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1. 1863, March: The Roshigumi, a group of masterless samurai, is formed in Edo under the pretense of protecting Shogun Iemochi's journey to Kyoto.
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The formation of the Roshigumi in March 1863 was a pivotal event that directly led to the creation of the Shinsengumi. The backdrop to this event was the escalating political turmoil in Japan, particularly in Kyoto, the imperial capital. The Tokugawa Shogunate, which had ruled Japan for over 250 years, was facing increasing challenges from various factions advocating for the restoration of imperial rule. These pro-imperial groups, largely centered around the Choshu and Satsuma domains, were gaining influence and disrupting the established order.

In response to these growing threats, the Shogunate planned for Shogun Iemochi to travel to Kyoto. This was not just a ceremonial visit; it was a demonstration of the Shogunate's authority and its commitment to maintaining order in the increasingly volatile capital. To provide security for the Shogun's procession, the Shogunate authorized the formation of a special group of samurai in Edo (modern-day Tokyo). This group was to be known as the Roshigumi, which can be translated as "the masterless men corps" or "the wandering samurai corps."

The Roshigumi was initiated and led by Kiyokawa Hachiro, a charismatic samurai with a complex agenda. While the official purpose of the Roshigumi was to protect the Shogun, Kiyokawa had his own plans. He secretly harbored pro-imperial sentiments and intended to use the Roshigumi as a tool to advance the cause of imperial restoration. The members of the Roshigumi were recruited from among the many masterless samurai (ronin) in Edo. These men were often skilled warriors but lacked employment and a stable social standing. The Roshigumi offered them an opportunity to serve a purpose and gain recognition.

However, the Roshigumi was not a homogenous group. It included men with diverse motivations and political beliefs. Some were genuinely loyal to the Shogunate and believed in its continued rule. Others were drawn to the group for the chance to prove their martial prowess. Still others were swayed by Kiyokawa's pro-imperial rhetoric. This internal division would ultimately contribute to the group's disintegration. The Roshigumi's formation was thus a complex event, driven by the political instability of the time and the conflicting ambitions of its leaders and members. The journey to Kyoto would soon reveal the true intentions of some, setting the stage for the emergence of the Shinsengumi as a distinct and loyalist force. The initial premise of protecting the Shogun served as a convenient facade for more intricate political maneuvering. The selection process for members was fairly lenient, meaning many ronin with different levels of experience were accepted.
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2. 1863, April: The Roshigumi arrives in Kyoto, but Kiyokawa Hachiro reveals his intention to restore imperial rule, causing a split within the group.
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The arrival of the Roshigumi in Kyoto in April 1863 marked a critical turning point, exposing the hidden agendas within the group and setting the stage for the eventual formation of the Shinsengumi. After a long journey from Edo, the Roshigumi reached Kyoto, a city simmering with political intrigue and escalating tensions between pro-shogunate and pro-imperial factions. It was here, in the heart of the political storm, that Kiyokawa Hachiro revealed his true intentions.

Instead of fulfilling the stated purpose of protecting the Shogun, Kiyokawa publicly declared that the Roshigumi's true mission was to support the restoration of imperial rule. This announcement sent shockwaves through the ranks of the Roshigumi. For many, it was a betrayal of the trust they had placed in Kiyokawa and a direct contradiction of the Shogunate's authority. The revelation caused an immediate and deep split within the group.

Those who were genuinely loyal to the Shogunate, or who simply disagreed with Kiyokawa's pro-imperial stance, were outraged. They saw Kiyokawa's actions as a betrayal of their oaths and a dangerous gamble that could plunge the country into further chaos. Among those who vehemently opposed Kiyokawa's declaration were Kondo Isami, Hijikata Toshizo, and their close associates from the Tennen Rishin-ryu dojo. They believed in upholding the authority of the Shogunate and maintaining the existing social order.

Kiyokawa, sensing the growing opposition, attempted to consolidate his control over the Roshigumi. He tried to persuade the dissenting members to embrace his pro-imperial cause, but his efforts were largely unsuccessful. The rift within the group deepened, making it impossible for the Roshigumi to function effectively as a unified force. In the end, Kiyokawa led a majority of the Roshigumi members away from Kyoto, heading back to Edo with the intention of joining the imperial cause. This left a smaller group of pro-shogunate members behind in Kyoto, unsure of their next steps.

