The Samurai
A fearless fighter, believes best way to die is in battle; you’ve got to be kidding me! Let’s pull myth and legend away from facts and get the real skinny on Samurai. You might have heard about Samurai before, going around, emotionless, almost non-human, sneaking around destroying everything in their paths. If so you would be thinking about some evil robots trying to take over the world, but this is not about robots taking over the world (you can check on the heading). These people, “samurai” have lives, and do care about things other than killing innocent people. Samurais would want to avoid casualties, as much as possible, anyway. And about samurai liking other things, there were samurai who liked the simple things in life…looking at cherry blossoms in the spring, enjoying the beauty of poetry, and not to forget, the pleasure of drinking tea. Don’t get me wrong though, this guy’s a warrior, but he’s probably more humane than you would think. To give you a peek of what you’ll be reading, I’ll tell you about the samurai’s great history, mainly from the 12th century to the 18th century; about their weapon and armor; and what they did to uphold their family’s honor. 
Before we get into their battles and weapons, I’ll tell you a little bit about the samurai themselves. First of all, do you want to find out what the word samurai means; it’s always fun to learn about word roots, isn’t it? Well, the word Samurai came from the old Japanese word “saburai”, which means one who serves. Samurai perhaps made 5-6% of the population, but still dominated Japanese society for 700 years. The first samurai were really farmer-soldiers. They helped fight barbarians (foreign people) for normal protection from the emperor. A samurai is very agile and very elegant. He intends not to fight much, but to finish it off, nice and quick, and pretend nothing has ever happened.  

Now the first thing you would’ve thought about when you saw this essay (or hear the word Samurai) are his weapons. There is a special bond between the Samurai and his weapons, especially the sword. 
“From inside the fortifications, the gun has no equal among weapons. It is the supreme weapon on the field before the ranks clash, but once the swords are crossed, the gun becomes useless”

Miyamoto Musashi

Guns came to Japan in 1543, when some Portuguese adventurers were stranded on Japan, due to a typhoon. There they shot a duck in flight with a gun and the emperor was impressed. He arranged shooting lessons with the Portuguese, and later asked the local sword smiths to make some guns. In Japan, the guns were known as the teppo. Guns really became popular after the battle of Nagashino in 1575. Obunaga’s warriors used the firearms to their advantage, and completely annihilated the other team. 
Bows were used long before the sword became popular. The Japanese longbow is very long, almost ridiculous in length. It is usually between 7ft 4in to 8ft. It’s grip is center at about 1/3 length of it’s length from the bottom, which made it almost impossible to shoot. The reason they did that is because they planned to use it during combat on horseback. The bow, called yumi, also had different types of bows; some small crossbows, repeating crossbows, short battle bows, and similar bows for hunting and sports. 
Though, after swords became popular, it was always what they were famous for, before the samurai respected the bow. An example of when the bow was well-respected was in the shore battle at Yashima in early 1185, no Kuro Yoshimitsu had dropped his bow and struggled to get it, even as the enemy soldiers on boats try to strike him off his horse and his men urged him to abandon it. Once he finally revived it and returned to the beach, one of the soldiers complained to him about why he had gone to revive it when it wasn’t worth that much. He replied that he would have gotten jeered at if they got his bow. That also shows how much samurai have for honor. 
What made the Samurais so powerful? Sure, they had swords, but what was it about the swords that made them so powerful? The reason is that Japanese sword is a curved, single edged blade with a ridge running down it’s body. Like a saber, the blade was used for slashing and hacking, rather than for stabbing. Outside Japan, the sword was very sharp, heavy, and brittle. The Japanese sword had a hard, high-carbon edge that could be sharpened very finely, and doing that helped make the sword light weight. They also inserted low-carbon steel into the blade, helping it’s durability and shock-absorbing abilities. The edge of the samurai’s blade, known as hamon is the most distinct part about Japanese blades. With out a hamon, the sword could not be known as the Nihon-to, a Japanese blade. 

