the Uesugi’s expansion in Kozuke, opposition in the form of a
league of the province’s kokujin. Such leagues, known as ikki, were to become quite common in many
areas during the latter half of the Nanbokucho conflict as a means for the kokwjin to resist shugo
power, and often were they successful in forcing a shugo to give up his control over a province.*® This
did not happen in Kozuke, however. The Kozuke ikki was dealt with by heavy compromising on the
part of the Uesugi, with the result that it was allowed to exist as a fairly independent organization,
while at the same time being in the loose grip of the latter.**

But the Uesugi did not leave it at that because they continuously sought to enrol as retainers the
members of the ikki, especially any illegitimate sons of the kokujin for whom such a fate would often
be one of the more positive prospects of life. The Uesugi were fairly successful with this, and by ca.
1350, they had thereby managed to gain influence, in some measure, on the ikki.*®

The Uesugi’s appearance in Kozuke furnishes us, as noted, with a typical example of the
establishment of shugo-kokujin relationships in the decades following upon the birth of the Muromachi
government. And as also noted, it was this establishment that lay at the centre of that accumulation of
power which enabled the shugo to develop into shugo daimyo. But as far as the Uesugi goes, their rise
to power contained an additional important element, namely the close association with military and
administrative organization with which Ashikaga Takauji hoped to keep the Kanto area under his
control once he had decided on Kyoto as the future seat of his new government.

This apparatus, known as Kamakura-fu (the Kamakura government), had its origin in the
organization set up soon after the collapse of the Kamakura shogunate by Emperor Go-Daigo for his
son Nariyoshi, whom he had appointed military commander of the Kanto area.”® When in early 1336
Takauji set out from Kamakura on his long westward drive against Go-Daigo’s forces, he left behind
him his six year old son Yoshiakira as his Kanto representative, and it was during his stay there that
Go-Daigo’s original organization developed into the Kamakura-fi.*’ In 1349 Takauji sent another son,
Motouji, to the Kanto to head the Kamakura government, and later, in 1367, Motouji was succeeded to
the post by his own son Ujimitsu.**

There seems to have been some confusion among modern scholars over the question of what title
Motouji and his successors had as heads of the Kamakura government. Some believe it to have been

Kamakura (or Kanto) kubo from the time of Motouji’s tenure, onwards.” Others have it that Motouji

originally had the title of Kanto kanrei, but that it was changed at some point to kubé, a honorific title



otherwise reserved for the shogun. ® Among the latter we find John Whitney Hall, who has written
specifically that the change took place soon after the death of Motouji, and who has also used the term
kubé in connection with Ujimitsu, Motouji’s successor.”’ So it would seem that if Hall is not mistaken,
the change occurred during Ujimitsu’s term of office.

Be that as it may, as indicated, the idea with the Kamakura government was to keep eastern Japan
(more precisely: the eight Kanto provinces plus Izu and Kai and, from 1392, Mutsu and Dewa as well)
under shogunal control. For this purpose, its head was given extensive powers over the area, including

 the authority to raise armies and appoint shugo. In fact, it appears that as far as the jurisdiction over the
Kanto goes, the Muromachi shogunate limited itself only to retain, as its own prerogative, the right to
approve succession in the Uesugi family.*

The shogunate thus clearly intended the Kamakura government to be invested with a substantial
amount of authority, but why the retainment of the right of succession approval for the Uesugi then?
Was it an attempt to insure against the possibility that a powerful Uesugi house should seize the
leadership of that government and leave the shogunate with no control over the Kantd at all?

Whatever the reasons for the shogunate’s policy, the Uesugi certainly were, as previously indicated,
allowed to become closely associated with the Kamakura government. Already Ashikaga Yoshiakira
received help from Uesugi Noriaki with managing the Kants,” and eventually the Uesugi became
hereditary deputies to the Kamakura kubo. As such they held the office and title of Kanto kanrei, and
had delegated to them all the governing duties of the kubo>*

y the time of Noriaki’s death in 1368, the Nagao had of course already entered the service of the
B Uesugi. As noted, Nagao Kagetame became vassal of the Uesugi towards the end of the
Kamakura period and served the family as shitsuji. From then on, the family prospered with the Uesugi
in provinces like Echigo, Kozuke, Shimotsuke, Kazusa and Izu, and came to manage several of the
latter’s domains as shugodai.”

