
 
Editor: Well House, 13 Keere Street, Lewes, East Sussex, England 

No. 293 Summer 2009 

 

Copyright © 2009 Eikoku Kendo Renmei  

 

A Warrior in Ivory 

 

A Kendō master 

going to the 

bathhouse after 

training. 

 

Continuing with our series of Kendō and warrior figures, here we have the slightly 

damaged figure in ivory of an elderly Kendō sensei returning from practice with his 

armour slung carelessly from his shiai that rests on his left shoulder. The detail is 

phenomenal, as one might expect from the best ivory carvers. It is a great pity that here the 

shinai ‘blade’ has been lost above the long tsuka. We show two aspects of the figure for the 

clever detail, on the front profile, of the right kote that has tumbled to the ground between 

the master’s high geta and the water bucket carried in his right hand. While we don’t know 

if this a portrait figure of an actual master, he displays the mon of the Miura clan on his 

kimono, although this mon might well signify a cadet branch of the clan. Note, also, that 

the men has the old style open padding at the side of the head and that the padding itself is 

rather deeper in length than in modern armour. This might suggest a date placing this 

kenshi towards the beginning of the Bakumatsu period, ca. 1850-1860. 
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The rear view shows that he uses a nagatsuka-no-shinai, one having a longer than usual hilt, 

and a take-dō with the kusazuri flaps attached – a very old feature. The dō-himo are cross-

tied so that the armour can be slung informally. Again, his left kote has slipped from the 

ties at the same time as the other one and has just reached the ground behind him. One 

hopes that he, or one of his desshi, has noticed! Lastly, too, the master’s hair is carefully 

dressed in a chonmage or motodori, topknot, 

Unfortunately, the provenance or present whereabouts of this exquisite figure is not 

known but the photo was taken in London back in or about 1960. Were we to know the 

artist who signed this piece we might have a clearer idea of the actual date, as it is, the 

feeling is that due to the careful characterisation of the man’s face this is indeed a ‘portrait’ 

figure. 

(Editorial Note: Please send in any questions or observations you may have on this or any other of 

our Archive figures., We will try to answer them as best we can, if at all possible). 

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

‘Japan Blue’ : Indigo and your Keikogi 

Indigo-dyed material has been found in Egyptian 

burials as far back as 2000 BC. It was a well-known dye 

in Europe certainly from the mid-medieval period, and 

it as woad, (Isatis tinctoria), to paint the bodies of 

Gaulish and ‘Celtic’ warriors in ancient times; its 

distribution and popularity was across the whole 

northern hemisphere. In the West, England was one of 

the largest organised producers to at least the end of 

Elizabeth I’s reign, centred on East Anglia. India was 

another huge source of indigo, (Indigofera tinctoria), 

right down to the present day. The blue dyestuff 

produced from all the indigo plant species is identical. 

So what about Japan? 

It seems that the indigo plant, Japanese ‘ai’, (Polygonum 

tinctorium) may have already been known in the 

Japanese islands as long ago as the third century AD, being introduced through the State 

of Kara in southern Korea having reached there from China. An old term for the ‘dye’ was 

‘kurenai’ but it was also named  ‘kara-kurenai’ being a general term referring to 

‘introduction by way of the three Han-dynasty Commanderies’ in Korea. It was through 

these former Chinese ‘colonies’ that the early forerunners of the Yamato invaders passed 

before crossing the Tsushima Straits and seizing lands in western and southern Japan. 

Their main tribes settled in Kara, the middle state of the former Commanderies, of course. 

However, the distribution of indigo dyeing, and the processing of the safflower to obtain a 

red dye, was widespread and may have reached Japan with the migrating nomadic tribes 
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from Central Asia and not from China. What is not in doubt is the very long history of the 

use of these two plants in the archipelago. 

By the Asuka period (552-645) the Japanese believed that the soul of a person dwelt in 

colours. Three centuries later a whole spectrum of dye colours was available to people of 

high status. There was a great variety and different ranks were permitted different 

combinations of colour in their apparel There were no less than fifteen shades of indigo, 

according to the ‘Engi Shiki’, an all-encompassing book of regulations dating from the 

early-tenth century. By that time many provinces were required to pay taxes in safflower, 

for example.  