Before making the blade, the sword smith must start fasting and start other purification rites; making the sword is almost a religious act. The sword smith worked in a dimly lit place so he could see the color of the blade, and to judge it’s temperature. All the work was done by hand. The sword smith would usually employ two assistant hammer man, called sakites. So, first, a substance known as tamahagane is obtained from smelting the natural sand-ore, satetsi, found in riverbeds and seashores in Japan. Then selected tamahagane is forged into the blade by the sword smith hammering and folding a sheet of high-carbon steel. It is seldom folded over fifteen times, since the steel will begin to deteriorate after a while. He does the same for some low-carbon steel and makes it good for a core. Then they are welded together giving it a rough shape of a sword. He then improves the edges of the sword. Then the sword smith would apply a clay coating all over the entire blade in a process known as the tsuchi-dori. They would get ready for the next stage, the yaki-ire. During yaki-ire, he shapes the hamon and reheats the blade until it is red hot. At the right time, he quickly removes it and puts it in a trough of water. This is the most critical process in the whole directions, but at this point, the blade may crack because of the rapid temperature changes, stresses, and strains in the steel. If the sword cracks, the sword smith would have to scrap all the metal and start over. 

Polearms were produced by Japan’s sword smiths. They were made the same way swords were made during production. They were made using the same technology used in agriculture implements such as the scythe. Unlike a western spear, the Japanese yari (spear) was designed to cut as well a stab. The side edges, as well as the point were extinguished when they were hot and then hardened. During the late Hien period (794-1184), they started manufacturing the naginata, like the yari, except the spear had a slight curve. The naginata was favored for the samurai over the yari.  
The Samurai armor was brought from the Yamato people. I don’t really want to dwell on this too long since there were a lot of different types of armor; they had some armor which covered their whole body, except a part of their face and then there were armors which didn’t protect them much. The original plate construction was solid. Those armors have been excavated from tomb which date back to 4th century A.D. There are many different names for the different types of armor, and especially for this essay, I don’t think there is any reason to go beyond just knowing the samurai had a big array of armors, which helped them in battle, defeating the Mongolians and help them in their Civil Wars. 
Alright, they have great skill with weapons and had great armor, but still, what made them so successful? The reason for that is because of their discipline. Samurai had to follow a strict code, the Bushido. The code of the Bushido is a long one, but I will give you a brief overview: samurai had to be polite, hold courage, show respect to their leader (or shogun, in proper terms), and be loyal to their country. Only by following these rules could a samurai maintain his honor. Trust me samurai when I say samurai were serious about upholding their family honor; they even committed Hara-Kiri (suicide) in order to still uphold their family’s honor. St the time feudalism was abolished in the mid-19th century, the Bushido was abandoned. Still, the Bushido had its influence on Japan’s army.  
“No matter whether a person belongs to the upper or lower ranks, if he has not put his life on the line at least once he has cause for shame.” 
Nabeshima Naoshige
As you know, many great warriors thought the best way to die was to die in battle, but that doesn’t seem to be the case with out dangerous Japanese warrior. They would commit suicide when they knew they would face inevitable defeat. Samurai would often die for their shoguns, when needed, but when they were outnumbered, they retreated to Hara-Kiri. The samurais had a numerous amount of warriors commit Hara-Kiri. Do want to know how Hara-Kiri was performed? First, the person committing Hara-Kiri would receive an imperial message and with it came a richly ornamented dagger, which of course was to proceed with the ceremony. The offender had a few prearranged days for his final preparations. Then a red-carpeted stage was constructed in the house of the offending noble. The nobleman was dressed in ceremonial costume was visited upon by friends and family assumed a kneeling position, prayed, and took the dagger. As his friends and officials were watching him, as he openly declared his guilt. Then he would take the dagger, stab himself and from the left side of his body, drawing it slowly to his right and finally made a slight upward cut. Then at his final moments a friend or kinsman would do him a favor, easing the pain, by beheading the dying nobleman. Painful, isn’t it? Incase you were wondering about the blood-stained dagger, well, it was taken to the emperor as proof that he had committed suicide. After the ceremony was over, if the suicide had been voluntary, his whole property would be given to his family. If it had not, half of it would go to the king. In many a times, annually, there were well over 1500 death due to hara-kiri and over half of them were voluntary suicides. Hara-kiri was abolished in 1868, though there were a few rare occasions where some people committed hara-kiri. An example of this is during World War II when many Japanese soldiers turned to hara-kiri than to face defeat. Hopefully this has made you realize (if not already) that the samurai might flee from battle sometimes.