This split was a crucial moment in Japanese history. It demonstrated the growing polarization of the country and the difficulty of finding common ground between the opposing factions. The actions of Kiyokawa Hachiro, while ultimately unsuccessful in achieving his immediate goals, had a profound impact on the future of the Roshigumi and the emergence of the Shinsengumi. The smaller group remaining in Kyoto would soon find a new purpose and a new identity, becoming a symbol of unwavering loyalty to the Shogunate in a time of increasing turmoil. The betrayal caused resentment, but solidified certain samurai in their beliefs.
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3. 1863, May: Kondo Isami, Hijikata Toshizo, and a small group of like-minded samurai remain in Kyoto and petition the Aizu domain to form a special police force.

[image: ]


Following the dramatic split within the Roshigumi in April 1863, Kondo Isami, Hijikata Toshizo, and a small group of their loyal followers found themselves at a crossroads in Kyoto. Abandoned by Kiyokawa Hachiro and lacking clear direction, they faced a critical decision: return to Edo, join the pro-imperial cause, or forge their own path. These men, largely associated with the Tennen Rishin-ryu dojo, were staunchly pro-shogunate and determined to uphold the existing order. They believed that the Shogunate was the rightful authority in Japan and that any attempt to overthrow it would lead to chaos and instability.

Kondo and Hijikata, recognizing the need for a strong, pro-shogunate presence in Kyoto, decided to take action. They understood that the city was rapidly descending into lawlessness, with pro-imperial groups engaging in acts of violence and intimidation. The existing authorities were struggling to maintain order, and the departure of the majority of the Roshigumi had left a significant void. In this context, Kondo and Hijikata conceived the idea of forming a special police force to protect Kyoto and support the Shogunate.

They realized that they needed the backing of a powerful entity to achieve their goal. Therefore, they turned to the Aizu domain, a strategically important and fiercely loyal pro-shogunate domain with a strong presence in Kyoto. The Aizu domain, led by Matsudaira Katamori, was responsible for maintaining security in the city and was a key supporter of the Shogunate. Kondo and Hijikata, along with their trusted comrades, petitioned the Aizu domain to recognize and support their efforts to form a special police force. They presented themselves as dedicated and skilled warriors committed to upholding the Shogunate's authority and restoring order to Kyoto.

The Aizu domain officials, impressed by their sincerity and martial prowess, were receptive to their proposal. They recognized the need for a reliable and effective force to counter the growing influence of the pro-imperial factions. The petition to the Aizu domain was a bold move by Kondo and Hijikata, demonstrating their leadership and determination. It marked the first step in the creation of a force that would become famous, and infamous, as the Shinsengumi. The petition highlighted that the new force would be responsible to the Aizu domain.
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4. 1863, June: The Aizu domain approves the formation of the Mibu Roshigumi, later to become the Shinsengumi, tasked with maintaining order in Kyoto.
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In June 1863, the Aizu domain granted its official approval for the formation of a new group to maintain order in Kyoto. This marked a crucial step in the evolution of what would become the Shinsengumi. Having been impressed by the dedication and martial skills of Kondo Isami, Hijikata Toshizo, and their associates, the Aizu domain recognized the potential value of their proposal to create a special police force. The Aizu domain officials, under the leadership of Matsudaira Katamori, formally authorized the establishment of this group.

Initially, the newly formed organization was named the Mibu Roshigumi. The name "Mibu" referred to the village of Mibu, located near Kyoto, where the group established its headquarters. This location provided them with a base of operations from which to patrol the city and respond to disturbances. The "Roshigumi" part of the name acknowledged their origins as former members of the larger, now-disbanded Roshigumi. However, unlike the original Roshigumi, the Mibu Roshigumi was explicitly committed to the Tokugawa Shogunate. The Aizu domain clearly defined the Mibu Roshigumi's primary mission: to maintain order and security in Kyoto.

This was a challenging task, as the city was rife with political unrest and violence. Pro-imperial groups were actively working to undermine the Shogunate's authority, and street brawls and assassinations were becoming increasingly common. The Mibu Roshigumi was tasked with suppressing these activities, arresting suspected subversives, and protecting the interests of the Shogunate. To carry out these duties, the Mibu Roshigumi was granted certain powers and privileges by the Aizu domain. They were authorized to carry weapons, make arrests, and use force when necessary.