Thus, for instance, Kagetame’s son Kagetada, who became vassal of and shitsuji to Uesugi Noriaki
and was sent campaigning in both Echigo and Etchu during the Nanbokuchd conflict. He served under
Noriaki as Echigo shugodai for a time, but eventually settled down in Kozuke where again he was
appointed shugodai under Noriaki.*® The Echigo shugodai position did become hereditary to the
Nagao family, however. Kagetada’s brother Kagetsune (?-1368) took over the post, and thenceforth it
was held by his descendants.”’ After Kagetsune, the Echigo-Nagao split into four branches; apart from
the line that held the shugodai position, these were the Ueda, Koshi (or Suyoshi) and Sanjo lines, all
named after their places of residence, and all succeeding in becoming entrenched in their respective

areas as independent local overlords.®



The year Kagetsune and Noriaki died was also the year Ashikaga Yoshiakira’s son Yoshimitsu
(1358-1408) was appointed the third shogun of the Muromachi shogunate. This appointment marked
the beginning of a period of some seventy years’ duration characterized by the establishment of a fairly
stable balance of power between the shogunate and the shugo of the forty-odd most central provinces
of the country, a balance that allowed the shogunate to function effectively as a central government
over those provinces despite occasional instances of shugo rebellion (for example the Akamatsu n
1383, the Yamana in 1394 and the Ouchi in 1399).%

However, the period was also characterized by the deterioration of the relationship between the
Muromachi government in Kyoto and its branch government in Kamakura, and the history of Uesugi
Noriaki’s successors as Echigo shugo and Kanto kanrei and of Nagao Kagetsune’s successors as
Echigo shugodai is, to some degree, the story of that deterioration. For that reason, and because it was
the deterioration and ultimate breakdown of the Kyoto-Kamakura relationship that paved the way for a
period of Uesugi predominance in the Kanto region, we ought to take a closer look at the events that

caused it.

he main reason for the deterioration of the Kyoto-Kamakura relationship was that successive
T generations of Kamakura kubé tended to disregard the authority of the central government and
instead sought to expand their own. The first kubé to do that was Ashikaga Ujimitsufo who had taken
over the leadership of the Kamakura government upon his father Motouji’s death in 1367. Ujimitsu
aspired to the office of shogun himself,®' and in 1379 he came very close to an armed confrontation
with shogun Yoshimitsu.

The background to this incident was the downfall that year of the shogun’s deputy in Kyoto,
Hosokawa Yoriyuki. The office of deputy shogun or kanrei (of course not to be confused with the
office of Kanto kanrei) had come into being in 1362 and was supposed to be held alternately by three
of the most powerful shugo houses and closest allies of the Ashikaga in the country: the Shiba,
Hosokawa and Hatakeyama. The idea was to avoid monopolization of the office by any one family,
but monopolization was exactly what was feared in 1379 because Yoriyuki had by then been
occupying the post for twelve years. Added to this fear were various personal resentments which had
developed over the years and which burst into the open in 1379, so Yoriyuki had to step down in the
summer that year, leaving the kanrei post to his chief rival, Shiba Yoshimasa.®?

It was during the political manoeuvring leading to Yoriyuki’s forced resignation — Shiba
Yoshimasa’s negotiating with Yoshimitsu in the capital in the early spring of 1379 while at the same
time lining up for an armed confrontation with Yoriyuki — that the Kamakura kubo Ashikaga Ujimitsu

chose to give vent to his rebellious inclinations. Allegedly to comply with a shogunal need for military



reinforcements he made preparations to dispatch an army to Kyoto. His real intention, however, was to
attack Yoshimitsu, and he had perhaps actually been invited to do so by Shiba Yoshimasa.®®