As early as the eighth century we find a poem expressing adoration to a woman who wore 

an indigo-blue garment over a skirt of safflower-red. This is in that famous collection of 

poetry called the ‘Man’yōshū’, or ‘Collection of a Myriad Leaves’. 

After the decisive Gempei War towards the end of the twelfth century and the 

establishment of warrior rule, the use of many coloured garments was limited to the 

aristocrats and the indigo and safflower dyes fell to the province of the samurai and 

commoners. It was in the following century, the Kamakura period, that a record first 

mentions the production of indigo in Awa on the four-province island of Shikoku. The 

safflower is also recorded in the Mogami district much further north, part of present day 

Yamagata prefecture. From this time to the close of the Edō period (1603-1867) these two 

regions were renowned nationwide for indigo and safflower, respectively. 

In Awa, now Tokushima prefecture, the Miyoshi clan were dominant during the sengoku-

jidai, economically producing indigo in large enough volume to be sold in Osaka and 

beyond. By the early seventeenth century the Miyoshi domain had established an official 

office to oversee the cultivation and marketing of the dye and reaped a tidy profit from the 

sales in both Osaka and Edō. 

Production 

The indigo plant seeds were sown in nurseries in early February then transplanted in 

April to the fields. Harvesting took place in June or July and after being immediately 

dried, the leaves were pounded and then fermented on special trays. The men who did 

this were known as aishi. The fermentation process took about four months, (mid-

September to mid-December, with the stacked leaves regularly re-arranged and 

dampened so that the fermenting plants were uniformly exposed to the air. Then the 

indigo leaves were compressed into balls, aidama, ready for despatch. 

The dyeing process 

Since indigo pigment is not soluble in water, it is extracted from the balls in an alkali 

solution. The balls were first broken into pieces which were placed in a vat. Water and 

caustic soda were added and finally glucose. The stage of the process required ten to 

fourteen days and produced a clear ochre liquid with a purplish-golden foam. The liquid 

was the dye. 
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Yarn or cloths soaked in the liquid for a minute or so and then wrung out, become yellow 

but gradually turn green and finally light blue. To achieve the deep blue that we see in 

keikogi, the yarn bundles or cloths are repeatedly soaked and wrung out. The indigo blue 

dye is permanent. 

The key to the process was maintaining the mixture in the vat at the proper temperature, 

not more than 40°, and the correct concentration of the alkali in the solution. Because of 

the need for warm temperatures the manufacture in the earlier centuries was limited to the 

summer season. 

Indigo dyed material 

It is said that indigo strengthens the material; certainly this is widely believed in warrior 

circles as we know with keikogi and hakama. Often we find coarse indigo-dyed linings for 

parts of armour, especially the kote, sode, and the haidate, all parts subject to weakening 

through perspiration. A widespread folk belief amongst the farming population is that 

indigo dyed clothes will deter vipers. 

Early in the last century, indigo and safflower products were replaced by less expensive 

but brighter dyes, however since WWII these native dyes have recovered their popularity 

and with the rising standards of living and they are more affordable. The light summer 

yukata and best kimono are those beautifully dyed in these natural blues. 

So now you know something of the background to our woad-coloured keikogi and why 

white shirts should not be worn following promotion into the dan degrees! 

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

Basics, Basics, Basics (part two) 

Comment by a senior Yūdansha 

In the last Journal, (Spring issue), there was a discussion of the importance of basics to 

Kendō, indeed to all the martial ‘Arts’ and ‘Ways’. We shall continue here with some 

points about Keiko and Shiai-geiko. 

Remembering back to the important principle stressed when every student presents 

himself or herself to any of our Dojo, that this Kendō within our guidance is not sport. 

This cannot be stressed strongly enough, particularly outside Japan. Without going over 

the arguments again, suffice it to say that we must always remember the old teaching the 

‘Kendō begins and ends with reigi’. This is not a matter of simply paying lip-service to a 

set of artificial (and foreign) rules, but a matter of injecting this into each and every 

practice, of gradually sinking it into one’s very being. It is attention to and understanding 

of reigi that, while partly present in some sports, is always underpinning Kendō from the 

beginning to the end of one’s career, however long that may be. 

