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Miyamoto Musashi, originally named Shinmen Takezō and also known as Miyamoto Bennosuke or by his Buddhist title Niten Dōraku, was a legendary Japanese swordsman, strategist, artist, and author. He gained fame for his distinctive double-bladed swordsmanship and his remarkable record of 62 undefeated duels. Musashi is revered as a kensei (sword saint) in Japan's martial history. He founded the Niten Ichi-ryū (or Nito Ichi-ryū) school of swordsmanship and later wrote The Book of Five Rings and Dokkōdō in his final years.

Seven days before his death, Musashi entrusted these works to Terao Magonojō, his most devoted student. The Book of Five Rings focuses on the practical aspects of the Niten Ichi-ryū school, highlighting the application of his martial art and its broader significance. In contrast, Dokkōdō offers a succinct reflection of his philosophical beliefs through short, aphoristic statements.

It is believed that Musashi had a connection with Mizuno Katsunari, a general of the Tokugawa shogunate, and fought alongside him in several major events, including the Battle of Sekigahara, the Siege of Osaka, and the Shimabara Rebellion as part of the Tokugawa forces.

To honor his legacy, the Miyamoto Musashi Budokan training center was established in Ōhara-chō, Okayama Prefecture, Japan.

The early life of Miyamoto Musashi remains shrouded in uncertainty due to limited verifiable details. In The Book of Five Rings, Musashi briefly states that he was born in Harima Province. Supporting this, the Niten Ki records that he was born in 1584, during the Year of the Monkey: "He was born in Banshū, in Tenshō 12 [1584]." Historian Kamiko Tadashi, analyzing Musashi's writings, suggests he was likely born in Miyamoto village in the Yoshino district of Mimasaka Province, where his father, Shinmen Munisai, resided. Musashi identifies himself in The Book of Five Rings as Shinmen Musashi-no-Kami Fujiwara no Harunobu. His father, Munisai, was a skilled martial artist and master of the sword and jutte. Munisai was the son of Hirata Shōgen, a vassal serving Shinmen Iga no Kami, lord of Takayama Castle in Mimasaka Province. The family’s association with the Shinmen name arose from their trusted service to the lord. The title "Musashi no Kami" referred to Musashi’s nominal governorship of Musashi Province, while "Fujiwara" indicated his claimed lineage from the distinguished Fujiwara clan. Musashi reportedly suffered from eczema as a child, a condition that affected his physical appearance. A popular tale also claims that he avoided bathing to ensure he was never caught off guard without a weapon.

In The Book of Five Rings, Musashi recounts his first duel at the age of 13 against Arima Kihei, a swordsman of the Kashima Shintō-ryū school founded by Tsukahara Bokuden. Musashi emerged victorious. At 16, he won another duel against Tadashima Akiyama from Tajima Province. His third major duel occurred at 21 in Kyoto, where he defeated multiple students from a renowned sword-fighting school.
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TRAVELS OF MUSASHI (1599–1613)

In 1599, Miyamoto Musashi left his village at around 15 or 16 years old, depending on the source. The Tosakushi ("The Registry of the Sakushu Region") states he was 15, while the Tanji Hokin Hikki claims he was 16, aligning with the age attributed to his first duel.

Musashi entrusted his family’s possessions, including weapons and genealogical records, to his sister and her husband, Hirao Yoemon, before embarking on his travels.

During this period, he participated in duels and honed his martial skills.

MUSASHI AND THE BATTLE OF SEKIGAHARA

In 1600, Musashi is believed to have been involved in the Battle of Sekigahara, a pivotal conflict in Japanese history. Traditionally, it was thought that Musashi sided with the Western Army, given the Shinmen clan's ties to the Ukita clan. However, modern historians such as Masahide Fukuda and Watanabe Daimon have argued otherwise. They contend that Musashi and his father, Shinmen Munisai, aligned with the Eastern Army led by Tokugawa Ieyasu. This conclusion is supported by records showing Munisai’s association with the Kuroda clan, allies of Tokugawa.

