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Military activities, 1336-1350.

T he present essay, the second in a projected series of essays collectively entitled The Uesugi: a study of
a Japanese warrior family’s political and military involvement in eastern Japan, 1252-1455, examines
the Uesugi family’s involvement in the first fourteen years of the warfare that plagued Japan from Kenmu 2
(early 1336) to Genchid 9 (1392).! The immediate cause for the outbreak of hostilities was the breakdown of
the relationship between Emperor Godaigo and one of his leading generals, Ashikaga Takauji: the emperor
had, by the 19 day of the 11th month, Kenmu 2 (early 1336), come to regard Takauji a rebel and
dispatched, on that day, troops under Nitta Yoshisada (?-1338) against him in Kamakura.?

Despite some military successes Godaigo was far from having subjugated Takauji and his supporters
when, in the 8th month of Engen 1 (1336), a reconciliation of sorts between the two parties was worked
out and an Ashikaga-backed rival for the throne was enthroned. This led to the de facto establishment of a
new Ashikaga-led shogunate in the 11th month, but also to Godaigo’s decision in the 12th month (early
1337) to challenge his rival’s claim to the throne by establishing a court of his own in Yoshino south of the
capital (in Yamato Province) and reignite the struggle from there.? The conflict thus continued with the
added issue of imperial legitimacy; it had turned into what is known as the Disturbance of the Southern and
Northern Courts (nanbokuché no déran), with the Southern Court of course being that of Godaigo and his
successors and the Northern Court that of his Ashikaga-backed and Kyoto-based rival and his successors.*

Godaigo’s intention to subjugate the Ashikaga and the question of who was to be the emperor of Japan
were not issues of much, or even any, importance to most of those who took up arms during the conflict.
Warriors generally participated in order to protect and further their own interests (or family interests, in
the case of a minority of warriors), not in genuine support of some higher, ‘national’ cause. They expected
rewards for services rendered, military and otherwise, in battle, and readily switched sides if they deemed
it to be in their best interest; and they might use their professed allegiance to one of the courts in order to
legitimise actions that had nothing to do with the ‘national’ issues at stake (for instance, to expand their
landholdings or attempt to destroy long-standing rivals by force of arms).’

Such, in short, was the basic nature of the conflict which saw the participation of several members of
the Uesugi family in support of the Ashikaga. The conflict ended, as noted, only in Genchl 9 (1392), that is,
the year the two courts were united. But this essay closes with the outbreak of another conflict in Shohei 5
(1350), the Kannd Disturbance (Kanné no joran),® not because members of the Uesugi family were not
militarily active during and after that struggle, but because the struggle was a turning point in the family’s

fortunes. The period under consideration in this essay saw a rise in the Uesugi’s fortunes (in terms of



positions in the new Ashikaga regime), and we must examine that rise before we can return to the family’s

military activities and the accompanying deterioration of fortunes.

IVI embers of the Uesugi family became involved in the Ashikaga’s conflict with Godaigo from the
very start, acting as military advisors to Takauji and his brother Tadayoshi even before any actual
fighting had broken out: one or more Uesugi were included when Takauiji, after having received reports to

the effect that the emperor had raised a punitive force in the capital, assembled representatives from a
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A genealogy of the Uesugi dealt with in the present essay (based on sources cited in the following or in the preceding essay).

number of warrior families in order to discuss how to deal with situation; and a few days later Uesugi
Norifusa was in attendance when also Tadayoshi consulted with supporters.”

Norifusa, a second-generation descendant of the Uesugi family’s founder, was the Ashikaga brothers’
maternal uncle, and he had, consistently to all appearance, been their supporter since at least the Genko
Disturbance which resulted in the Kamakura shogunate’s destruction in the 5th month of Genkd 3 (1333).2
Unsurprisingly, he had received rewards for his support along the way, among which was land granted after
Takauji’s suppression of the so-called Nakasendai Rebellion in the 9th month of Kenmu 2 (1335).° Then, just
as reports of Godaigo’s punitive force reached Takauji in Kamakura a couple of months later, he was
appointed to the office of military governor of Kdzuke Province by the latter.1?

