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No. 284 Spring 2007 

 

Te-no-uchi (continued) (Part II) 

 

In the Winter issue of this Journal (No. 283) we carried an article by Ben Hazard, nanadan Kyōshi, 

discussing this important aspect of swordsmanship. Hazard sensei ended with the comment that senior 

masters often spend many hours privately perfecting their te-no-uchi with both shinai and bokutō. He makes 

the point that understanding does not come easily. It is for this reason that we return to the subject here in the 

hope that all students will do their best to keep this in the forefront of their memory whenever they come to 

the dōjō. 

The above line illustrations of the hand grips, taken from the Renmei Iai notes, are intended to demonstrate 

the correct holds and placement of the wrists and hands in both Kendō and Iai. Very similar holds also apply 

in Naginata-jutsu and Sō-jutsu. In all cases within these traditions the rear hand (arm) provides the power 

whilst the leading hand guides and is the fulcrum when the cut or thrust is delivered. Setting the polearm 

uses aside, in these drawings based on the handling of an average length sword, wooden or live, with a 

normal tsuka, there are a number of points to keep in mind.  

1. The left hand holds firmly. 

2. The end of the tsuka (koshira) projects very slightly beyond the base of the left palm, (This can be 

seen both in profile (top right) and from below (bottom right). 

3. The left wrist is flexed inwards so that the tsuka lies diagonally across the length of the palm. 

4. The left hand fingers do not grip with a ‘fist’ but are more relaxed. 

5. The main grip is with the left hand little finger; the left ‘ring’ finger grips with slightly less power; 

the middle finger grips slightly; the forefinger and thumb are wrapped round but do not exert any 

pressure on the tsuka. 

6. The forefinger of the left hand does not touch or contact the right hand at all. This permits the 

maximum leverage in wielding the swordcut. 



 2 

7. The right hand holds the tsuka with just sufficient grip that the sword cannot be struck from the 

fingers with a violent harai-waza but taking due care that the grip remains 'soft’ and ‘sensitive’. Too 

light is no good; too strong produces ‘inflexibility’. 

8. With the shinai, the grip is light enough to permit the tsuka to move forwards and backwards within 

the right palm and fingers. (This should not happen with the left hand grip, please note). 

9. Care must be taken that the right forefinger does not touch the tsuba. 

10. The ‘V’ between the thumb and forefinger of the right hand is directly above the centre line of the 

tsuka. 

11. Only at the instant that the cut or thrust is impacts the target is the right hand grip tightened. After 

the impact the grip instantly returns to its former sensitiveness. 

12. As drawn in ‘3’ above, both wrists are slightly flexed inwards. The pressure exerted to do this means 

that there is a slight ‘wringing’ or ‘twisting’ movement inwards by both wrists. This is best seen if 

the student folds a tenugui or small hand towel to approximately the length of a tsuka then holds it 

like he would a sword hilt. This slight ‘twist’ inwards will be noticed immediately. When the cut is 

delivered, both grips tighten and the palms rotate inwards, respectively, about one centimetre. This 

torque with the tightened grip prevents the sword ‘bouncing’ off the surface of the target. 

It should be borne in mind that the shinai tsuka is quite long at 350 mm. compared to the shorter 

average katana or bokutō tsuka (260 mm.) but all the points above apply to the shinai. Some tsuka 

mounted on swords during the late Muromachi period, the sixteenth century, were made as long as the 

present shinai tsuka. The increase in length gave greater leverage and increased the effectiveness of a 

sword cut. In Iai-jutsu swords mounted with tsuka of greater length than the normal produce a 

number of benefits, probably through the slight change in the balance of the weapon. 

When you read through the points outlined above, and they have been separated for clarity between the left 

and right hand grips and when both hands are operated together, there are some further matters to keep in 

mind: 

13. In holding the sword tsuka, whatever the type of sword, both thumbs should lightly touch the side of 

the topmost joint of its respective middle finger. Whilst there may be contact with the adjoining 

forefinger, this is not a necessity. 

