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Takami Taizō, Kendō and Iai sensei (I) 

by Roald Knutsen 

Although Kendō in this country started 

properly in the late-1950s, there had been a 

first attempt with a dōjō practising in London 

(near the Royal Mews) between 1931 and 1940.1 

It was in that group that the late R. A. Lidstone 

trained, however the new group was started in 

November 1957 in Kennington, close to where 

the present Vauxhall Dōjō now meets. It was in 

the early 1960s that we were fortunate to be 

noticed by the Japanese authorities and 

received great encouragement. This is 

interesting since all those masters who took an 

active part in our guidance were of the 

generation that had survived the trauma of 

World War II and yet took an enlightened view 

of us here despite all the adverse baggage of 

misinformation that all governments pump out 

in seeking to demonize their adversaries. 

Already in this Journal we have mentioned the 

support at the highest level of H. E., The 

Japanese Ambassador, Mr. Yukawa Morio, 

who held the pre-war rank of yondan in Kendō.2 Yukawa-sensei met us several times 

during his period in London, both formally and informally, and had connections with a 

number of the most senior officers of the ZenKenRen, one of whom was Ozawa Takashi-

sensei, kudan Hanshi, who in turn introduced Arai Shigeo Kyoshi, nanadan, but later 

hachidan. Both of these masters kept their friendship and faith in us for many years until 

their passing.3 Besides these two masters, we were also firmly supported by Ohya Kazuo-

sensei, hachidan Hanshi, then the Secretary-General of the ZNKR. The list is long and I must, 

perforce, cut it short here, but not before acknowledging our debt to Kamō Jisaku-sensei, 

nanadan Kyoshi, who polished up both our Iai and Kendō between 1973 and ’81.4  
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It was through Ozawa Takashi Hanshi and Takizawa Kōzō, hachidan Kyoshi, (later Hanshi), 

of the Tokyō Police, that one of the most colourful and remarkable masters came to 

England to help us in 1964. This was Takami Taizō-sensei, pre-war yondan, (see Endnotes).  

Before recounting memories of this dynamic teacher, it would be useful here to give 

Members some better idea of the Budō situation following WWII. This puts our 

beginnings into a clearer perspective. When the war ended, the Allied Administration 

(SCAP) proscribed the ‘martial arts’ because of their militaristic nature. Kendō and Iai, 

(lumped in with Kendō, of course), were banned; Judō was permitted on the insistence of 

many American officers, as it was already regarded as a sport; Aikidō was unknown to 

SCAP at that time, (only appearing as late as 19625; and Karate was totally overlooked and 

ignored! The prime objects that SCAP had in its sights were the traditional arts in the 

hands of the Butokukai in Kyōto. Punishments for those caught practising the forbidden 

arts were draconian, although I have not come across any details of prosecutions as yet.6  

The regulations were relaxed somewhat with the threat of the Korean War looming, 

provided Kendō, for example, became much more sport-like. ‘Shinai-kyogi’ was introduced 

which was vaguely Kendō crossed with Western sabre fencing, but the real thing came 

back in 1962, again because of the Korean War and the need to train the ‘defence’ forces 

and the police. And at once we see the upsurge of training ‘rules and regulations’ and the 

heavy emphasis on matches (shiai). Who must we blame? Why, SCAP and the compliant 

Kendō authorities over the past four decades. 

Iai had existed for centuries, around thirty-six traditions still extant to-day, but this was 

meddled with, too, simply in order that we could have the introduction of the kyū-dan 

system of ‘promotion’ just like the rest. It says something when one considers that back in 

the 1950s-60s there were only a few hundred Iai masters practising whereas now Iai 

students run into tens of thousands. And what do most of them practise? The composite 

(and not very good) Settei Iai kata. It seems that for a significant number massaging the 

ego is the be-all-and-end-all. 

Takami-sensei was of the old school, I’m glad to say; a traditionalist in all aspects but one. 

If ever there was a man of contrasts, this master was he. To start with, he was famous in 

Japan as a sculptor, working in hard granite or limestone, not in the realistic 

representational style but the ultra-modern style of Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth. 

His method of sculpting, too, was hardly conventional, preferring to use the pneumatic 

drill rather than chisel and maul. He always wore thick goggles in his studio, and dressed 

in overalls. Outside the studio he was usually to be found in traditional hakama and 

kimono. When we met him in London, we recognised him amongst a whole crowd of 

Japanese because of the hakama. When he needed stone he would go to the quarries and 

collect his raw material, transporting it through the mountains of northern Japan in the 

back of an old pick-up truck. He was also an accomplished painter in the traditional style 

of sumi-e (ink washes). Lastly, he was also very well-known as a coarse fisherman, often to 

be found in thigh-length waders fly fishing in the Tohoku mountain torrents. 