After his appointment Norifusa proceeded to Kozuke ‘to make preparations,’*! but Noriaki and
Shigeyoshi (his son and adopted son, respectively) were included in an Ashikaga army that left Kamakura,

under the command of Tadayoshi, to check Nitta Yoshisada’s advance.!? Tadayoshi was anything but




successful in halting the imperial forces’ advance. Three times in the 11th and 12th months of Kenmu 2
(early 1336) he engaged them in battle, and each time he was forced back towards Kamakura: the first
engagement took place on the 24th day of the 11th month in Mikawa Province, the second four days later
in Totomi, and the third on the 5th day of the 12th month in Suruga.’®> We have no details of neither
Noriaki’s nor Shigeyoshi’s involvement in that campaign.

On the 8th day of the 12th month Takauji himself launched an offensive against the approaching
imperial army, an offensive that would take him all the way to Kyoto.!* An Uesugi contingent was included
in the army as it set out from Kamakura,* and it is reasonable to assume that both Norifusa and Shigeyoshi
were part of it from the very start because both of them participated in battles soon after it had left the
city. Thus, we find Norifusa taking part in a battle at Aisawahara near Hakone Pass on the 11th day of the
12th month,® that is, while the army was still en route to the capital; and Shigeyoshi in the battles for
Kyoto once it had reached the city (which it did on the 11th day of the 1st month, Engen 1 (1336))."”

Norifusa also participated in the battles for Kyoto and found his death there on the 27th day.'® ‘After he
died in the Kyoto battle in the first month last year | was discouraged and grieved deeply ...," Ashikaga

Tadayoshi would lament the following year in a letter, dated the 19th day of the 5th month, to Noriaki.*®
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Left and right half of Ashikaga Tadayoshi’s letter to Uesugi Noriaki (image copyright: Yonezawa City, Japan).

Takauji retreated to Tanba Province with his army on the same day as Norifusa died, and from there he
went, in stages, to Kyushu, where he fought Godaigo supporters at Tatarahama on the 2nd day of the 3rd
month.? Shigeyoshi participated in the battle,?* and he must have accompanied Takauji when the latter left
Kyushu in order to return to the capital: Takauji left the island a month after Tatarahama, at one point
splitting his army into two forces, one continuing by land and one by sea,?? with Shigeyoshi belonging to the

latter and apparently in command of a boat.?



On the 25th day of the 5th month, while en route to the capital, the Ashikaga famously defeated an
imperial army at Minatogawa.?* During that battle the Uesugi contingent was held in reserve for some time
before being deployed against the troops of the famous Godaigo stalwart, Kusunoki Masashige (?-1336).%°

After Minatogawa Takauji re-entered Kyoto, where, after more clashes with imperial troops both in and
outside the city, a reconciliation with the emperor was reached.?® One clash took place on the 30th day of
the 6th month, when Nitta Yoshisada and other Godaigo supporters descended on Takauiji’s headquarters
in Kyoto, the famous temple T4ji,?” and the only example we have of Uesugi involvement at the time is that
of Shigeyoshi on that day: he was, we find, one of the Toji defenders, whose efforts outside the temple
gates ensured to the defeat of the attackers.?® The defeat has been judged to have been a heavy blow to
the imperial forces.?

The historical sources contain only a few more indications of military activities on Shigeyoshi’s part after
the Toji battle, and none of these pertain to activities after Engen 3 (1338). We have examples of his acting
as military advisor in the 7th month of Engen 1 (1336) and in the following year (probably in the 3rd or 4th
month)3® and as a battlefield commander in Engen 3 (1338), that is, after the conflict had been reignited by
Godaigo’s decision to challenge his Ashikaga-backed rival’s claim to the throne.

