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The Era of Nobunaga from the Viewpoint of Environmental History II:

The Little Ice Age and the Honensai

by
Manabu Takahashi

As the Little Ice Age began, the feudal lord class gathered local clans etc., who served as warriors and
farmers, and invaded neighboring territories in search of food, which led to the earnest beginning of the Age of
Civil Wars. When they won the fight over territory, people of high rank could gain new land, etc. by cutting up
the territory. On the other hand, those of low rank were rewarded in the form of being permitted, within a
limited period, to abduct people using violence and freely harvest in people’s fields.

In addition, in this period, destitute people wandered towards cities, such as the capital, as well as
relatively warmer places, which sometimes caused serious famine.

During the Little Ice Age, vegetation in mountainous regions such as satoyama (undeveloped woodland
near populated areas) was destroyed due to the development of demand for fuel for daily use, kannanagashi
and tatara iron making, salt making, and ceramic making, and bald mountains and red pine woods of secondary
forests spread rapidly. Such destruction of vegetation promoted climate cooling and the formation of large-scale
natural embankments, and people started to cultivate shimabata and hotta. Initially, buckwheat was cultivated
as an emergency crop in shimabata and hotta, but cash crops such as cotton and rape gradually started to be
cultivated too.

Cotton not only feels soft but is easy to dye, and, by being padded, was more convenient than hemp. In
addition, rapeseed oil that can be extracted from rape was not bound by medieval constraints as was the guild
of Egoma oil produced by Oyamazaki Rikyu-hachimangu. However, cultivation of cotton and rape required
irrigation water and fertilizers such as human excreta and urine. It has been confirmed that in the Ichijodani
Asakura Family Historic Ruins in the 16th century, each house had its own well and toilet, and it is apparent
that human excreta and urine could be used as fertilizer.

When Nobunaga held a meeting with his father-in-law Saito Dozan at Shotokuji, he wore a yukatabira (an
ancient Japanese garment worn when having a bath) with a “Daion shape” depicted on the back. He also had a
gourd for carrying gunpowder suspended from his waist, ordered foot soldiers to run, and brought with him a
large group of professional warriors armed with pikes and bows, which were ideal for fighting in groups, as well
as firearms, which had only just been introduced to Japan. It can be assumed that Dozan, having saw this, was
astonished by Nobunaga’s foresight and became Nobunaga’s reliable ally.

Furthermore, Nobunaga did not have any children with his legal wife Kicho (Nohime), and after the death
of Dozan, he frequently visited Tkomayashiki and had two sons and a daughter with Kitsuno. He also hosted
unceremonious “dances”; these “dances” were likely synonymous with free sex and were also for praying for
abundant crops and fertility.

When Nobunaga unified almost all of Owari, he moved his base to Mount Komaki for invading Mino from
Kiyosu and built a castle with stone walls as well as a castle town. Furthermore, it can be assumed that he

actively carried out Honensai on March 15th (early spring), which were held for abundant crops and fertility
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in Oagata Shrine (the “Ososo Matsuri”) and Tagata Shrine (the “Henoko Matsuri”) that were under his
control. This can be imagined particularly from the hemp banner (cotton milk) which features a depiction of
the “Oowasegata” of Tagata Shrine and a group of people dressed in battle surcoats protecting the front and
rear of the banner, the group consisting of six leading the way and six others forming a line.

Around 1552 Nobunaga’s father Nobuhide died, but the former’s succession to the headship of the family
did not go smoothly. In particular, a bloody conflict arose between blood relatives such as the Oda-Isenokami
family of Kiyosu Castle and the Oda-Yamatonokami family of Iwakura Castle. This conflict was perhaps more
difficult for Nobunaga than external conflict.

In this period, Imagawa Yoshimoto lost Taigen Sessai Sofu and spent the five years until the Battle of
Okehazama (1560) in idleness. Looked at from a detached perspective, this can be considered as Yoshimoto’s
mistake. Or perhaps Imagawa Yoshimoto did not possess the prowess associated with the title of “most powerful

warrior lord in Tokaido” and, without Taigen Sessai Sofu, was a man with only mediocre abilities.
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