With this in mind, every student must try to develop a deeper understanding of what reigi 

is. Correct bows must be made at the start and end of every practice of whatever nature, 
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Not over-stressed bows nor obsequious bows that parody the true meaning, but honest, 

respectful bows both to the kamiza and to the opponent. Think about this, don’t just thrust 

it aside as something that we are always on about! Another important point is that there is 

respect towards one’s sensei. Again, not lip-service or some overdone, misguided, 

accented interpretation of reigi but remembering that the master has spent a very great 

deal of personal attention to your progress towards the skills demanded and that you owe 

him or her the courtesy of showing that you have indeed learnt and tried to absorb what is 

required. 

Turning to another question, though not altogether, as you will see. We spend many hours 

constantly returning to and training in all the basic techniques – suburi, uchikomi, uchikomi-

kakari-geiko, various waza, the kata forms, and so on, and then turn to short keiko and even 

on occasion, ippon-uchi shiai-geiko., All well and good! In point of fact, by the time any of us 

go into wearing full armour, we should be reasonably good at making correct cuts. We 

have trained our bodies to do what the brain tells them to do. We can expect to be 

developing some reasonable skills. But, in many cases, when the student is told to practice 

against an opponent in keiko, everything he has ever learnt vanishes out the window 

without trace! This may be excusable for novices with about a years’ experience; it is 

hardly excusable at shōdan, and it is really dreadful in the dan levels above. 

The first thing that goes is any understanding of maai, or interval, so carefully stressed in 

both uchikomi-geiko and kakarigeiko. In many cases it is as though not one word had ever 

been said about these things. The loss of maai is then compensated for by brutal, over-

hard, cutting with the shinai used to bludgeon the opponent through the floor. Off-target 

cuts from close space are no joke and are to be deplored. We then see gyaku-dō, (very bad), 

and potentially dangerous attempts at tsuki, total loss of any idea of tactics, probing, 

subtlety , and the indispensable shōmen badly executed . . . The list goes on and on . . .   

Keiko is to ‘Practice old models’; in other words, to do one’s best to put into one’s training 

that which you have sweated to acquire over long months of serious study. As a matter of 

course we expect relative novices with only a couple or three years experience to be over-

zealous and a little wild. At this stage their concept of Kendō is that they MUST cut fast 

and that it is somehow close to battle. They do not realise that speed, in itself, is not 

required; neither do they understand that strength has very little part in learning how to 

use the basic skills. The student must understand and strive towards both accuracy at 

placing or aiming the cut and not striking the target with undue force. To use a Budō 

analogy, this is the difference between the heavy punching strike of Karate, supposedly to 

be ‘pulled’ on impact but often not, and the use of atemi-waza in Judō, which is required to 

be a ‘focussed’ strike applied to a very defined and limited target. The first is effective 

because it strikes forcefully the whole target area, the second because it is precise. In 

Kendō the strike cut is ‘one inch into the target. And no more. It must be precise despite the 

speed inherent in cutting, and that is all. Always treat any target as being made of glass; 

cut it but do not overcut and shatter the glass.  

If we take kote as a case in point: strike accurately one inch into the target (and not any 

more). Any overcut leaves you open for the opponent’s counter attack – especially his 
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shōmen. To overcut means, quite simply, that you cannot easily recover to continue you 

attack. With this criticism in mind, re-read the articles by Noma Hisashi and re-appraise 

your Kendō. 

In closing this brief critique intended for the male adults of this Renmei, you must 

remember a number of important points.  The first two of these are that you must NEVER 

strike children using either superior expertise or strength. That is no good at all and the 

youngster, who is unable to match you, will simply give up in discouragement. 

Additionally, you must NEVER cut adult lady Kendōka of any rank with strength. If you 

do, and it noted by any of the upper level yūdansha, you will come in for very hard practice 

for disregarding this golden rule.  