The role of battlefield commander is indicated by six petitions for reward (gunchiijé). At the time, after
having participated in a battle, a warrior would draw up a petition for reward (or have a fellow warrior do it
for him), listing in it his activities during the fighting, special acts of valour, wounds sustained etc., and then
submit it to the person who had been his commander. It was the prerogative of the commander to validate
the petition, and when he (or she; there were female military leaders in fourteenth-century Japan) had had
its content verified, he would add his monogram to it and have it returned to the petitioner.3! As the
monogram added to the six petitions is that of Shigeyoshi, there can be no doubt that he was the

petitioners’ commander at the time:

- One petition concerns a battle at ‘the southern capital’ on the 28th day of the 2nd month.3? It
was fought at Hannyazaka in Nara (for which ‘the southern capital’ is of course another term)
against Godaigo supporter Kitabatake Akiie (1318-1338), who was defeated and retreated to
Kawachi Province.*

- Two petitions concern another battle against Kitabatake Akiie on the 15th day of the 3rd month
at Watanabe in Settsu Province.3* This time Akiie emerged victorious.?®

- The last three petitions are concerned with campaigns from the end of 5th month to the end

of the 8th month at and around Yawata just to the south of Kyoto.3® (A letter written by



Ashikaga Tadayoshi on the 11th day of the 7th month confirms that Shigeyoshi was indeed

present at Yawata, at least some of the time.¥’)

round the time the Ashikaga army set out from Kamakura in the 12th month of Kenmu 2 (early 1336)
A Uesugi Noriaki was involved in a military campaign far to the northwest of the city. An Etchl warrior,
Fumon Toshikiyo (?-?), is believed to have allied himself with the Ashikaga early the 11th month and, on the
27th day of the same month, he and other local warriors rebelled against the province’s imperially
appointed governor, forcing him to escape to a Noto temple where he perished on the 12th day of the 12th
month during an attack.®® By order of Takauji, Noriaki sent his retainer, Nagao Kagetada (?-?), to participate
in the attack on the temple and rewarded him with land for his efforts.>®

As for Noriaki himself, one Taiheiki variant has him accompanying Takauji’s army as it left Kamakura and
all the way to Kyushu,* and according to Kubota Jun’ichi, he quite conceivable did so.** According other
scholars, however, he remained in Kamakura,*? and Akasawa Kazuma has claimed (claimed, albeit, without
citing sources or providing arguments in support of the claim) that he went to Kozuke and campaigned
there in the first four months of Engen 1 (1336), obtaining military control of the province.*®

Two documents combine to indicate that Noriaki did indeed campaign successfully in Kozuke at the
time, campaigned, in fact, as commander-in-chief. The first document is a petition for reward from the
Ochiai Monjo collection. From this it is clear that Ashikaga supporter Shiba lenaga (?-1338) victoriously led
troops in a string of battles in the province during said four months,* resulting in the all but complete
destruction of the province’s Southern-Court forces.”® The petition does not mention any involvement in
lenaga’s campaign on Noriaki’s part, but the already cited letter from Ashikaga Tadayoshi, dated the 19th
day of the 5th month,* appears to link him to it: Tadayoshi, reminiscing about the recent past (including, as
we have seen, Uesugi Norifusa’s death), expresses his great delight at Noriaki’s pacification of a province
after having been dispatched there.”” The province has been identified as Kozuke,* so it seems reasonable
conclude that Noriaki was present at, and in charge of, lenaga’s campaign (though we cannot say anything
about whether he himself was active on the battlefields).

Tadayoshi’s letter also indicates that Noriaki most probably led a military campaign in Echigo sometime
in the middle of Engen 2 (1337). Because he wrote that he was surprised to hear rumours of unrest in the
province and ordered Noriaki to promptly depart for the province with Kozuke warriors, including that
province’s deputy military governor (shugodai).*®

Later in the year and the following year we find Noriaki engaged in battles against Godaigo supporter

Kitabatake Akiie. On the 11th day of the 8th month Akiie set out for the capital from his base in Hitachi



Province, attacking on the way there an Ashikaga-affiliated stronghold in Shimotsuke Province.*® (This was
about six and a half months prior to his defeat at Nara.*') A directive (migyasho) from Ashikaga Tadayoshi
to Noriaki dated the 3rd day of the 9th month reveals that the latter had hurried to Shimotsuke to help the
defenders and had distinguished himself there.>

