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The Age of Nobunaga from the Perspective of Environmental History:
The Battle of Okehazama

by
Manabu Takahashi

In this article I consider the age of Nobunaga, that is the Sengoku era, from the perspective of
environmental history.

From the perspective of environmental history, the beginning of the Sengoku era coincides with that of a
“Little Ice Age”. The late 15th and early 16th centuries witnessed famine and peasant revolts. This differs with
the famine that occurred in the 8th~9th century, which was caused by drought. Also, vagrant peasants who
gathered to towns and revolted started to plunder, thereby gradually turning into ashigaru (foot soldiers,
mercenaries).

UESUGI Kenshin, TAKEDA Shingen, and IMAGAWA Yoshimoto were all drawn from shugo (military
governor) families, and heavily depended on dogo (local powerful families) for military aid. In times of peace
dogo worked the land, so there was no separation of soldier and farmer. That is why battles and Jyoraku
(processions to the capital) were limited to the agricultural off-season. Also, the relationship of lord and retainer
was not absolute, and it was not uncommon for the latter to be won over by the enemy and change sides. In
addition, since retainers were locally oriented, it was difficult for the Sengoku daimyo (feudal lords) to move
their bases, i.e. their castles. Furthermore, lords needed to gain the support of the people by investing in flood
control and local development if they were to keep in power.

UESUGI Kenshin and TAKEDA Shingen were unable to secure their secondary crops due to severe winter
weather, which lead them to invade other domains when famine occurred. And when they were victorious and
gained new territories, the dogo and ashigaru were permitted to plunder as a reward.

IMAGAWA Yoshimoto established land surveys and territorial laws, and was the first to become
independent of the ASHIKAGA shogunate and transform himself into a Sengoku daimyo of the Middle Ages.
TAIGEN Soufu Sessai, who was known as the chancellor in black, played an important role behind the scenes.
However, after the death of TAIGEN Soufu Sessai Yoshimoto’s actions become difficult to explain. The timing of
his invasion of Owari does not make sense.

The climate had already started to cool when ODA Nogunaga was born. Nobunaga’s family was merely one
of three karo (chief retainers) under the shugodai (deputy governor) of the four counties of Owari. However,
Nobunaga built up his strength with the help of the financial power and intelligence of the HOTTA family of
Tsushima, KATO family of Atsuta, and IKOMA family of Konan. His first adversaries were members of his own
family.

IMAGAWA Yoshimoto’s invasion of Owari took place when Nobunaga had taken control over most of Owari
province. Although Nobunaga’s army was small, it was comprised of well-trained standing troops, unlike the
soldiers-cum-farmers that made up Yoshimoto’s force. Also, Nobunaga was well aware of the importance of

information warfare, and faced the Battle of Okehazama without revealing his strategies even to his allies. By
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using his intimate knowledge of the lowlands (valleys) of the hills, he succeeded in concealing himself from
Yoshimoto’s main army, and with the additional aid of rain, wind and thunder from the north-west, was able to

win the battle.
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