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Kendo renshu at the Isshinkan Dojo, Kobe 

Editorial 

One of the thorniest questions that arises from the subject of correct reigi in Kendo concerns the public and 

private relationships between the mudansha (unranked novices) and the junior yudansha (shodan and nidan rank 

students). The problem is that much of the subject of reigi within Budo, and particularly in Kendo where etiquette 

fills a major role, is not clearly defined in any manual, with one exception, and largely conforms to traditional 

Japanese custom. Because of this historical development Japanese kendoka are guided into the cultural 

observance of discipline and etiquette from early childhood and so have, quite naturally, a wide degree of 

conformity and understanding of their ‘pecking order’ when they first experience Kendo in Middle or Junior High 

School. To the senior ranking sensei there is little necessity to impose strict reigi as most, if not all, students will 

conform to what is required; however, it might be useful here to outline the development of Kendo in post-War 

Europe around fifty years ago when several of the early leaders came from military backgrounds in their various 

country’s services and, quite naturally, discovered a common basis of understanding of what, to them, was an 

entity that had developed directly from the warrior group we loosely call the samurai. To these Westerners who 

had in most cases experienced active service and, possibly more importantly, command; the samurai ethic seemed 

to give them an extension and purpose in seeking to establish Kendo and other of the more traditional warrior arts. 

Little distinction was made in those early days in the 1950s between the arts of the battlefield (Bujutsu) and the 

martial ways (Budo). That distinction came in the following decade as Budo became divided, in the West, 

between the traditional ways and the promotion of sport and competition. 

One or two of these leaders who had first encountered Kendo in the decade before WW II and at least three who 

had come into Kendo directly from regular military service, realised the importance of reigi in both its aspects; the 

cultural understanding of correctness in relationships and the need for discipline to enforce the moral customs. For 

the first time in ‘Western’ Kendo there emerged a rather disjointed attempt to define these ‘rules’ in a standardised 
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written form that all members could read and, hopefully, follow. It was through the efforts of Benjamin Hazard, 7-

dan, of Oakland and San Jose, California, R. A. Lidstone, Count Robert von Sandor, and Roald Knutsen, that the 

ill-defined ‘rules’ of reigi finally were published in the West. Dr. Hazard’s contribution was based on his training 

experience of Kendo and Iai-do in Japan from the late-40s and onwards; Charles Alexis Lidstone’s experience 

was rooted in Kendo from before the war and by his masterly seniority in traditional Western fencing; and finally, 

Knutsen drew the threads together in book form. 

 

 

A rare archive photograph of Kendo 

demonstrated in London in 1931. The 

leaders at that time were two Japanese 

yudansha, both 4
 
dan. Mr. Lidstone can 

be seen in the foreground, centre-right. 

The London dojo continued to practice 

right up to the blitz in 1940 when its 

premises in Buckingham Gate were 

destroyed in the bombing. So far as is 

known, there were no offshoots from the 

group nor is the fate of the two Japanese 

leaders recorded. Lidstone rejoined 

Kendo in 1959 at Knutsen’s Shinto-ryu 

Dojo in Kennington. 

The foregoing brief historical outline of reigi development here illustrates the difficulty of answering the 

‘relationship’ question posed at the beginning. The only probable answer that comes to mind is based on the 

historical relationships between the four main ascending samurai ranks, particularly as they became rigidly fixed 

in the early- and mid-Tokugawa period. The whole social order of the samurai was defined by income in terms of 

rice stipend, by ancestry, or blood-line descent, and, to some extent, by service value to one’s lord (or the clan). 

Great reticence was exercised by the lower ranks in making any sort of remarks or discussion of their seniors or 

their actions, and this reluctance appears to have lasted quite clearly in Japanese Kendo to the present day. 

It is ‘loose’ talk and the airing of varying, even dissenting, ‘political’ views that have characterised and bedevilled 

‘western’ Budo over the past fifty years in just about every martial system and particularly those where the 

emphasis has been placed on competition. There have been problems arising from this even in Japanese Kendo, 

that cannot be denied, but overall the strong influence of proper traditional reigi has minimised the effect. In the 

West, the understanding and personal observance of this tradition is far weaker and because of this weakness the 

importance of observing the strict letter of Japanese reigi, in so far as it is understood, cannot be too highly 

stressed. Of course, friendships will develop between members at all levels and are highly desirable, but these 

must never be allowed to override the fundamental precept that ‘Kendo begins and ends with reigi’.  

