

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		

The Bravest Soldiers



		The samurai were considered to be the bravest class of Japanese warriors. They were elite military soldiers and officials that had different roles and influence over the centuries. Honour was extremely important to the samurai. They would rather take their own lives than be associated with shame and defeat. A lot of stories, myths and legends have been told about these heroic warriors. But what was real and what was not?
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Who Were
the Samurai?



		Samurai, also known as bushi, were skilled Japanese swordsmen sworn to serve and protect their masters, the daimyos. During the Edo Period, from 1603 to 1867, the samurai were the highest-ranking class in Japan. Led by the shogun, their supreme military commander, they ruled over the people using their military power.



		The word ‘samurai’ means ‘to serve someone’ or ‘to look up to someone’ in Japanese.
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Origin of the Samurai



		During the Heian era, from 794 CE to 1185 CE, the emperor and nobles took advantage of the people in Japan. They imposed heavy taxes on peasants and farmers, and confiscated their lands when they were unable to pay. The common people struck back in anger, by organising a series of attacks.



		In order to deal with these attacks the emperor appointed some of the locals to collect the taxes. These locals, referred to as deputies, in return hired soldiers to protect them in their duties. It was these deputies that became the first daimyos and their warriors the first samurai.



		When a samurai passed by, members of the lower classes were required to bow or else their heads would be chopped off.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
The Rise of the Samurai



		By the late 1100s, the appointed deputies along with their hired warriors began to gain more power than the emperor and the political leaders. Finally, between 1185 and 1868, the samurai seized control from the nobles. Headed by their leader, called shogun, they became military dictators over Japan. The emperor’s life was spared, but he became just a figurehead. The former nobles became powerless and the daimyos became the highest social class in Japan.



		After seizing power in 1185, samurai leader Minamoto Yoritomo became the first shogun.
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The Shogun



		The shogun was the most powerful samurai leader and the overall head of the shogunate: a highly militarised government. Only one daimyo at a time could obtain the title of shogun. Any daimyo who opposed the shogun was immediately considered to be a traitor and banished from the country.



		Looking a shogun in the face was a crime punishable by death.
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Bushido:
The Way of
the Warrior



		Bushido was the code of ethics followed by the samurai. It determined how they ate, talked and socialized with other people. Bushido was an integration of Confucian ethics and Zen Buddhism. A samurai was guided by the following principles: justice, courage, compassion, respect, integrity, honour, loyalty and self-control. These characteristics are popularly referred to as the Eight Virtues of Bushido. Of these eight ideals, justice was the most important one. This quality referred to the samurai’s ability to make and justify decisions. However, bushido was not the only code the samurai learned. There was also the kendo.



		The Japanese word ‘bushido’ means the Way of the Warrior.
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Kendo: The Way of the Sword



		Kendo developed from traditional techniques of Japanese swordsmanship known as kenjutsu. Unlike bushido, kendo referred to the rigorous training that the samurai underwent. It involved, above all else, the principles of using the sword. Samurai believed their sword contained their soul and therefore they were considered sacred. Aside from swordsmanship, samurai also received formal education. They were taught literature, poetry and spiritual discipline for it was believed that a swordsman must not only be physically fit, but also have a sharp brain.



		Kendo has grown to become a combat tournament still celebrated today.
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The Seppuku / Hara-Kiri



		The way samurai died was important to them. Samurai preferred to die by their own hand rather than at the hands of their enemy. They even had a ritualistic suicide ceremony called seppuku or harakiri. This act was performed by the samurai with the help of their kaishakunin: their appointed second. During the ceremony, the samurai would cut their own abdomen open before they were beheaded by their kaishakunin. This was regarded as an honourable death.
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Ronin



		A samurai without a daimyo was called a ronin. There were three different reasons a samurai could end up being a ronin: their master’s death, a loss of power or being cast away from their community. In such circumstances, the ronin was expected to do one of these two things: transfer his loyalty to a close relative of his previous daimyo or commit the seppuku.