Daimon, citing the Matsui Clan Document, challenged the romanticized narrative of Musashi as a ronin who fought on the losing side in Sekigahara and the later Siege of Osaka. Instead, he suggested Musashi consistently fought alongside the Tokugawa forces. There is ongoing debate about whether Musashi participated in the central Sekigahara battle or fought in Ishigakibaru under Kuroda Yoshitaka in the western theater. Daimon leans toward the latter, referencing historical accounts such as The Transmission of Military Art to Master Bushu Genshin. Similarly, Fukuda noted that Munisai appeared in Kuroda clan records as a longstanding vassal, reinforcing the likelihood of their support for Tokugawa.

Historical novelist Kengo Tominaga theorized that Musashi fought not in Sekigahara itself but in the campaign against Ishida Mitsunari loyalists in Ishigakibaru, Ōita Prefecture.

LATER YEARS AND NOTABLE DUELS

By December 1608, Musashi had reportedly met Mizuno Katsunari, a Tokugawa general, to whom he taught secret techniques of his swordsmanship. In 1611, Musashi began studying zazen at Myōshin-ji in Kyūshū and was introduced to Nagaoka Sado, an official serving the daimyo Hosokawa Tadaoki.

At some point, Musashi was challenged to a duel by the renowned swordsman Sasaki Kojirō. The duel, scheduled for April 13, 1612, on Ganryūjima Island, attracted a large crowd. Kojirō, known for his mastery of the nodachi (a long-bladed sword), waited impatiently for Musashi, who intentionally arrived late. During his boat ride to the island, Musashi carved an oar into a wooden practice sword (bokken).

The duel ended swiftly when Musashi struck Kojirō with a decisive vertical blow, crushing his skull and killing him instantly.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

BATTLE OF SEKIGAHARA


[image: image]


The Battle of Sekigahara, fought on October 21, 1600, in what is now Gifu Prefecture, Japan, marked a pivotal moment in Japanese history. This decisive conflict unfolded during the late Sengoku period, as Tokugawa Ieyasu's forces clashed with a coalition led by Ishida Mitsunari. Notable for its scale and strategic importance, it ultimately led to a Tokugawa victory and established the foundation for the Tokugawa shogunate, which governed Japan for over 250 years until 1868.

The death of Toyotomi Hideyoshi in 1598 left his young heir, Toyotomi Hideyori, vulnerable, creating a power vacuum that fueled factional disputes. Ishida Mitsunari, a prominent supporter of the Toyotomi clan, found himself at odds with former Toyotomi generals like Katō Kiyomasa, many of whom aligned with Tokugawa Ieyasu. Amid rising tensions, Tokugawa consolidated power, accusing rivals like Uesugi Kagekatsu of subversive actions and marshaling support from key allies.

Mitsunari rallied the Western Army, comprising commanders such as Ōtani Yoshitsugu and Ankokuji Ekei, with Mōri Terumoto nominally at its head. They seized Osaka Castle while Ieyasu’s Eastern Army moved to confront other threats. Despite initial plans to use fortified positions like Gifu Castle to slow the Eastern advance, the Western Army suffered setbacks, including the loss of Gifu Castle and defeats near Sone and Ōgaki Castles. These failures forced Mitsunari to prepare for open confrontation at Sekigahara.

Betrayals played a decisive role in the battle. Prior to the conflict, Kikkawa Hiroie of the Mōri clan secretly pledged loyalty to Tokugawa, sabotaging the Western Army's efforts. Kobayakawa Hideaki, who initially appeared neutral, ultimately defected mid-battle, triggering a cascade of betrayals among other Western commanders. These defections disrupted the Western Army’s cohesion and allowed the Eastern forces to gain the upper hand.

The battle began in dense fog, with both sides positioning for advantage. Tokugawa’s initial assault, led by Ii Naomasa and his "Red Devils," targeted the Western center. Intense fighting ensued, with volleys of gunfire and waves of melee combat. Tokugawa forces, including contingents led by Fukushima Masanori and Kuroda Nagamasa, pressed their advantage, exploiting weaknesses in the Western lines caused by defections and faltering morale.