14. The respective handgrips as described never change except in the slight inwards ‘wringing’ motion 

as the swordcut strikes the target. Care must be taken that the wrists are not allowed to be turned 

outwards. This is a beginner’s fault as is too tight a grip where the knuckles show white. 

Experienced instructors will watch out for both these errors; less experienced yūdansha taking 

novices must try to keep these points in mind and correct the grips. 

15. Always remember that it is the left hand and arm that provides the power. Directing the cut and its 

proper angle depends on the right hand and arm. 

16. Te-no-uchi is designed through many centuries experience to economise on the use of muscular 

strength. By grasping the tsuka when in seigan-no-kamae in the proper manner, the little fingers and 

the ring fingers draw on the energy of the minor inner muscles of both arms, especially those of the 

left. This can easily be observed if you bare your arms and hold an invisible sword in the proper 

manner. By lightly flexing these two fingers you will see that it is the inner arm muscles that ‘jump’. 

When strength is exerted at the moment of impact, the wringing action of the hand utilises the more 

powerful muscles of the outer arms.   

(To be continued) 

o o o o o o o o o o o o o 
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From the Archives 

Here is a very interesting photograph 

redolent of the early years of post-medieval 

Kendō. It is a scene, not apparently ‘set up’ 

by the photographer, in a Japanese police 

training yard taken sometime early in the 

twentieth century, probably between 1900 

and 1914. Weather conditions permitting, 

outdoor practice was very much the thing in 

those days – a direct legacy of Edō period 

renshū. 

Noteworthy are the variety of hakama (and 

their condition!) and the changing fashion of 

relatively short-sleeved keikogi. (See Noma 

Hisashi’s observations below). One hopes 

that the surface of this particular yard was 

devoid of stones but one must fear the worst. 

Note the student on the right using ni-tō and, 

of course, the man in the foreground 

squatting to deliver his dō-uchi. Such 

‘mixed’ or unusual practice was common 

until the 1960s. 

(Did this photo appear in Harrison’s book describing Budō published between the two World Wars?) 

o o o o o o o o o o o o o 

 

The Kendo Reader by Nōma Hisashi 

Chapter Four: Mijitaku (Kendo Clothing) 

When choosing a keikogi, one should of course select one that fits exactly, but in order not to feel restricted 

in movement it is best to choose one a little larger than this. If the sleeves are too short one’s bare elbows 

will suffer direct blows and possible injury, and if they are too long one will appear ungainly and free 

movement will be impaired, so the sleeves should cover the elbows. 

The hakama should be chosen to suit one’s stature. Compared with a normal hakama the hakama used for 

training should be slightly shorter to counter the possibility of tripping. Not that with the andon hakama (one 

without rear gusset) leg movement is impaired, so the choice of hakama should be limited to the 

umanoribakama (horseman’s hakama). 

Keikogi and hakama that are made especially for Kendo usually come in two colours: black and white. As 

both varieties are suitable, choice of either may be left to the individual. Always remember to keep clothing 

clean and fresh. Considerations of this nature may seem to be mere trifles but slovenly mijitaku is proof of 

slackness in mind. From the start of one’s shugyō one must take particular care with small details and be 

earnest in heart and mind as this is the way of shugyō.  Those who do possess such an attitude will never 

make light of or disregard concerns of this kind. 

When putting on the keikogi the first thing to do is to pass one’s hand through the collar to check that it is 

not folded inwards. Next, check that it is not billowing out at the back or creasing. As mentioned before, to 

prevent tripping up on the hem of the hakama wear it a little shorter than is usual. 

After putting on the keikogi and hakama kneel down in the seiza position and begin the donning of the bōgu 

by putting on the tare first, then the dō, tenugui, men and kote. Note the correct order with the donning of the 
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kote is to put on the left one on first. To prevent the men and dō himo (ties) from becoming loose or undone 

take care to tie them calmly and firmly. Also, take care not to leave a wide gap between the men and dō, or 

between the dō and tare as this not only looks bad but it can also be dangerous. While donning bōgu use the 

time it takes for calming the mind and focussing one’s spirits before rising to keiko or shiai. 