The Kanto kanrei at this time was one of Uesugi Noriaki’s numerous sons, Noriharu, who well
knew of, and was opposed to, his master’s anti-Yoshimitsu disposition. Interestingly, Norharu
remonstrated with Ujimitsu by taking his own life, but this did not deter Ujimitsu who appointed
Noriharu’s brother, Norikata, commander of the army and sent him on his way to Kyoto. Nothing came
of Ujimitsu’s plans, however, because while en route to the capital, Norikata received an order from
Yoshimitsu to return to the east, and he complied.**

After 1379, Ujimitsu spent most of his military efforts on subduing one of the Kanto’s unruly
warrior houses, the Oyama, but having once let his shogunal aspirations surface, his activities were
suspiciously watched by Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, who relied on, among others, the Uesugi Kanto kanrei

to uphold a Kyoto-Kamakura relationship free of unpleasant incidents.®’

6

The next Kamakura kubo was Ujimitsu’s son Mitsukane,®® who also came close to an open

confrontation with the shogunate. This was in 1399, during the so-called Oei Rebellion.

The instigator of the Oei Rebellion was Ouchi Yoshihiro, shugo of six provinces in western and
central Japan and for long a loyal supporter of Ashikaga Yoshimitsu. As such, he had been militarily
active and successful during the Nanbokucho conflict, and had participated in the reconciliation
process between the two courts in 1391-92. But he ended up raising an army and marching against
Kyoto at the end of 1399, the reason apparently being dissatisfaction with having been passed over for
the post as leader of the shogunate’s regional administrative headquarters on Kyushu (the office of
Kyuasha tandai) in 1395

For the occasion, Ouchi Yoshihiro had secured the support of, among others, the Kamakura kubo,
Ashikaga Mitsukane, who raised an army and personally led it to Musashi Province under the pretext
of wanting to send reinforcements to the shogunate. He might actually, as a first step towards a
showdown with Yoshimitsu, have intended to attack the Ashikaga shoen in Shimotsuke which, being
the place where the Ashikaga had their ancestral origin, was under the direct control of the shogunate
and thus outside the jurisdiction of the kubg; or maybe he feared unruly elements in the area, families
like Oyama and Utsunomiya who were antagonistic towards the Kamakura government and might be
instigated by the shogunate to rise against it.®® Whatever his intentions, Mitsukane however kept
himself informed about the situation in Kyoto, and when he learned that Ouchi Yoshihiro had been
defeated, he returned to Kamakura where he some months later proclaimed any idea of rebellion
abandoned in a ganmon to a Shinto shrine.*

According to Nitta Eiji, it was Kanto kanrei Uesugi Norisada who dissuaded Mitsukane from

. 70 . . Cqey .
rebelling.” Norisada was a son of one of Uesugi Nonaki’s numerous sons,” but there is no agreement

10



among modern works as to whether he was the kanrei at the time. According to the writings of
Hanagasaki Moriaki, for instance, the kanrei was Uesugi Tomomune, a son of one of Noriaki’s
brothers,”” but whichever Uesugi it was, it is interesting to note that the kanrei’s word carried so much
weight that it could prevent open rebellion by the shogun’s Kant6 deputy.

Perhaps, then, that is the reason why Yoshimitsu never resorted to military force against the
Kamakura kubo. During the Oei Rebellion, he had decided to subjugate the Kanto region, and
afterwards his relationship with Mitsukane remained one of discord,” but he never implemented his
decision. But then on the other hand, if Yoshimitsu’s expectations were that the Uesugi could prevent
future kubo transgressions and keep the Kanto region at peace, they were soon to be proved unjustified.

Upon his death in 1409, Mitsukane was succeeded as Kamakura kubo by his son Mochiuji,” during
whose term of office the Kanto remained anything but quiet and peaceful. In the first seventeen years
of his tenure alone, a period during which by far the greatest part of the rest of Japan was all but totally
unafflicted by any serious disorder, thirteen major incidents took place in the Kanto region, all of them
but one, instances of local overlords or powerful provincial samurai families’ rebelling against the
Kamakura—fu.75 In addition to these incidents, there were a number of military campaigns during the
same period, undertaken by Mochiuji himself (or at his behest) as revenge against various military
houses that had supported the chief protagonist in one of the rebellions, the one exception mentioned
above, the instigator of which was Uesugi Ujinori.