		‘Ronin’ is the Japanese word for ‘wanderer’ or ‘drifter’ as samurai without masters go in search of one.
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		Weapons



		
The samurai were equipped with many weapons of the finest quality of their time. However, through the ages the katana and the wakizashi remained constant in their arsenal. The katana was a long, slightly curved sword, while the wakizashi was a short blade designed for close-range combat or to be used in the event their katana was lost. Both the katana and the wakizashi were referred to as the daisho set, ‘dai’ meaning ‘big’ and ‘sho’ meaning ‘small’, and were essential parts of samurai equipment. Other weapons used by samurai included the bow and arrow, and cannons.
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Clothing



		The clothing worn by samurai were an indication of their high status. Samurai clothing was aimed at comfort, not fashion. They would resist flamboyantly coloured clothes for they were thought to be immodest. The kimono, which was made of silk, was the everyday outfit and it consisted of two layers: an outer layer and an inner layer.



		A samurai would wear a hat over his face when going out to social events so that he wouldn’t be recognised.
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Hairstyle



		The samurai hairstyle was also distinct. It was considered a status symbol among Japanese society. The favourite hairstyle was the chonmage which required the samurai to have the top of the head shaved and the remaining hair pulled into a topknot. This hairstyle kept the heavy helmet steady and also allowed comfort.
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Armour



		Samurai armour served to protect both their body and make them more mobile during battles. The samurai’s armour was enclosed inside a yoroibitsu, a special storage box, while travelling. The Do or Dou was chest armour that covered their upper body and the kote, the sleeves, protected their arms and hands. The sode were the shoulder pads, while the haidate protected their thighs. The face mask was called mempo, the suneate were the shin guards and the helmet the kabuto. The stylish horns, called kuwagata, were designed to give the samurai a fierce dragon-like character.
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Female Samurai: Onna-Bugeisha



		The samurai caste was not limited to male Japanese natives. There were female samurai, called onna-bugeisha, who underwent the same rigorous training as their male counterparts. However, their weapons were different. Women used the naginata, a curved blade with a pole arm. They protected the household and were encouraged to fight on the battlefield alongside the male samurai.



		One of the first female samurai was Tomoe Gozen. She showed an incredible talent on the battlefield as well as possessing utmost wisdom and sharpness.
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Foreign Samurai



		Foreigners were generally not meant to be samurai; however, on rare occasions, some foreigners were granted the honour of becoming samurai. A good example of this was the English sailor William Adams who, in 1600, found himself on the shores of Japan. His skilful way with words granted him a place as the shogun’s advisor until his death.



		There is a statue of William Adams in Japan even today.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
Do Samurai Still Exist?



		
The samurai were undoubtedly the bravest and most powerful warriors of their time. Their bravery extended right up until death and their sense of loyalty had no equal. During the Meiji government era in Japan, between 1868 and 1912, individuals were banned from owning a personal sword. This single decree stopped the operations of samurai warriors, and the feudal class system was abolished. The last samurai were forced to surrender their weapons, their privileges and abandon their way of life.
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However, the samurai will always remain an important part of Japanese culture. Modern Japan still nurtures a tradition based on the concepts of honour and disgrace, fundamental to the samurai code.



		
An authentic samurai sword costs between £10,000 and £21,000.
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    (document.head || document.documentElement).appendChild(st);
  }
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      e.addEventListener(t, function (ev) { ev.stopPropagation(); }, false);
    });
  }
  function control(cls, label) {
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    guard(b);
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  }
  function after(e, cls, fn) {  // run fn when e's animation ends (or after T ms if animations are off)
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    e.addEventListener('animationend', end, { once: true });
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  }
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  }
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    function paint() {
      var c = colours(panel);
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    panel.parentNode.insertBefore(flap, panel.nextSibling);
    var hit = control('pt-hit', 'Hide text');
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    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
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    function expand() {
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      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
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    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
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    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
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    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
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  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
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