I have always found it interesting to note that the more skilful the individual the more impeccable his 

mijitaku; and moreover, the brisker he is in donning it, and despite the condition of any keikogi, hakama, or 

bōgu he is given to wear, somehow or other, one senses a certain dignity and feeling of awesomeness that 

would otherwise be absent if the same were worn by anyone inferior. 

With even the simplest of tasks, such as donning of the bōgu or clothing, there is always room for 

improvement. After all, the donning of bōgu comprises a Michi in itself. 

o O o 

 

A First Experience of Japan by Thomas Bowen, ni-dan. 

The main difference between Japanese and Western Kendo is, I believe, the length that lower ranks go in 

terms of attitude regarding reigi towards the senior ranks as well as their peers in the dojo, as well as 

covering all aspects of Kendo outside the dojo. Obviously, however, the mindset and customs of the 

Japanese people can be very different to ours. I was offered an interesting view of this as it was just under a 

week before I actually had any keiko after I arrived in Japan. 

I went to Japan on a home stay programme. Over the two months I stayed with four different families, in and 

around Kobe on Hyōgo Prefecture, on the ‘mainland’ of Japan, Honshū. The times varied, staying at one 

family for more than four weeks and another for only one night. The first thing that must be said when 

mentioning staying with Japanese is that their hospitality is really second to none: one cannot help but feel at 

home and among friends, even before having stayed there very long. 

I normally trained three times a week, at two different dojo. The dojo I trained at were the Kobe International 

Kendo Club, on Tuesdays and Saturdays, the Isshinkan Kendo Dojo, and Tarumi Dojo, both on a 

Wednesday. I found keiko in Japan, especially in the Kobe International Club, to be quite similar to our own: 

for kiri-kaeshi and uchikomi, all ranks from the Senpai down to young children rotate round receiving as 

well as practising. For short sharp bursts of kakari-geiko and longer stints of keiko, the seniors stay receiving 

the practice. Keiko in the Isshinkan Dojo is slightly different, but again generally similar to our own. 

However, in the dojo I found the juniors will wait for an opportunity to practise with the seniors, and if they 

are not practising will ask other seniors for practice; a way that really brings out and displays the good 

attitude of the ranks, showing spirit by always asking to practise more. 

Some of the differences I found were more basic. In the Kobe International Kendo Club, the line at the 

beginning and end of practice is taken in three rows, with the first line comprised of children, the middle line 

for the junior high school aged ranks, and the rear line for senior high school and adult ranks, including the 

junior senpai. Taisō is also taken a little differently in the Kobe International Kendo Club, with all the ranks 

forming a large circle before moving to the centre and placing the sword down in front from sonkyō before 

retiring again into a large circle for taisō. All ranks then return to pick up their shinai for suburi, which is also 

taken in the circle. 

Of course, Kendo is a universal feeling and practice quickly began to feel like ‘normal’, but obviously with 

many differences on the surface. 

Japan, however, is such a vastly interesting and different experience it deserves detail all to itself. Japanese 

cities have vending machines on every street corner, an amazing range of shops and shopping centres 

(especially in Kobe), architecture, and massive transport hubs. And this all has something extremely 

Japanese about it, even if it is a western-style restaurant or such. Japanese countryside is breathtaking even a 

small way out of the metropolises, and I believe really must be seen on any visit to the country. 
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The first experiences I had of Kendo in Japan were extremely interesting and valuable, of course, having 

trained in something very Japanese for a while but never having seen it done in its home country, as it were. 

Some of the difference in culture between our country and Japan is highlighted nicely in Kendo, such as 

attitude and spirit, especially in the sense of urging on each other’s efforts. I quickly began to feel ‘at home’ 

in practice. 