The stronghold fell in the 12th month (early 1338), and Akiie, instead of proceeding to Kyoto, descended
on Kamakura and briefly gained control of the city before being ordered to the capital by Godaigo. An
Ashikaga army pursued him but was defeated in a battle at Aonogahara in Mino Province on the 28th day
of the 1st month, Engen 3 (1338).5 Noriaki participated in both the defence of the Kamakura and the battle
at Aonogahara.>

On the 9th day of the 6th month Noriaki was making his way from Kyoto to Kamakura.*® So he must
have gone to the capital region at some point after Aonogahara, and it is certainly possible, as Kubota
Jun’ichi has noted, that he went there soon after the battle and got involved in the confrontations with
Akiie in the region.>® But we cannot say for sure that he did; in fact, we know of no further military activities
on his part prior to Kokoku 2 (1341).

That year he campaigned in Echigo: on the 7th day of the 6th month he was able to announce the
capture of all enemy strongholds there;*” and on the 14th day that more than three hundred enemy troops
had been executed and that only a few had either pledged obedience or escaped.®® The success was
temporary because it is clear from a combination of three documents from the 9th and 10th months the
same year that he also campaigned in the province (together with his retainer Nagao Kagetada) around
that time.>®

In early Kokoku 4 (1343) he was still trying to obtain military supremacy in Echigo. A directive written by
Ashikaga Tadayoshi to him on the 27th day of the 1st month suggests that he had by then embarked on a
campaign in the province.®® And on the 19th day of the 2nd month an estate steward (jité) in the province
was informed of his intention to remain there because of recurring unrest.5!

We do not know for how long Noriaki campaigned in Echigo, but he must have headed for the Kanto
before the year was out because it is clear from a petition for reward dated the 12th month (early 1344)
that he had by then commanded troops in battle against two enemy strongholds in Hitachi Province.®? This
is the last military activity on his part that we know of prior to the Kanno Disturbance, but it has been
conjectured, and it is certainly very conceivable, that it was part of a larger campaign.® In any case, on the

4th day of the 7th month, Kokoku 5 (1344), he was back in Kamakura.®



O nly a few more members of the Uesugi family appear in the historical sources in connection with the
fighting taking place in the period under consideration in this essay: Noriaki’s brothers Norifuji and
Shigeyuki, his paternal uncle Yorinari, his cousin Tomosada and one ‘Uesugi kunai no shé.” Very little is
revealed about their involvement in the fighting.

Norifuji was among the defenders of Kamakura at the time of Kitabatake Akiie’s attack in Engen 2 (early
1338),%° and ‘Uesugi kunai no shé’ participated in the battle against Akiie at Aonogahara in Mino.® The
latter was likely Uesugi Fujinari. He was the son of Norifusa’s brother Yorinari and was invested with that
title,®” apparently the only one to have been so among the Uesugi conceivably old enough to engage in
military activities at the time.

Norifuji may well have been part of the Ashikaga army that pursued Akiie as he retreated westward
from Kamakura because we find him arriving in Kyoto on the 5th day of the 2nd month, Engen 3 (1338),
seven days after Aonogahara.®® According to Uesugi Keizu Taigai, he died in battle by the river Watanabe in
Settsu Province.®® The source does not say when it happened, but as we have already seen, a battle took
place there on the 15th day of the 3rd month, Engen 3 (1338) (the battle against Akiie, which also saw the
participation of Uesugi Shigeyoshi).”® And there can be little doubt that this was the battle in which Norifuji
fought, since an entry in the diary of the Buddhist monk Gido Shishin (1325-1388) enable us to deduce that
his death indeed occurred on 15th day of the 3rd month, Engen 3 (1338).7*

The only things we know about the involvement of Shigeyuki and Yorinari are that the former also
fought and died in the battle at Watanabe in Settsu,’? and that the latter was dispatched to help protecting
Kyoto as Akiie was approaching the city after Aonogahara.”