However, they were also expected to adhere to a strict code of conduct and to operate under the authority of the Aizu domain. The Aizu domain's approval provided the Mibu Roshigumi with legitimacy and resources, including funding, equipment, and manpower. This support was essential for their survival and effectiveness in the turbulent environment of Kyoto. The Aizu domain acted as a patron, and provided training to Mibu Roshigumi.
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5. 1863, August: The Mibu Roshigumi is involved in suppressing a plot to set fire to Kyoto during the coup d'état on the 18th day of the 8th month.
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August 1863 witnessed the Mibu Roshigumi's direct involvement in a significant event known as the coup d'état on the 18th day of the 8th month. This coup was a major power struggle between pro-shogunate and pro-imperial forces in Kyoto. The Choshu clan, a leading advocate for imperial restoration, had been gaining influence in the city and was planning a large-scale uprising to seize control. As part of their strategy, the Choshu planned to set fire to Kyoto, creating chaos and confusion that would facilitate their takeover.

The Mibu Roshigumi, under the command of Kondo Isami and Hijikata Toshizo, played a crucial role in thwarting this plot. Alerted to the Choshu's intentions, the Mibu Roshigumi worked closely with the Aizu domain and other pro-shogunate forces to prevent the planned arson. They intensified patrols throughout the city, searching for suspected arsonists and gathering intelligence on the Choshu's activities. On the 18th day of the 8th month (according to the traditional Japanese calendar), the coup d'état unfolded. The Choshu clan, along with other pro-imperial groups, launched their planned uprising.

However, their efforts were met with strong resistance from the pro-shogunate forces, including the Aizu domain, the Satsuma domain (which temporarily sided with the Shogunate), and the Mibu Roshigumi. The Mibu Roshigumi actively participated in suppressing the Choshu's uprising, engaging in street battles and arresting suspected rebels. They played a key role in preventing the Choshu from setting fire to Kyoto, effectively disrupting their plans to create chaos and seize control of the city.

The successful suppression of the Choshu's uprising was a major victory for the Shogunate and its supporters. It demonstrated the strength and resolve of the pro-shogunate forces and dealt a significant blow to the pro-imperial movement. The Mibu Roshigumi's involvement in this event significantly boosted their reputation and solidified their position as a reliable and effective force in Kyoto. Their actions earned them the gratitude of the Shogunate and the Aizu domain, paving the way for further recognition and support. By preventing the arson, the Mibu Roshigumi cemented its role.
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6. 1863, September: The Mibu Roshigumi officially adopts the name "Shinsengumi," meaning "newly selected corps," signifying their commitment to the Tokugawa shogunate.
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In September 1863, the Mibu Roshigumi underwent a significant transformation, officially adopting the name "Shinsengumi." This change in name was not merely cosmetic; it represented a deeper shift in the group's identity and purpose. The name "Shinsengumi," which translates to "newly selected corps" or "newly selected group," was chosen to reflect the group's commitment to the Tokugawa Shogunate and their determination to defend it against its enemies.

The adoption of the name "Shinsengumi" signified a break from the group's earlier association with the larger, more loosely defined Roshigumi. It underscored their distinct identity as a dedicated and disciplined force committed to upholding the Shogunate's authority. The name also conveyed a sense of newness and innovation, suggesting that the Shinsengumi represented a fresh approach to maintaining order and security in Kyoto. It was a clear statement that this was a new organization.

The decision to adopt the name "Shinsengumi" was likely influenced by the group's recent successes in suppressing pro-imperial activities, particularly their involvement in thwarting the Choshu clan's attempted coup in August 1863. These accomplishments had earned them the respect and trust of the Shogunate and the Aizu domain, further solidifying their position as a legitimate force in Kyoto. The new name served as a symbol of their newfound status and their unwavering loyalty to the Shogunate.

The adoption of the name "Shinsengumi" also had a practical purpose. It helped to distinguish the group from other, less reliable forces operating in Kyoto, making it easier for them to gain the cooperation of local authorities and the support of the general public. The name "Shinsengumi" quickly became associated with order, discipline, and a firm commitment to the Shogunate's cause. The group used the name change as a way to further signal their dedication to the Tokugawa Shogunate. It also improved recruitment.
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