In the dojo I spent the most time at Inoue-sensei’s Kobe International Kendo Club, there are a large number 

of children who practise, and they practise in an extremely enthusiastic and disciplined way. They of course 

give one hundred percent in their own practice and then switch to receive from even the largest adult 

members, and I think this approach is one of the reasons for the very close-knit nature of the dojo. Other 

dojo, such as in Tarumi, also have large numbers of very young ranks, and the practice is equally lively and 

fervent. The approach to Kendo of always giving full spirit to every practice can easily be seen when 

watching the children, as well as how hard they try. I also managed to see a little practice by High School 

students whilst I was in Japan and the idea of really going for it here becomes coupled with a more 

developed physical self, resulting in the fast High School kendo. 

I was also able to attend the National Athletics Kendo Championships in Akō-shi, a city that has a rich 

samurai history, being the home town of the Forty-seven Ronin. The Championships were certainly 

interesting and it was a real experience being there. Almost as interesting was the vast range of Kendo 

souvenirs in the adjacent field, such as tenugui and mini-shinai. Whilst I was in Akō on the last day of the 

event I was taken to the city museum which I really enjoyed finding out a bit more about its history. 

The main trip I made outside of Kobe, however, was to the mountainside village of Yoshinōyama, some 

distance south of Osaka. The village is known for its location, surrounded by thousands of cherry blossom 

trees, and so according to Japanese tradition becomes extremely busy in Spring. However at other times it is 

a small very quiet village with some very interesting sites and beautiful views. I travelled there with Ryota 

Yasuda, the eldest son of Yasuda sensei from the Kobe International Dojo, but unfortunately we had only a 

short schedule in Yoshinōyama of three days. Nevertheless it was a fascinating stay, with two nights at the 

Kizō-in, part of a Buddhist temple which doubles as a traditional Japanese inn. On the full day, Ryota and I 

climbed some way up the mountains towards Aonegamine-san, the highest point in Yoshinōyama. There 

were many interesting sites including the Mikumari-jinja and the Saigyōan, a quiet and very peaceful 

dwelling in the pine forest high up on Aonegamine-san that was used by the famous Japanese poet, Matsuo 

Bashō. This occupied most of the day, including the descent and returning to Yoshinōyama for a meal. The 

next day we went on another walk, east instead of south, as I was especially interested in the tomb of the 

Emperor Gōdaigo and the Nyōirinji temple, sites from an ancient time in Japan when there were two 

opposing Emperors. 

Returning from Yoshinōyama I only had one week left in Japan, but it was certainly not empty or lazy. In 

particular I enjoyed the final practices at the dojo I had been practising at, even though it obviously tended to 

be strenuous at times. I felt very moved when the time came to actually leave Japan. 

Going to Japan was, and I believe, will remain, to be one time in my life that really stands out from any other 

time. Such an interesting and prolonged experience has only deepened my interest in Kendo and, hopefully, 

will improve it as well. I am indebted to first and foremost, Sensei and Senpai Knutsen and also all of the 

senior ranks in the British Kendo Renmei who have started and progressed my career in Kendo. 

o O o 

 

The Horniman Museum, London. 

Two Exhibitions 

Kendōka might like to know that the Horniman Museum in Forest Hill, London SE 23 

(www.horniman.ac.uk) are staging two exhibitions based on their extensive Japanese collections. These are 

‘Wrapping Japan’ and ‘Journey Through Japan’. The exhibitions’ curator is Dr. Fiona Kerlogue who was 
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extremely helpful in affording access to the Reserve Collections when Roald Knutsen was researching for his 

wife and his joint study of Japanese Spears (published two years ago). 

The exhibitions are sponsored by both the Daiwa Anglo-Japanese Foundation and the Great Britain 

Sasakawa Foundation. 

Both exhibitions open on 31 March; Wrapping Japan continues until 10 February 2008, while the second, 

Journey Through Japan, continues until the 11th November this year. The former is based on the textile 

collection and the latter on photographic slides from the early 1900’s. 

All the Horniman exhibitions are well worth the effort of seeing and therefore highly recommended. 

o O o 