Key Western leaders like Ukita Hideie and Ōtani Yoshitsugu faced relentless pressure. Yoshitsugu’s forces crumbled under Kobayakawa’s attack, leading to his suicide. The right flank of the Western Army collapsed, prompting Mitsunari to order a retreat. Notably, Shimazu Yoshihiro’s contingent managed a daring escape but suffered heavy casualties.

Although Mōri Terumoto ostensibly commanded the Western Army, his neutrality and failure to engage decisively undermined their efforts. The Tokugawa victory at Sekigahara solidified Ieyasu’s dominance. Mitsunari and other Western leaders were captured and executed, while loyalists like the Mōri clan faced territorial reductions.

The battle, lasting approximately two hours, reshaped Japan’s political landscape. Late arrivals, such as Tokugawa Hidetada’s forces delayed at Ueda Castle and Western contingents stalled at sieges, missed the main conflict. Ultimately, the Battle of Sekigahara marked the dawn of the Tokugawa shogunate and the beginning of a new era in Japanese history.

The Sekigahara Campaign was a series of pivotal battles fought in Japan between the Eastern Army, led by Tokugawa Ieyasu, and the Western Army, which supported Ishida Mitsunari. The conflict culminated in the decisive Battle of Sekigahara. It began with Ieyasu's punitive campaign against the Uesugi clan in the Tōhoku region, offering Mitsunari an opportunity to rally opposition against Ieyasu in the name of the infant Toyotomi Hideyori, the ruler who had succeeded his late father, Toyotomi Hideyoshi.

The campaign primarily involved efforts to control strategic castles along the Tōkaidō and Nakasendō roads, which connected Edo and Kyoto. However, battles and sieges outside these main corridors, including in the Tōhoku region and other resistance pockets near Kyoto, had a significant impact on troop movements, influencing the outcome of the decisive battle at Sekigahara. The conflict also briefly extended to Kyūshū, though Ieyasu ordered his forces to retreat there for political reasons after securing his victory. The outcome of the campaign reshaped Japan's political landscape, leading to the rise of the Tokugawa Shogunate and a power shift among the daimyō who were involved. Following the death of Hideyoshi in 1598, his five-year-old son, Hideyori, officially took his place as taikō (imperial regent), with a Council of Five Elders managing the nation until he came of age.

Tokugawa Ieyasu, a member of this council, further solidified his power by taking residence at Fushimi Castle, defying council restrictions by arranging marriages for his children. This drew the ire of other council members. Ishida Mitsunari, a key figure in Hideyoshi’s administration, attempted to recruit Maeda Toshiie, a council member and guardian of Hideyori, into a plot against Ieyasu. However, Maeda’s son, Toshinaga, was persuaded to oppose Mitsunari’s efforts, and Mitsunari’s assassination plot against Ieyasu failed. As a result, Mitsunari fled in disguise and sought Ieyasu's protection, agreeing to go into exile at Sawayama Castle in 1599.

After Maeda Toshiie’s death in April 1599, Ieyasu took over Hideyori’s guardianship, further alienating the Council of Five Regents. Meanwhile, Uesugi Kagekatsu, another member of the council, escalated tensions by militarizing and ordering his forces to build fortifications in Aizu. Ieyasu demanded an explanation, but negotiations broke down, and Kagekatsu’s refusal to meet with Ieyasu led to a declaration of war in July 1600.

Ieyasu set out on a punitive campaign, wary of attacks from Mitsunari and his allies. As Ieyasu gathered forces, Date Masamune and Mogami Yoshiaki rushed to defend their territories, while Mitsunari began rallying support for the Western Army. On 17 August 1600, Mitsunari and his allies officially formed the Western Army and declared their opposition to Ieyasu. Mitsunari sought to coordinate an attack with Kagekatsu, but due to a lack of trust and coordination, Kagekatsu refrained from taking action.

On 22 August 1600, the Western Army entered Ōsaka Castle, declared guardianship over Hideyori, and issued formal charges against Ieyasu. This marked the official outbreak of war between the Eastern and Western armies, setting the stage for the Battle
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