Ujinori was a son of Uesugi Tomomune and became Kanto kanrei in 1411.”® Obviously, already
this fact makes his rebellion stand apart from the other twelve, but its real exceptionality lies in its basic
cause being quite different from that of the others.

As far as the latter goes, their basic causes are to be found in the not altogether simple interplay
between the interests of the local Kanto warlords, the Kamakura-fi and the shogunate. Underlying this
interplay was the Kanto warriors’ traditional spirit of independence from any central authority, a spirit
that led them to support the Kamakura government’s efforts to protect the region’s independence

against shogunal infringements, but also led them to rebel against the same government when its rule of
the Kanto region was felt oppressive, as, for instance, was the case in the years following upon Uesugi
Ujinori’s rebellion when kubé Mochiuji attempted to suppress the remnants of the kanrei’s party.”

In such instances, the Kanto warriors were often willing to join forces with the shogunate in order
to, as Imatani Akira has put it, “attempt to cast off the yoke of the Kamakura kubo,” and after Ujinori’s
uprising, the shogunate, for its part, tried to utilise this willingness by organizing some of the lesser
warrior houses into a group of direct shogunal allies called Kyoto’s Stipend Band (Kyoto Gofuchi-sha)

in order to use them to check any aggressiveness on the kubo’s part.”®
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Uesugi Ujinori’s rebellion, on the other hand, was basically caused by internal rivalry in the Uesugi
house, which by Ujinori’s time had split into several branches. Such rivalry was not uncommon in
Japan’s samurai families at this time. Originally strong blood ties weakened as families branched off,
and the individual branches often tried to build up their own military strength and gain independence
from the other family lines. At Ujinori’s time, the two Uesugi lines that competed for strength and
power were the Yamanouchi, which had been founded by Uesugi Noriaki, and Ujinori’s own line, the
Inukake, founded by Norifuji, one of Noriaki’s brothers and grandfather to Ujinori.”

It was disagreement between Ujinori and kubé Mochiuji that sparked off the rebellion. In the early
summer of 1415, during a meeting in the Kamakura government’s highest decision-making body,
Mochiuji for some reason or other confiscated the domain of a Hitachi warrior who was one of
Ujinori’s retainers. Ujinori found the confiscation unwarranted and tried to prevent it, and failing this,
he felt obliged to resign his post as Kanto kanrei in protest.”’

Mochiuji accepted Ujinori’s resignation without further ado and appointed instead Uesugi
Norimoto, who was a son of Norisada and hence of the Yamanouchi-Uesugi line, and with whom
Ujinori was on bad terms. With the one’s resignation from, and the other’s appointment to, the office
of Kanto kanrei, the relationship between the two men became one of hostility.*'

And hostilities almost did break out because the change of kanrei made the respective supporters of
the two men gather in Kamakura during the summer of 1415, and the atmosphere appears to have
grown very tense indeed. But kubo Mochiuji interfered and ordered the samurai back to their provinces
and they complied. According to Nagahara Keiji, the reason for Motouji’s move is not clear, but he has
conjectured that it was an attempt to make up for the fact that neither the kubo nor Uesugi Norimoto
was ready for a confrontation with Ujinori.*

Be that as it may, even though Ujinori, when he later set about to recruit kubo Mochiuji’s uncle and
father-in-law, Ashikaga Mitsutaka, as an ally for the forthcoming confrontation, claimed that the kubo
was unfit as ruler of the Kanto and used this as excuse for rebelling,”’ the events in Kamakura in the
summer of 1415 certainly indicate that as far as Ujinori himself was concerned, the confrontation’s true
background was the internal Uesugi rivalry rather than dissatisfaction with the kubo.

