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History has always been more than a collection of dates, wars, and rulers. It is the story of humanity itself — our triumphs and failures, our dreams and fears, and the events that shaped the world we live in today. Yet for many people, history can feel overwhelming, buried beneath thick volumes, academic language, and endless details that make it difficult for busy readers to begin.

That is why I created History in an Hour.

The purpose of this series is simple: to make history accessible, engaging, and meaningful for everyone. Each book is carefully written to provide a concise yet compelling introduction to a historical subject that can be read in about an hour. Whether you are a student, a lifelong learner, a traveler seeking deeper understanding, or simply someone curious about the past, these books are designed to help you discover history without requiring weeks of study.

In every volume, the goal is not merely to present facts, but to tell a story — the story of civilizations rising and falling, of remarkable individuals who changed the course of history, and of ordinary people whose lives were shaped by extraordinary times. By understanding the past, we gain greater wisdom about the present and clearer insight into the future.

This series embraces the belief that learning should be enjoyable, approachable, and inspiring. History belongs to everyone, not only scholars and historians. Even within a single hour, a reader can encounter powerful ideas, unforgettable events, and lessons that still echo across generations.

As the founder of History in an Hour, I hope these books will ignite curiosity and encourage readers to continue exploring the rich and fascinating story of our world. If even one book inspires someone to learn more, ask deeper questions, or see humanity through a broader lens, then this series will have fulfilled its purpose.

Thank you for joining me on this journey through time.

Yours sincerely,

Chong Shipei (Founder of History in an Hour)
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Japan is a country where the ancient and the modern exist side by side. In the same landscape, one can encounter centuries-old temples, imperial traditions, samurai castles, bustling cities, advanced technology, and cultural traditions that have survived across generations. Behind this fascinating combination lies a long and complex history—a history shaped by migration, agriculture, religion, political struggle, warfare, commerce, cultural exchange, industrialization, empire, war, destruction, and reconstruction.

The story of Japan begins long before there was a Japanese state. More than 30,000 years ago, human communities were already living in the Japanese archipelago. Over thousands of years, these communities developed distinctive ways of hunting, fishing, gathering, making pottery, and organizing settlements. The Jōmon period produced one of the world's ancient pottery traditions, while the later introduction of wet-rice agriculture during the Yayoi period transformed Japanese society. Agriculture encouraged larger settlements, new technologies, social divisions, and increasingly complex political organizations.

From these foundations emerged powerful political centers and eventually the Yamato polity. Contacts with the Korean Peninsula and China brought new technologies, political ideas, writing, and Buddhism. Japan gradually developed a centralized state, with the imperial court at its center. The capitals of Nara and later Heian-kyō became centers of government and culture. During the Heian period, aristocratic society produced some of Japan's greatest literary achievements, including The Tale of Genji and The Pillow Book. Yet beneath the refined world of the imperial court, military families were becoming increasingly powerful.

The rise of the samurai transformed Japanese political history. Warrior families such as the Taira and Minamoto eventually challenged the dominance of the aristocratic court. The victory of Minamoto no Yoritomo in the Genpei War led to the establishment of the Kamakura shogunate and the emergence of a political system in which warrior governments operated alongside the imperial court. Japan subsequently faced the extraordinary challenge of the Mongol invasions, survived them, and entered another period of political transformation.

The medieval centuries were marked by both cultural achievement and political conflict. The Ashikaga shogunate governed through powerful regional warriors, but its authority weakened over time. The Ōnin War helped usher in the Sengoku, or Warring States, period, when rival daimyō competed for territory and influence. Out of this turbulent age emerged three extraordinary figures: Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa Ieyasu. Their combined efforts transformed a divided Japan and ultimately created the foundations of the Tokugawa order.

Under the Tokugawa shogunate, Japan experienced more than two centuries of relative political stability. Edo became one of the world's great cities, commerce expanded, and merchants accumulated wealth. Kabuki theatre, ukiyo-e prints, literature, publishing, and popular education flourished. Yet this stability existed alongside a rigid social hierarchy and carefully regulated foreign relations.

By the nineteenth century, however, the Tokugawa order faced growing challenges. The arrival of American ships under Matthew Perry in 1853 exposed the military pressure of Western powers and intensified political tensions. The shogunate eventually collapsed, and the Meiji Restoration began a remarkable transformation. Japan rapidly centralized its government, modernized its military, expanded education, built railways and industries, and emerged as a major international power.

This transformation also brought a darker chapter. Japan's growing military and industrial strength became closely connected with imperial expansion. Wars with China and Russia, the annexation of Korea, and expansion into Asia were followed by increasing militarism and eventually the catastrophe of World War II. The destruction of war brought the collapse of imperial Japan and ushered in another extraordinary transformation: reconstruction and the emergence of contemporary Japan.

This book follows that long journey from prehistoric communities to the modern nation. It is not simply a collection of dates, rulers, battles, and political changes. It is an attempt to understand how Japanese society developed and changed over time—and how the experiences of ordinary people, warriors, farmers, merchants, artists, religious communities, political leaders, and soldiers were connected to the larger forces of history.

Japan's past is filled with contradictions: tradition and innovation, stability and conflict, cultural achievement and warfare, isolation and international exchange, destruction and renewal. Understanding these contrasts helps us appreciate not only how Japan became the country it is today, but also how societies can be transformed by the choices and circumstances of successive generations.

The journey begins in the distant past, with the first peoples of the Japanese archipelago.
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​Chapter 1: From Prehistory to the Imperial Court
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​1.1 The First Peoples and the Jōmon World

Human settlement in the Japanese archipelago began deep in prehistory, long before the emergence of a Japanese state. The islands were not always separated from the Asian mainland in their present form. During periods of lower sea level in the Pleistocene, parts of the region were connected to the mainland or separated by narrower stretches of water. Archaeological evidence shows that humans were living in the Japanese archipelago by at least the Upper Paleolithic period, more than 30,000 years ago. These early inhabitants lived by hunting, fishing, and gathering wild plants. Stone tools found at sites across Japan provide evidence of their activities. The difficult geography of the archipelago, with mountains covering much of the land and relatively small areas suitable for settlement, encouraged communities to make use of rivers, forests, coastal waters, and other local environments.

After the end of the last Ice Age, Japan entered a major cultural period known as the Jōmon period. It began around 14,000 BCE, although the exact dates vary depending on the archaeological evidence and the region being studied, and continued until roughly the first millennium BCE. The name Jōmon means “cord-marked” and comes from the distinctive patterns pressed or twisted into the surfaces of many pottery vessels. Jōmon pottery is among the oldest known pottery traditions in the world. Its appearance is important because pottery allowed people to cook and store food more effectively, even though Jōmon communities did not depend primarily on agriculture.

Jōmon people lived in many







​1.2 Yayoi, Kofun, and the Rise of Political Power









​1.3 Buddhism, Reform, and the Nara State
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