Avoid near equal keiko with your peers because this nearly always ends up in a ‘slogging’ 

encounter and no one will learn anything worthwhile. Try, always, to place yourself for 

keiko in front of one of the senior ranks because then you will learn from the experience.  

Skills in Kendō take years to acquire; the more you practice the more there is to master. To 

show reasonable Kendō might come at yondan rank but it can be glimpsed before this, even 

quite early on. However, the student lacking reigi will never master anything no matter 

how long he tries. That’s the hard truth of the matter. Always approach you training as 

though you are about to seek examination for the rank above; in other words, do your best 

at all times.  

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

The Kendō Reader by Noma Hisashi 

Chapter Fourteen: Waza-ni-Tsuite (Concerning Technique) 

How to strike with the shinai has already been explained. The techniques for using the way 

of striking explained earlier are called waza. In other words, Chapter 10 dealt with how to 

deliver a blow, and waza refers to the skills and techniques for striking the opponent. 

In Sumo wrestling there are: 12 arching techniques, 12 twisting techniques, 12 throwing 

techniques, and 12 attacking techniques, making a total of 48 altogether, but these are only 

the basic forms. If all the variations of these techniques were included in the number it 

would be almost limitless. It is the same with Kendō. The number of techniques possible is 

limitless and to try and list each and every one would prove a very difficult task. 

Of course, knowledge of these techniques is something that must be left to individual 

study. However, it is very advantageous, particularly in shiai, to increase by even a little 

the number of waza in one’s repertoire, and to this end one must strive to develop one’s 

technique during normal training. 

Also, it may be well to develop a few techniques at which one is particularly strong. 

Especially among 2 dan and 3 dan students there is a great difference between those who 

do have specialities and those who do not; it may even be said that given the same 
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training experience the possessor of speciality techniques will win every time. The shōgi 

(chess) master, Kimura Terao, once said that during the novice stage if one can develop a 

particular forte his chances of winning are greatly improved. 

However, if one becomes over-reliant upon these specialities one’s skill will become lop-

sided, and while one may possess a certain skill with a few techniques one will be poor in 

the rest. The ideal situation is to raise all waza to the level of speciality, to develop all waza 

to the full and be deficient in none. 

Just as every technique has its weaknesses as well as its strengths the result of favouring 

only one or a few particular techniques is to produce strength on the one hand, but also 

great vulnerability on the other. If one’s stock of waza is full and all-embracing all 

situations can be handled and great blunders avoided. 

Moreover, of the many and various waza there are those for attacking (sen) and those for 

parrying and replying (go). Of the two, especial emphasis should be placed on attacking 

waza. This is particularly so for the novice who ought first of all to concentrate on 

developing positive and direct attacking waza. 

Also, there are single, double, treble, and quadruple techniques, or renzoku-waza. 

Takuan Zenji1 writes in the ‘Taiaki’: 

‘The master swordsman may take life or give it. When it is needed to take it 

he takes it, when it is not needed to take it then he does not. Whether to kill or 

let live is decided from within’.1 

The secret of Kendō is to strike heart with heart, where actual technique is no longer 

needed; however, there are steps and stages that have to be passed through first as there is 

no way of leaping straight to the peak of this mountain.  Essentially speaking, to slay the 

opponent with a single cut and to reduce the need for multiple technique is the ultimate 

aim of sword technique, though at the beginning one cannot expect to be able to do this. If 

one’s first blow misses a multiple technique should follow immediately until the opponent 

is stopped. In shiai, renzoku-waza is extremely effective so thorough training in this is 

recommended. 

In the following chapters I shall try to explain in concrete terms the various waza, though 

due to limited space it is impossible to detail each and every one. First, I shall examine the 

more general one-stroke techniques of  men, kote-waza, dō-waza, tsuki-waza, and waza from 

jōdan. 

o o o o o o o o o o o o o 
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From our Archives - Mixed Weapon Shiai 

 
Naginata versus Kendō at a demonstration keiko, possibly in Brighton around 1977.  