In Kendo generally, the senior ranking leaders have a duty to lead by example and do their best to explain and 

guide their less experienced novices and lower yudansha. Reigi, in one of its most important aspects, has the aim 

of developing and strengthening character; it is largely a matter of applying the ‘unwritten’ rules in a sensible and 

even-handed manner. This brings us back to the origins and attractions of Kendo to those with varying experience 

of military command in seeking to establish Kendo outside the immediate influence of the Japanese back in the 

late-50s. Mostly, these men knew something of how to deal with their recruits, of how command structures 

functioned, and were well-aware that in forming their groups they were dealing with volunteers as opposed to 

those made to join willy-nilly by outside authority. These leaders were firmly convinced that, above all, Kendo or 

the traditional arts, were totally Japanese and must not be allowed to change or be corrupted; this meant that they 

had to face the question of how to blend the traditional and rigid Japanese reigi system where no argument was 

brooked and the far more relaxed and personal attitudes of private individuals. To many Westerners, Kendo reigi 

must have come as a great cultural shock and that probably still applies. But reigi is the essence of Kendo so we 

have to try to understand. 

o o o o o 
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The Kendo Reader by Nōma Hisashi 

Chapter Two: Shugyō-no-dōtei (The Process of Shugyō) 

In shugyō training there are two paths that can be taken; the first is the path via training of the heart and mind, the 

kokoro, and the second way is the path via training of the physical form, or katachi. In Kendo shugyo practical 

experience is highly valued so emphasis is placed on execution rather than on theorisation; hence, to begin via 

katachi is considered to be the normal course. 

The process is known as entering via form to exit via form, to pass by way of katachi (training the body) to reach 

the way of kokoro (training of the mind and heart), and finally to graduate away completely from both. The 

ultimate aim is to comprehend the formless mysteries. At the beginning of shugyo, however, the essential task is 

to perfect one’s physical skill. 

For this purpose it is most important to master the basics of Kendo, the ‘kihon’ of Kendo. Kendo kihon are as 

important as the basic movements and openings in the games of Igo and Shōgi (Japanese chess). In Kendo it is of 

the utmost importance to correct one’s posture and striking skill. At the beginning one must refrain from 

concentrating too much upon contest Kendo, or upon trying to rush one’s progress. The shortest cut is always the 

longest way. Rather, one must work at it properly and correctly, and to that end, one must never be swayed by 

one’s own opinions. Always aim to follow exactly what one is taught, if one trains with a modest attitude of mind 

one will acquire the basics correctly and to some extent progress will follow naturally. 

It is the same for the archer, who first of all masters the correct posture before aiming to hit the target. The painter 

also pays careful attention to the way of sketching before using paint, and the calligrapher masters the 

manipulation of his brush. In this way one can see how important it is to master the basics of any activity. In the 

case of a large tree when the roots are well spread and sturdy the branches above flourish. 

In Zen Buddhism there is the training: shu, ha, ri. If we take the example of the game of chess, shu, to obey or 

adhere, corresponds to the first stage of practice when one studies and adheres to the basic moves that have been 

set down by others. When a certain amount of progress has been made through one’s own efforts and ability one 

begins to break away from this mould, and this is called the stage of ha, to break. If further progress is made with 

the training eventually a natural breaking free from the conscious attempt to be different will occur, and finally, 

without being aware of it, one will part entirely from all such intentions and establish one’s own personal and 

individual path, though remaining within the bounds of the original principles and rules. This last stage is known 

as ri, to separate. In the beginning, however, one must not fail to be obedient to the instructions given by the 

sensei. 

In Kendo there is the following teaching: dai, kyō, soku, kei
*
  These are the qualities to aspire to for physical 

perfection, though it would be very difficult to grasp all four at the beginning of training. First of all, one’s efforts 

should be concentrated upon achieving the first two, i.e. dai and kyō, and with progress in shugyo go on to acquire 

the final two, soku and kei. As in the art of calligraphy where there are the three stages called: shin, gyō, and sō, in 

Kendo shugyo there is a natural progression of stages. By taking each step one at a time one eventually reaches 

the desired destination, this after all is the only shortcut. Any attempt to rush through this process in the main 

gives rise to doubtful results, and more often than not, entry into the inner sanctuary of Michi becomes 

impossible. 

Moreover, the one thing that is especially important for the shugyōsha, or trainee, to keep in mind is never to give 

up on or quit shugyo. During the course of shugyo training one develops and suffers from many doubts and 

dilemmas and because of these one’s zeal for training disintegrates. However, it is only by resisting the urge to 

quit and carrying on that such problems that arise will eventually solve themselves, and without fail one’s vision 

becomes clearer. The passage below is from a lecture given by Yamaoka Tesshu to his montei, or students. In it he 

tries to explain the process of shugyo: 

‘There are three methods the carpenter adopts when using his plane; they are rough-planing, medium-

planing, and finish-planing. 

‘To practice rough-planing make your body firm, stretch out the stomach and brace the lower trunk, then, 

with equal strength in both arms, plane to a rough finish. In other words, use the strength of your whole 

body without relaxing it. If you do not make a sufficient effort you will not manage to rough-plane. 
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‘Next, there is medium-planing. With medium-planing it is not merely a question of using all your 

strength, you must plane the surface flat by adopting a natural modulation of strength in the hands. This 

is to prepare it for the finish-plane. However, without the experience gained from the rough-planing it 

will not be possible to succeed with medium-planing. 

