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area derived their privileged position from landownership, in most 
cases accompanied by money lending. Aoki Shotaro, one of the leading 
Liberal Party politicians in the area, was also the president of the Buso 
bank, the major institutional money lender in the region. The would-be 
saviors of the village poor were also their creditors. In spite of their best 
efforts, the contradictions in this position made it very hard for them to 
mediate the escalating crisis.66

The most extreme of the protests in the silk-producing villages of the 
Kanto region was the Chichibu uprising of November 1884. Chichibu 
was a mountainous region, agriculturally marginal and heavily depen-
dent on the silk trade. The villagers were thus hit especially hard by 
the financial downturn of the 1880s. Their protest had much of the 
flavor of a revolutionary political movement, and it has attracted both 
fascination and sympathy from subsequent generations.

The leaders of the uprising were mostly from the middle ranks of 
the village hierarchy: independent landowners and village tradesmen, 
many of them members of the Liberal Party. Some, like the move-
ment’s “General,” Tashiro Eiichi, were from wealthy families. They 
were therefore not so far removed, in terms of social background or 
ideological orientation, from the landlord base of the People’s Rights 
Movement. But the path they took was much more extreme than the 
basically conservative approach of the mainstream rural elite, who 
hastened to disavow them. Tashiro and his associates formed a plan to 
seize control of the entire Chichibu district, with the aim of establish-
ing a revolutionary government. They raised a force of upward of ten 
thousand participants (though it is not clear how many of these were 
coerced), and they briefly took control of omiya, the administrative cap-
ital of the Chichibu district, hanging a banner reading “Revolutionary 
Headquarters” from the district superintendent’s office. The govern-
ment had to send a strong armed force to quell the rebels, and it tried 
and punished more than three hundred of them, with a dozen sentenced 
to death. 67

In the intervening century, the Chichibu rebels have come to be seen 
as martyrs, willing to die for the cause of freedom and popular rights. 
At the time, the government did its best to vilify them as gamblers, 
wastrels, and trouble-makers. What did the rebellion, and the unrest 
closer to home, look like to young Aizawa Kikutaro? Certainly there 
is no suggestion of a society in revolt in the pages of the diary that 
Aizawa began keeping in October 1885.
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A Young Man of the Enlightenment 
In February 1885 Aizawa Kikutaro turned nineteen. Already four years 
an adult in the eyes of the community, he had long been engaged in 
the grown-up world of farm management, field work, forestry, and 
property dealing. He went about his work with the energy, enthusiasm, 
and complacency of his youth. The village around him was not only a 
beautiful place containing bountiful fields and the friends and relatives 
he had grown up with; it was also the source of his family’s present 
and future wealth, and Aizawa was doing his share to increase that 
wealth.

It was in these circumstances that Aizawa, on October 9, began to 
keep a diary: “I woke up at five, and went to the stable. I spread out 
wheat straw to dry, then until noon I cut bamboo in the grove, to use as 
flooring for the new shed. From one o’clock, I stopped work to honor 
the Yakushi Buddha and for the Mount Narita Festival. The weather 
cleared up at the end of the day.”

Who was this young man, penning the first page of what was to 
become a lifelong project? The guardians of fate had dealt him one 
extraordinary piece of fortune and one slightly less welcome inheri-
tance. His good fortune was to be born into the Aizawa family—the 
wealthiest landowners in the village and for several miles around, at a 
time when land was one of the few guarantors of prosperity. His lesser 
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From Farm Manager 
to Independent Landowner
1885–1894
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