The Kendōka was John Piper, sandan, and the men-uchi was delivered by Pat Knutsen, then 

also sandan 

Mixed weapon matches were often held in the Kendō dōjō and at larger gatherings both in 

Japan and elsewhere, a common shōbu being between the naginata and the shinai. They 

are still to be seen in Japan but not as frequently as twenty or so years ago. Generally, 

other matches with different weapons, nitō-Kendō versus Naginata, Yari versus Kendō, 

sword versus Kusarigama, and so on, are seen at the Kyōto Budōsai or at some of the great 

shrine embu.  

With polearms, the advantage lies with the longer weapon, naturally, forcing the 

swordsman to attack with spirit in order to keep his opponent, so far as is possible, on the 

defensive. It is said that the disadvantage of the naginata in action lies in it utilising ‘open’ 

arcs to attack, thus allowing the shorter-weaponed opponent at least a chance to close 
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distance in attack. Because of this some of the traditional ryū-ha with the halberd keep the 

blade within the torso ‘box’, thereby minimising the disadvantage. One such tradition that 

does this is the well-known Tenshin Shoden Katori Shintōryū . The yari use within Sō-jutsu 

nearly always uses this tight torso ‘box’ and is, because of this, very formidable. Where 

nitō is concerned, the short sword is used to distract and deflect the opponent’s 

concentration from the centre thereby allowing a strong attack to be delivered by the long 

sword. One of the best tactics in facing the two-swords is to try to upset the swordsman’s 

kamae before he has settled, attempting to force an error and thus giving a chance to 

successfully cut him. 

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

Nagashino (Part II) - Torii Sune’emon - Incomparable loyalty 

Out of all this sorry tale of 

expediency, outlined in the case of the 

families who held lands around 

Nagashino and demonstrated by 

many small clans during the Sengoku-

jidai, there is one true exception; a sad 

but shining display of great loyalty. 

The story of Torii Sune’emon’s death 

just before the final battle close by the 

Nagashino fortress goes a long way to 

restore the good name of the warrior 

ethic. 

In the last issue (Spring ’09) we saw 

how a  few days after the Okudaira 

changed sides, Ieyasu captured 

Nagashino-jō which capitulated 

almost without resistance, and 

attacked and destroyed Tsukude-jō. 

He set about strengthening Nagashino 

as a frontline base.  

 

 
A view up the Itajikigawa in the mountains near 

Hōrai-ji.  It will give readers a good idea of the 

terrain immediately north of Nagashino-jō. 

Takeda Katsuyori officially succeeded his father at the age of twenty-eight and in April 

1575 led an army west into Mino province (around present-day Nagoya), capturing two 

important castles. Another Takeda bridgehead in Tōtōmi province was the castle of 

Futamata which threatened Ieyasu’s rear. The rising Tokugawa general attacked nearby 

Inui-jō with his chief followers but hampered by the heavy rain and flooding, together 

with only a reserve of two day’s rations, he was compelled to retreat back through the 

mountains. In the pursuit, the Takeda were able to inflict some losses on his force. 



Journal of the Eikoku Kendō Renmei No. 293 Summer 2009 

 

10 

The Takeda campaign continued with the capture of the important Tokugawa fortress of 

Takatejin in Tōtōmi. The two allies, Oda Nobunaga and Tokugawa Ieyasu, now felt that 

they must seriously prepare to deal with the Takeda threat before the Tokugawa were 

weakened further. 

Okudaira Nobumasa had been placed in command of Nagashino-jō on the 28th February, 

1575, with two other important Tokugawa supporters commanding the second and outer 

baileys. More works were put in hand over the following four months and the fortress was 

provisioned in expectation of a long siege. There is just a faint hint in the records that this 

strengthening might have been a sweetener to prevent Nobumasa going back to the 

Takeda. 