‘Finally, there is finish-planing. This time the wood that was earlier prepared by medium-planing is to be 

made even smoother and free of flaws. To do this you must plane with one single stroke at a time, from 

one end of the timber to the other. If your heart is not calm when you make this single stroke you will 

score many flaws and faults into the wood, and if there are flaws then the timber has not yet been 

finished. For the carpenter in his use of the plane this is the most important stage. 

‘First of all you must be in possession of mind, body and technique. For the carpenter, mind, body, and 

technique equal plane, man, and timber. If the man thinks to plane then the plane will scratch; if the 

plane is thought to plane the plane will rise off the timber. To possess mind, body, and technique is 

represented here by the action in one place of plane, man, and timber. If this is not mastered thoroughly 

however much you train to be a carpenter you will never plane timber well. 

‘In order to become proficient in planing timber the most effective way is to begin by training in the way 

of rough-planing. If you can do this well you can also manage medium and finish-planing. 

‘However, in order to finish-plane well, there is a secret. Although I say that it is a secret, actually, it is 

nothing so special; just put mind, body, and technique out of your head and plane away. It is by doing it 

in this way that you can do a good job, and here, without being aware of it, you will have mastered the 

finishing-plane. There is something quite interesting about this secret, I think. 

‘Before you have mastered this for yourself nothing that is taught you will be of any real use. Thus, there 

is no other way than to try and discover it for yourself. No matter what you do, there is no other way that 

anyone can communicate this to you.’ 

An important lesson worthy of consideration from a great master of Michi. 

                                                        

* Dai, kyo, soku, kei: ‘Largeness’, ‘Firmness’, ‘Speed’, ‘Alacrity’ 

o o o o o 

 

Autumn Shodan Shinsa 

The Autumn Shodan Shinsa under the rules of the Eikoku Kendo Renmei will be held at the Lewes Butokukan 

Dojo on Sunday morning, 8
th

 October. A report on the results will follow. 

A note for recently joined members, the examination into and within the Dan degrees of Kendo in this Renmei is 

usually held in the Spring and Autumn of each year. Ranking assessments are made following closely the rules of 

the All Japan Kendo Renmei, and have been since 1962, particularly with regard to maintaining equivalent levels. 

The Renmei does not give rankings in Iai as these are regarded as artificial and do not apply to many classical ryū 

(styles) where recognition of a student’s progress is still awarded by menjō (certificates or licences). 

 

Bookshelf 

There are two advance notices that will be of interest to members of the Renmei as well as those non-members 

who enjoy reading about Old Japan.  

The first of these is the forthcoming book by Stephen Turnbull that will be (possibly provisionally) entitled The 

Art of the Samurai Swordsman. At the present time, Greenhills, the publishers, have not given a date when this 

will appear. Mr. Turnbull, who has written a number of books on medieval Japan, has this time produced what is, 

in effect, an anecdotal history of the warrior-swordsman from the eleventh century down to relatively modern 

times. It contains many interesting stories and accounts, most of which are drawn from a range of contemporary 

sources, that will enliven any Kendoka’s bookshelf. Look out for it. 
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The second is Roald Knutsen’s long-awaited study of Sun Tzu and the Art of War in Medieval Japan. This will 

be published very shortly by Global Oriental after launching at the Frankfurt Book Fair and will be available from 

them or through the Kendo Renmei. It is a serious overview of the influence of Sun Tzu, amongst others, on the 

development of unorthodox tactics and strategy during the second half of the Muromachi period, the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, a time when some of the master swordsmen in Japan directed their hard-won ‘secret’ 

knowledge and skills towards the arts of warfare in the field. This was particularly illustrated in the formulation 

and structure of classic Iai-jutsu, here based on the teachings contained in the Hasegawa Eishin-ryū amongst other 

traditions. 

News Items 

At the time of publication Thomas Bowen is well into his stay in Kobe with Inoue-sensei’s branch of the 

Isshinkan Dojo. He reports enthusiastically on his experiences and training. It will be interesting to see Thomas’s 

development in Kendo since he has come through the junior ranks over the past ten years at the Butokukan and 

Inoue-sensei’s teaching is largely oriented towards children’s Kendo. 

 
Photo of Thomas soon after arrival in Kobe 

A full report in the next issue. 

 

Next Issue 

We intend to continue with Chapter Three of the Kendo Reader, plus a report on the Shodan Shinsa and possibly a 

full account of Thomas Bowen’s first experience of Japan. Additionally, we hope to examine the two fierce 

prototypes of Kendo senpai; characters to be found as supporters of the semi-legendary founder of Shugendo. 

These are Zenki and Goki who appeared to serve their master in the seventh century rather well. Their 

counterparts in the form of the Shugendo sendatsu continued their role down the centuries to the present day. 
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At this early stage of the revitalisation of this Journal we would welcome Members to make suggestions of 

subjects that they might like to see in these pages. Please give this some serious thought and write or e-mail the 

Renmei. 

o o o o o 