We will come to his skills in the bugei in the next issue, suffice it to say he was born in 1915 

and his training in a number of arts, some rare these days, was in his teens and twenties in 
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the decade before WWII. His family descended from samurai of high rank who served the 

powerful Nambu-han, the lords of much of north-eastern Mutsu province, in the capacity 

of Ō-karō.7 

When Takami-sensei came to England on an open-ended visit, he held the pre-war rank of 

yondan in Kendō. Few higher ranks were given at that time but his skill was excellent so 

one guesses he was the equivalent of rokudan or nanadan to-day. His style was the 

Hasegawa Eishin-ryū including the old forms of the Ōmori-ryū. He was also familiar with 

the Shingan-ryū-no-heihō, with the use of the Naginata (Tendō-ryū), and Sō-jutsu 

(unspecified style). 

We managed to practice every single day at the London Judō Society dōjō or in the open 

air in Brockwell Park, West Norwood, it being a balmy April and May. Felicitously, the 

sakura (cherry) blossomed spectacularly just inside the park gateway on the day he 

arrived! I can tell you that he was an excellent teacher who knew exactly how to get the 

best out of his student. 

In conclusion to this first part, we poor students were fascinated by Takami-sensei’s ashi-

waza. He would attack from long distance with such a smooth flowing movement to 

deliver men-men-dō, for example, that he appeared to be on wheels! The dō-uchi would 

strike hard but he was gone – four or five steps at least and turn with the glint of bared 

teeth and his beard sticking through the bars of his men. 

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

A Muromachi Samurai 

This warrior doll in the Victoria & Albert 

Museum is a splendid and animated 

example of the armour miniaturist’s art in 

the decades that followed Bakumatsu in the 

second half of the nineteenth century.  The 

doll’s armour is complete and accurate in 

every detail collection and not just on the 

surface but down to the warrior’s skin. Here, 

the warrior is grasping a drawn sword but 

he can also be shown with a yari, a longbow, 

or his lord’s kabutō (helmet). The armour is a 

fine dō-maru, laced up the centre of the back, 

a common protection from the mid-

fourteenth century. That the samurai is 

intended to represent a warrior of fairly high 

rank is denoted by the large pair of ō-sode 

there can be little doubt. 

o o o o o o o o o o o o o 
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Asageiko – Early Morning Practice 

 

The custom of performing early morning training, in the weaponed arts especially, must 

surely date back many centuries. It shows no sign of dying out if the photograph here is to 

be believed. It was taken at about 07.30 on the 4th May, 2005 at the Kyōto Budōsai when 

many Budōka gather to participate in the hope of practise with the great number of high-

ranking masters who are members of the Butokuden.8 The first practise that May started 

late but just twenty-five years before, it commenced at 06.00 and the honour of the ‘first 

practise’ went to those ten students who were waiting outside when the dōjō doors were 

opened at 05.00. To be numbered amongst these stalwarts was widely admired! 

However, the custom in general is of real antiquity and goes back to the Nara period 

(eighth century) without doubt. It originated from offering worship to the female war 

deity, Marishi-ten,9 to encourage her to impart martial skills on the supplicant. Training 

must start before the first glimmer of dawn in the eastern skies. Marishi-ten’s importance 

increased as the early bushi and samurai sought to understand the classical teachings 

propounded by Sun-tzu in his ‘Ping-fa’ (Art of War) and the ‘Seven Military Classics’ of 

ancient China.  

In historical times, practise always began before dawn, often with formal prayers offered 

before a specially laid out altar in honour of Marishi-ten, and continued until after the sun 

rose above the horizon. This formality began to be neglected during the late twentieth 

century, the direct result of the disturbed middle decades on the surviving classical bugei 

and WWII. Now, only a few of the classical ryū-ha seem to keep up the true medieval 
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custom, but in many Kendō, Iai, and Naginata dōjō Asageiko continues, although usually 

with little apparent reference to the significance of dawn and sunrise. Nonetheless, the 

concept of such early practise has sound roots in absorbing difficult teachings when many 

student’s minds are still befuddled with sleep and what is demanded requires physical, 

mental, and intellectual effort. 

Hardly a soft option, Asageiko is soon habit-forming, satisfying, and immensely beneficial. 

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

 

The Kendō Reader by Noma Hisashi (Translated by Phil Jupp) 

Twenty-three: Kengaku (Observing Practice) 

Almost all acquisition of skill begins with the imitation of a model or example. Value is 

placed upon originality, but first one must pass through the stage of mimicry in order to 

acquire the skill with which to be creative. 

Take, for instance, the case of picture-painting. Normally one begins by copying samples, 

following the instructions of a master, and studying the work of one’s seniors. When the 

technique has been mastered one may strike out and create one’s own form of expression. 