After about a year of preparation Ujinori was ready to rebel. On the 2nd day of the 10th month
(31st October), 1416, Ujinori, Mitsutaka and more than one hundred accomplices joined in a surprise
attack on Mochiuji’s mansion, and in a few days both the kubo and kanrei Norimoto had been chased
out of Kamakura. By then, Ujinori’s ranks had been joined by many a Kanto warrior who saw the
fighting as an opportunity to improve his own fortunes, and soon Ujinori was able to dispatch troops to

Musashi and Sagami to suppress the remaining contingents of Mochiuji’s followers.*
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The shogunate reacted slowly to the events in the east, and for about three months Ujinori and
Mitsutaka were the rulers of Kamakura. When eventually, early the next year, the shogunal armies bore
down on Kamakura they were led by the Suruga shugo, Imagawa Norimasa, and the Echigo shugo,
Uesugi Fusakata.”

Uesugi Fusakata was a brother to Norisada and hence kanrei Norimoto’s uncle. He had been
adopted by one of Noriaki’s sons, Uesugi Norihide, who occupied the Echigo shugo post from 1368 to
1378, and is considered the founder of the Echigo-Uesugi branch,® and it was to him Norimoto had
fled when he and Ashikaga Mochiuji had been chased out of Kamakura.®” Fusakata’s subsequent
military involvement in Ujinori’s rebellion was, however, short and unimpressive. He was checked by
rebel forces in a battle at Seyagahara in Musashi on the 9th day of the 1st month (4th February), but
already by the following day the combined efforts of Fusakata and Imagawa Norimasa forced Ujinori,
Ashikaga Mitsutaka and more than a hundred followers to commit suicide, thus ending the rebellion.®

So Mochiuji returned to his post, and, as already indicated, in the following years he initiated a
number of military campaigns against various eastern warrior houses who had supported Ujinori in his
revolt,® and caused, by his altogether oppressive administration of the Kanto, several local overlords
to react with further uprisings. As these were suppressed his control over the region strengthened, and
the shogunate began to suspect that there was more to his activities than just keeping the Kanto at
peace.” It was during these years that Kyoto’s Stipend Band was organized, and as members of this
group were among the targets of Mochiuji’s activities, these activities were seen as challenges to
shogunal authority. Indeed, the eagerness with which Mochiuji went about quelling opposition was
perceived, by Kyoto, as a sign of shogunal aspira’tions.91

On the 5th day of the 7th month (20th August), 1423, the shogunate decided that action had to be
taken against the Kamakura kubo; the Stipend Band was to be instigated to start hostilities against
‘Mochiuji, and a punitive force was to be dispatched to the Kanto. Accordingly, about a month later the
Satake, Oguri, Utsunomiya and other members of the Stipend Band rose in rebellion against Mochiuji.
They were defeated, but in consequence of the unrest, the system of alliances existing among the
various local overlords and kokujin ikki of the Kanto were upset, and some of Mochiuji’s kokujin
supporters began aligning themselves with the pro-Kyoto shugo of Shinano. This isolated the kubo, as
it were, and in order to avoid an all-out war with the shogunate and its supporters in the region, he let
himself be persuaded by his advisors to submit a written pledge of loyalty to the shogunate. The pledge
was sent to Kyoto in the 11th month and was accepted in the early spring the following year, rendering
superfluous the dispatch of the punitive force.”

The Kantd kanrei at this time was Uesugi Norizane (1410-66), a son of Echigo shugo Fusakata. He

had been sent to Kamakura in 1418 upon the death of kanrei Norimoto and had been appointed to the
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post the following year.”” He was among those advocating that Mochiuji pledge loyalty to the
shogunate in 1423, and he indeed altogether strove to keep the Kyoto-Kamakura relationship
harmonious. But as his efforts on that front often meant arguing with Mochiuji, he gradually incurred
the latter’s displeasure until finally the kubo decided to destroy him.”* These matters will shortly be
touched upon, but first we should take a look at Echigo, where war broke out in 1423 — a war which,
at least when examined on the surface, was a consequence of the crisis in the Kyoto-Kamakura
relationship that year.

