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Sengakuji | Takanawa, Tokyo

The graves of Ako Gishi (loyal samurai retainers of Ako):

Asano Naganori, the feudal lord of Ako, was driven to assault his advisor
and protocol official Kira Kouzukenosuke with his sword at the solemn Edo
Castle when he could no longer tolerate how Kira treated him with no
respect for the way of the samurai. Consequently, the Shogunate punished
Asano with an order to kill himself by seppuku (hara-kiri) on the very same
day.

His retainers could not accept the judgement and 47 of them were united
under the chief retainer, Oishi Kuranosuke Yoshitaka, with a mission to
avenge the death of their master. On December 14, 1702, they raided Kira's
residence in the Honjo area of Edo and made up for the humiliation
suffered by their lord. They reported their accomplishment to Asano's grave
by presenting Kira's decapitated head and turned themselves in to authori-
ties to seek justice.

On the evening of December 15, four other lords (Hosokawa, Matsudaira,
Mori and Mizuno) were entrusted with custody of the loyal retainers. After
weeks of difficult deliberation, the Shogunate sentenced them to seppuku
on February 4, 1703, saving their dignity as samurai: they were spared
outright execution by beheading. They were immediately buried beside the
grave of their master, separated into four blocks according to the residenc-
es where they had been accommodated. (Note: Terasaka Kichiemon and
Kayano Sanpei are honored with cenotaphs.)

The avenge of the Ako Gishi has been made into various plays and is now
commonly called "Chu-shin-gura” (The Story of the Loyal Retainers). It is a
popular tale and one that still touches the Japanese heart even after 300
years. The chivalry of the loyal retainers and the themes of "Gi" (justice;%)
and "Chu" (loyalty; %) are still highly esteemed by the Japanese.

Masada | Judaean Desert, Israel

The Siege:

According to Josephus, Masada was the last rebel stronghold in Judea. In
the 73 or 74 CE, the Roman Tenth Legion (consisting 8,000 troops), led by
Flavius Silva, laid siege to the mountain. The siege lasted a few months. As
Josephus describes it, when the hope of the rebels dwindled, Eleazar Ben
Yair gave two speeches in which he convinced the leaders of the 960 mem-
bers of the community that it would be better to take their own lives and the
lives of their families than to live in shame and humiliation as Roman
slaves. In Josephus' own words:

"Then, having chosen by lot ten of their number to dispatch the rest, they
laid themselves down each beside his prostrate wife and children, and,
flinging their arms around them, offered their throats in readiness for the
executants of the melancholy office. These, having unswervingly slaugh-
tered all, ordained the same rule of the lot for one another, that he on whom
it fell should slay first the nine and then himself last of all;... They had died
in the belief that they had left not a soul of them alive to fall into Roman
hands; The Romans advanced to the assault...seeing none of the enemy but
on all sides an awful solitude, and flames within and silence, they were at
a loss to conjecture what had happened here encountering the mass of
slain, instead of exulting as over enemies, they admired the nobility of their
resolve and the contempt of death display by so many in carrying it, unwav-
ering, into execution."

(Josephus Flavius, The Wars of the Jews, VII, 395-406)

According to Josephus, two women and five children who had been hiding
in the cisterns on the mountaintop told the Romans what had happened
that night, on the 15th of Nissan, the first day of Passover. The fall of
Masada was the final act in the Roman conquest of Judea. A Roman auxilia-
ry unit remained at the site until the beginning of the second century CE.
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