Samurai were powerful from the 12th to the 18th centuries. They were powerful because they were rich, and had weapons. Some of the Samurai had private armies, during the disunity of Japan. With their armies they did what they liker or fought with the opposing samurai army. Samurai admired, feared, and respected one another, but only obeyed one-the shogun, the supreme ruler. 
“One should not be envious of someone who has prospered by unjust deeds. Nor should he disdain someone who has fallen while adhering to the path of righteousness.” 
Imagawa Sadayo
Let’s explore the history of the Samurai during the rule of Kamakura period from 1185 to 1333. Kamakura was the military capital during this period. Yoritomo was made the first shogun. The emperor just became a figurehead and the main power was given to the shoguns. They used the feudal system, which consist of four classes, at the top shoguns, then daimyo, second to last samurai, and finally, the peasants. The way the feudal system worked was that the shoguns would provide the daimyo with land in exchange for warriors. The samurai would receive land in exchange for their services in fighting. Lastly, the peasants were offered limited protection for growing the land. The popularity of Zen Buddhism increased and helped keep samurai in proper state of mind. During this time, there was a big Mongol invasion, led by Kublai Khan. Khan sent 450 ships and 15,000 troops to Japan, but they were destroyed by a typhoon. Seven years later Khan sent another 150,000 troops, but his troops were destroyed, again. For the Japanese, winning the war was good news, but preparing their army had cost them so much money, which lead to the civil wars. 
The second shogunate was Ashikaga Bakufu whose time period lasted from1336-1574. He put a new capital at Kyoto. He increased the power of the daimyo. The daimyos attacked neighbors and seized land. There was a period when there were a lot of civil wars, still due to the fact Japan still didn’t recover from all their losses. The power of emperor and shoguns were greatly decreased.   
So, now in this period after the wars have decreased, the Period of Unification (1560-1597)three 3 political and military leaders emerged: Nobunaga, Hideyoshi and Ieyasu Ashikaga shogun assumed power in 1568 with the support of Nobunaga. Nobunaga abolished the office of the shogunate. The Ashikaga shogun kept his title without power or authority. 
Once since Oda Nobunaga came into power in 1576, he burned the Buddhist temples, because some rich and powerful priests were a threat to him. He immediately began work on a castle at Azuchi, and painted by the best painters in Japan and all of that all was completed by 1579. Samurai had, from then on, more time and money to spend on other things than war, since all the Civil Wars in Japan were coming to an end. The other Samurai followed Nobunaga’s ideas, and samurai started using more luxurious things. A new style started for the samurai after Oda Nobunaga seized control of Japan. Traditionally, samurai believed too much of interest in an art mad you soft. Craft skill, except sword making and calligraphy were considered to be lower class. They felt they shouldn’t wear brightly colored clothes. From then on, Samurai did not have too much use for weapons, though they still carried their swords. Nobunaga died in 1597 and there, the line of Ashikaga shoguns ended.
Ieyasu Tokugawa became shogun after the Period of unification ended. His dynasty lasted from 1603 to 1868. He started his capital at Edo, which is near present-day Tokyo. Ieyasu strongly controlled the military power of the daimyos. Daimyos needed permission to so everything, from taking on additional vassals to repairing the Shogun’s castle. All of the daimyos were required to build a home at Edo, and live there for a large part of every year. The emperor gave the Daimyo all of his instructions and intelligently, was able to stop rebellions because he was keeping the samurai’s families at Edo. This period was dominated by the military class, which consisted of shoguns, daimyo, and samurai. The emperor was treated with respect, but still unchanged since the Kamukara Bakufu Shogunate, remained a figurehead. The society was divided into 4 classes, the samurai, peasants, artisans, merchants. At that time, only samurai allowed to carry 2 swords(actually, only samurai were allowed to carry swords) - a long one only for outdoors, and short one at all times. 
Much of the Tokugawa Dynasty was based on teachings of Confucius. The Code of Bushido developed in the mid-1600's. The code stressed duty of everyone to respect and honor those above them on the social structure. The peaceful Tokugawa period might seem to be good, but it was problematic to the samurai. There were no battles to fight, and as a result, many were left without income. Some samurai had given up status of samurai to lower themselves to farmers, merchants, or traders. The government tried to help the unemployed samurai by teaching them the importance of education. Ieyasu once stated that learning and the military arts should be equally pursued. Following his advice, samurai turned to doing other things as becoming leading scholars, writers, poets and artists. Other samurai moved onto teaching the martial arts. On May 1868 - rule of the last Tokugawa shogun ends and power returned to the emperor.
“The man whose profession is arms should calm his mind and look into the depths of others. Doing so is likely the best of the martial arts.” 
Shiba Yoshimasa 

Samurai used all those skills, weapons, and power to help them become the dominating class from about the 12th to the 18th century. There were false rumors about them, since no one knew the entire story, but know more and more people are learning that. Well, I hope I would have at least taught you a thing or two about samurai and may have made you change the way you look at samurai. 