Finally, Tomosada, the son of Norifusa and Yorinari’s brother Shigeaki, was involved in the prolonged
pacification of Echigo and also campaigned in Shinano: a document dated the 10th day of the 1st month,
Kokoku 2 (1341), has him ordering an ally to take the field against an enemy in the former province,”* while
another document from the same year’s 6th month, a petition for reward, reveals that he the previous
month had led warriors in a successful campaign against the Nitta in Shinano and, early in the same month,

attacked and incinerated a Nitta stronghold in Echigo.”®

e noted at the beginning of the essay that in general, warriors involved themselves in the conflict
W in order to protect and further their own interests, not because they believed in some higher,
‘national’ cause.”® This is also the most credible explanation for the Uesugi’s involvement. They must surely
have found it potentially more advantageous to become associated with the power structure that Ashikaga

Takauji began to establish after his suppression of the Nakasendai Rebellion in the 9th month of Kenmu 2



(1335) than with the imperial court. The Ashikaga, for their part, quickly began to recruit members of the
family into the new power structure. As already noted, Norifusa was made military governor of Kozuke
Province just as reports of Godaigo’s punitive force reached Kamakura,”” and most of those of his kinsmen
known to have rendered military service to the Ashikaga in the following months and years, plus a few
others not known to have done so, were also appointed to various positions. The following essay shall

examine these appointments.
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Kyoto soon after Aonogahara, though without commenting upon any military activities he might have engaged in
while in the capital region (see Koyo Hiroshi, Kanté kanrei honin enkaku shoko; sono ichi, p. 4). And according to
Oguni Hirohisa, Oshii ryékanrei to Kanté ryoshitsuji; shoki Kamakura fu to Oshi in Kamakurafu taisei to Togoku, p.
232, he ‘chased’ Akiie westward after Aonogahara and ‘entered the capital’ after the latter had died in battle in the
5th month.

Tsurugaoka Shamu Kiroku in SZSS 25, shikyébu, shinté jishihen, p. 32.

Buke Nendaiki in ZZST, p. 162.
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59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69

70
71

72
73
74
75
76
77

Dokushidé Komonjo in ES 2, pp. 438-439.

Uesugike Monjo in DNK, iewake 12, 1, p. 15, doc. no. 23.

Miura Wada Monjo in ES 2, p. 444,

Shimazu Monjo in GK 6, chiisei 2, p. 921 doc. no. 1229.

See Kubota Jun’ichi, Nanbokuché nairan to K6zuke; Muromachi Bakufu no seiritsu ..., p. 323.

Tsurugaoka Shamu Kiroku in SZSS 25, shikyébu, shinto jishihen, p. 35.

Taiheiki in SNKS 58, p. 294.

Taiheiki in SNKS 58, p. 301. Kunai no shé was a bureaucratic title.

Sonpi Bunmyaku in SZKT 59, p. 133.

Kenmu Sannen Iraiki in DNS 6, 4, p. 706.

Uesugi Keizu Taigai in Katagiri Akihiko, Yamanouchi Uesugishi Echigo shugo Uesugishi no keizu to keifu —
Yonezawa Uesugi kahon no kisoteki kosatsu, p. 84.

See p. 4.

See Kige Nichiyo Kufia Ryakushi in Tsuji Zennosuke (ed.), Kiage Nichiyé Kufii Ryakushd, p. 37, according to which an
incense-burning ceremony commemorating Norifuji’s thirty third death anniversary was held on the 15th day of
the 3rd month, Kentoku 1 (1370).

It may be noted that according to another source, Norifuji died in battle, on the 15th day of the 3rd month, in
Shinano rather than Settsu (Uesugi Keizu in ZGR 6, ge, keizubu, p. 61). Although this idea has appeared in at least
one modern work (namely Yuyama Manabu, Kenmu shinseiki no Kamakura gosho; ‘Kanté hisashiban sadamefumi’
ni kansuru késatsu, p. 24), it goes without saying that we cannot do not accept it.

Uesugi Keizu Taigai in Katagiri Akihiko, Yamanouchi Uesugishi ..., p. 84.
Yamanouchi Sudé Monjo in DNS 6, 4, p. 710.

lioka Monjo in ES 2, pp. 429-430.

Ichikawa Monjo in ES 2, p. 435.

See p. 1.

See p. 2.
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