In 1423 the Echigo shugo was Uesugi Fusakata’s grandchild, Fusatomo (d. 1449), who was only a
child at the time; the shugodai was Nagao Kunikage, a grandchild of Kagetsune.” For some reason or
other the two of them became involved in the Kyoto-Kamakura crisis, with the former declaring his
support to the shogunate and the latter siding with Ashikaga Mochiuji.”® This resulted in a shogunal
order for the shugodai’s destruction and spilt the warrior society of Echigo in two camps, supporting,
respectively, Uesugi Fusatomo and Nagao Kunikage.”’

In the 11th month the Kamakura kubé sent an army to Echigo where it conquered an area controlied
by allies of the shugo, but that was as far as Mochiuji became involved in Echigo, as this was the time
he submitted the pledge of loyalty to the shogunate. However, the kubo's pledge did not bridge the gap
that had opened in Echigo’s warrior society, and the war that ensued between the two camps was
fought, at least on the surface, because the pro-shugo camp, led by Nagao Yorikage and Uesugi
Yorifuji, tried to comply with the shogunal order for shugodai‘Kunikage’s destruction.”®

Nagao Yorikage (?-1469), also known as Tomokage, was a son of one of Kunikage’s brothers,” but
Uesugi Yorifuji’s exact identity seems to be unknown. He does not figure in any of the modern Uesugi
genealogies consulted for this study, and the works that mention him do so only in the context of the
war that broke out in Echigo in 1423. But one scholar, Inoue Toshio, has conjectured that Yorifuji was
also known as Yorikata or Yamaura-dono (The Lord of Yamaura),'” a conjecture which, if true, makes
him Uesugi Fusakata’s son, the brother of Kantd kanrei Norizane, and the founder of the Yamaura
branch of the Echigo-Uesugi.'"'

Be that as it may, as for the fundamental cause of the war, Haga Norihiko has speculated that it
should be found not so much in the shogunate’s desire to see Kunikage destroyed, as in a rivalry
between Nagao Yorikage and Uesugi Yorifuji on the one side and Kunikage on the other, a rivalry over
influence on the Uesugi leadership which was headed by a shugo who was still under age and resided
in Kyoto more or less permanently. This contention for power among persons close to Echigo’s centre
of authority exploded into a war engulfing the whole province because it was seen by many kokujin as
an opportunity to settle either disputes with other kokujin or intra-family rivalries.'®

The war was thus a rather complicated affair, but the axis around which it revolved was the

confrontation between shugo power and the kokujin class brought about by the shogunal order for
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shugodai Kunikage’s destruction.'®

In short, Uesugi Yorifuji and Nagao Yorikage allied themselves
with various local samurai families of northern Echigo, the group of traditionally semi-independent
families known as Agakita-shs (The Band from North of Aga, so named due to their living north of the
river Aganogawa in northern Echigo), and went to war against Kunikage and his supporters. The
hostilities continued intermittently for several years, with both sides having their share of battlefield
successes and failures and both absorbing a great number of casualties.'™

Early in 1428, Ashikaga Yoshimitsu’s son, Yoshinori (1394-1441), was chosen to be the sixth
Muromachi shogun, and before the year was out, he had reconfirmed Kunikage to the position as
Echigo shugodai.m5 According to Haga Norihiko, the war in the province ended due to this
reconfirmation,'® but as for the details of its termination, nothing is said in any of the works consulted
for this study. The implication of Haga’s notion is, however, that the war ended because deprived of
the excuse for engaging in military activities by the central authorities’ re-acceptance of Kunikage, all
those claiming to fight the cause of the shugo and shogunate found it wiser to submit, as it were, to the
shugodai than to continue a conflict, the nature of which would prove to be fundamentally altered in
Kunikage’s favour by the reconciliation (because of the possibility of military interference by the
shogunate or of being declared rebel, have one’s landholdings confiscated etc.).

Whatever its political and military background, the termination of the war had some interesting
consequences. Both the Uesugi and the Nagao had witnessed an increase in the number of followers
during the conflict, but especially the Echigo shugo benefited from this as it meant a number of new
retainers spread out over the province, warrior families who because of all the kokujin rivalries and
family conflicts that had surfaced during the war had found it opportune fo hand over their
landholdings to the shugo and then become enfeoffed with the land as vassals.'”’