Takeda Katsuyori, leading a large force from Shinano, pushed down into Mikawa in May 

by way of Tsukude and reached Nōda, Yoshida and Nirenji, but then pulled back up the 

Toyo-gawa to surround Nagashino-jō, now in his rear. The Tokugawa forces gathered and 

marched to face the threat. On the 6th May Katsuyori struck down the Toyogawa for an 

attack on Yoshida-jō near present day Toyohashi and there was quite heavy fighting that 

forced Ieyasu to defend the fortress. Ieyasu lacked the strength to fight a pitched battle as 

he was desperately waiting for Oda Nobunaga to bring up his army in support. However, 

the Takeda generals were ordered back to Nagashino and the investment began in earnest 

on the 11th of the month. Nobunaga’s army left Gifu on the 13th and by the 16th they had 

reached the Tokugawa castle at Okazaki and finally, the combined allies arrived at Nōda 

on the 17th. 

The Attack on Nagashino-jō 

The position in the castle soon became very serious. Many assaults 

were repulsed but they could not receive any news from the south 

or, indeed, from any direction. It was finally decided that an able 

and brave samurai named Torii Sune’emon might be able to slip 

through the enemy pickets and reach Okazaki. According to one 

account, Sune’emon volunteered to carry out this dangerous 

venture as he was a strong swimmer. On the night of the 14th May, 

under cover of darkness, he slipped down to the Ono-gawa and, with care to negotiate the 

rope traps set across the river, evaded capture and reached the allies a couple of days later 

where he reported the situation to Okudaira Sadayoshi and then to Oda Nobunaga. 

Reassured, he declined to stay with the gathering army and hurriedly returned north in 

order to display an agreed smoke signal that help was following from a mountain top 

within sight of Nagashino-jō. Surely at this moment his mission was successfully 

completed but Sune’emon waited to nightfall and attempted to swim back through the 

river pickets to re-enter the fortress. He fouled one of the ropes that sounded an alarm and 

was captured. When questioned he freely admitted that he had brought a message of hope 

but agreed that he would aid his captors and go over to them. 

The next morning he was taken to a point on the low ravine opposite the castle and was to 

shout out that help was not coming. Instead, he yelled at the top of his voice that the Oda 
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and Tokugawa were just behind and aid was close by. The angry Takeda seized him and 

he was crucified within sight of the beleaguered garrison, dying a defiant and painful 

death. 

The grave of Torii Sune’emon 

Drawing: Roald Knutsen 

 

After the allies defeated Takeda Katsuyori at Shidara-ga-hara and Nagashino-jō was 

relieved, the body of the brave retainer was taken down and he was soon after buried in 

the temple of Amai’izumi-ji in Tsukude. It is thought that this may have been on orders 

from Okudaira Nobumasa. Members of the Okudaira family are buried there, too. 

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

‘Tengu: The Shamanic and Esoteric Origins of the Japanese Martial Arts’ 

The long awaited study by Roald Knutsen focussing on the tengu, their ancient origins in 

Central Asia, and their influence of the Japanese martial culture, particularly the Bugei, is 

now in the hands of his publisher, Paul Norbury, so we hope to soon have more 

information for you about a possible publication date, possibly this coming Winter. 

The book will contain many interesting illustrations in addition to more than forty years’ 

enquiries ( possibly this should read ‘obsession’), but, hopefully, the result will be a very 

welcome addition to all members’ bookshelves. From the point of view of the bugei, this is 

the first work on the Tengu in this particular field and is preceded by Willem de Visser’s 

long ‘paper’ on ‘Tengu’ in the folklore, especially the Buddhist attempts at denigration, 

published one-hundred-and-one years ago! One can only express surprise that practically 
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nothing has been written (in the U.S. of A). While this study makes no claims to be 

definitive, it may lead someone to have another ‘go’. 

When the book has gone to print, whenever that might be, we will give space here for a 

proper review. A number of copies with be made available to Renmei Members at a pre-

publication rate. Other details will be available on the Global Oriental website. 

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

 

Notes 

                                                 

1  Takuan Zenji, a Zen priest and founder of the Shinagawa Tōkaiji temple. He discussed swordsmanship 

from the standpoint of Zen with Yagyū Tajima-no-kami Munemori, instructor of the Shōgun. The Taiaki 

deals with the relationship between swordsmanship and psychology. 

1  This is the meaning of satsujin-ken and katsujin-ken. For a discussion of these please refer to Knutsen, 

‘Rediscovering Budo’, Global Oriental. 