As we have already seen, this vassalization was exactly the kind of change the Uesugi, and other
shugo in other provinces, had strived to bring about ever since the Muromachi shogunate’s formative
years.108 The process was thus far from being new to Echigo when the war broke out in 1423, but it
was accelerated by it.'” And, as Haga Norihiko has pointed out, it enabled the shugo branch of the
Echigo-Uesugi family to obtain a stronghold in the midst of the kokujin class, and had the consequence
that the shugo branch was provided with so much real power over that class that it was able to use it for
military involvement outside the province.''* This ability was, as we shall soon see, to be of great
benefit to the Uesugi in the Kanto region.

Regarding shugodai Kunikage’s position after 1428, Inoue Toshio has written, in a discussion of
who can be said to have won and lost the war, that “there was only one result. Nagao Kunikage, having
the house of Uesugi over him, extended his power to include the Agakita region (...), and strengthened
his control over the Echigo kokujin.”''' What Inoue is implying here is that the war left shugodai
Kunikage so dominant a figure in the Echigo leadership that it was he, rather than the shugo, who
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benefited from the changes in the province’s warrior society outlined above; that he was so much the
man in power that he was able to utilize these changes for extending his power to include the Agakita
region and strengthening his control over the province’s kokujin. This may sound very probable but itis
inconsistent with the writings of Haga Norihiko.

According to Haga, “it was the shugodai branch of the Nagao family that had grasped the right to
command the Echigo forces” after the war, but “they were nothing more than military commanders —
essentially the executors, as far as it goes, of the shugo’s legal authority — without the function of a
ruling master.” Kunikage did, in the opinion of Haga, manage a substantial part of the shugo domains,
with the shugo, as noted, more or less residing permanently in the capital, but he did so because the
task had been entrusted to him by the Uesugi family, and he and his branch of the Nagao were not
regarded as being of a different standing than the kokujin of the province:.112

This is quite a different picture of Kunikage than that depicted by Inoue Toshio. If Haga is correct,
whatever power and authority Kunikage wielded over the Echigo kokujin, he did so on behalf of, rather
than at the expense of, the Uesugi shugo; and if he came out of the war strengthened, he apparently did
50, at least as far as his role in the provincial leadership goes, only to the limited extent that he was able
to “grasp” the right of military command.

Whatever the true position of Kunikage and his branch of the Nagao family after the war, it is
certainly primarily in the role as military commanders of the Echigo armies that they have inscribed
themselves in modemn history books in a post-1428 context; more specifically, in the context of the
hostilities caused by the continuing deterioration of the Kyoto-Kamakura relationship.

Kamakura kubo Ashikaga Mochiuji’s gctivities after Uesugi Ujinori’s rebellion in 1416-17 had, as
we have seen, given rise to suspicions in the minds of the central government of his harbouring
shogunal aspirations. His pledge of loyalty in 1423 had prevented an open military confrontation, but
his subsequent behaviour was certainly still full of indications that these aspirations had not subsided,;
thus, for instance, in 1428 when Ashikaga Yoshinori was chosen as the new shogun.

Mochiuji had spent much time in the capital in the hopes of being selected for the post, and having
had his claim rejected by the senior members of the shogunate he vented his resentment on Yoshinori
by raising an army in Kamakura with the intent of attacking Kyoto.'"? Interestingly, Mochiuji also tried
to secure the friendship and allegiance of Nagao Kunikage and the Echigo kokujin, but Kunikage
remained loyal to the shogunate and promptly reported Mochiuji’s approaches to Yoshinori.'"

The central authorities was thus forewarned of the kubo’s plans, but what in the end deterred
Mochiuji from carrying them out was not his masters in Kyoto but his own deputy, Uesugi Norizane.
Norizane dissuaded his master from rebelling but also finally abandoned all hopes of his improvement,

while the shogunate for its part strengthened its vigilance vis-a-vis the kubo. 1S
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