Even after developing one’s own style further development can be achieved by observing 

the work of others. 

The same thing applies to Kendō. Observing shiai and keiko is a very significant part of 

one’s training for a variety of reasons, even for those with considerable experience. For the 

novice in particular it is most important to watch superior keiko and shiai, and to try and 

mimic the best of what they observe. There is much to learn from observing the shiai and 

keiko of those with inferior skill, one may just discover something that is superior to one’s 

own skill. Just because someone is inferior does not mean that he should be viewed with 

disdain. And if one cannot find anything superior to one’s own skill there ought at least to 

be plenty of inferior skill to be plenty of inferior skill upon which to deliberate. 

It is said that ‘the glory of God can be perceived by gazing at a single lily’; if this is so then 

one ought to be able to discover the all-encompassing principle by observing practice with 

a trained eye. Watching the shiai and keiko of those who are striving to master the same 

discipline, however immature their skill, cannot fail to be instructive. 

It has already been said that it is important for the novice to watch the shiai  and keiko of 

those more skilful, and to try and imitate what they see, but how in fact can the novice 

judge what is worthy of imitation and what is not. In order to appreciate what he sees 

would seem to presuppose that he is of considerable skill himself.  Meaningful 

observation, while being extremely important, is also extremely difficult. 

Even so, just as an amateur painter can look at the work of a master and to some degree 

appreciate its beauty and the artist’s technique, so too can the beginner in Kendō perceive 
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to some degree what is good and what is not. In time and after much careful observation 

of shiai and keiko one’s ability to appreciate what one sees will result in the cultivation of a 

discerning eye. If a discerning eye is not cultivated through kengaku progress in one’s own 

shugyō may be seriously hindered. From this standpoint alone it must be said that kengaku 

is an essential part of Kendō shugyō. 

For the novice an effective method of observing is to pay particular attention to certain 

points, such as hands, feet, posture, and so on. The same applies to technique where the 

keiko and shiai of superior people can be viewed analytically. After progress has been 

made, one may even try to assess other people’s weaknesses and strengths. Again, it is 

very instructive when observing to ask oneself how one would attack this or that person if 

one were the opponent? Or how would one counter them where they are particularly 

strong?  How could one destroy their position, and so on? 

In a sense it could be said that through kengaku one can learn everything, and that all that 

has been written in this book so far, and all that is written from here on, could be 

understood by focussing one’s attention and observing closely others in action. 

For example, through careful observation one could grasp the elements of dōjō etiquette, 

how to hold the shinai, where to focus the eyes, how to make kakegoe, about technique, and 

so on. It could even be said in some cases it is more significant to watch the keiko and shiai 

of highly skilled people than to actually don bōgu and practise oneself. 

As the eye is cultivated through kengaku one becomes able to discern an opponent’s 

strengths and weaknesses at the merest glance. Eventually a person’s ability may be 

deduced without even watching him in shiai or keiko. 

There is a story about how one day Yagyū Hyōgo10 and Miyamoto Iori11 were passing by 

the outer walls of Nagoya Castle. Despite having never met each other before that day, 

both had already perceived who the other was some paces away. This story may seem a 

little unbelievable but there is nothing strange about it at all. Between true masters it is 

probably quite the norm. It is said that to make progress in writing one must ‘read a lot, 

write a lot, and correct a lot’; it is the same with Kendō. Perhaps Kengaku in Kendō 

corresponds to reading a lot in the art of writing. 

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

 

Kendō sensei visits Vauxhall Dōjō 

It was a great pleasure to welcome Iida Masao-sensei, Kendō nanadan Kyoshi, at Phil Jupp-

sensei’s Vauxhall dōjō on Monday, 17th October. Phil Jupp had entertained Mr and Mrs Iida 

during the previous week but this visit to Vauxhall was particularly pleasing as Iida-sensei 

had greatly encouraged Phil when living in Narita-shi nearly thirty years ago, letting him 

use his dōjō four times a week. 
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Naturally, on such a practise visit, the students were divided into two groups with seven 

yūdansha from sandan to nanadan in the first, and five mudansha in the second. It was very 

interesting to watch Iida-sensei’s method of dealing with two such disparate groups but he 

managed this admirably by dwelling on varied basics, some relatively basic but brought 

up to a higher level. The mudansha did well even though some of the combinations of 

techniques and changes were at first confusing. Stress was placed on cutting with the 

intention of ‘driving in’ towards the imaginary or actual opponent; always to attack 

decisively and with feeling. 

Iida-sensei is one of those kodansha who keep up a very vocal accompaniment to his 

practice with students. Hazard-sensei always held that non-Japanese speaking students 

tend to miss the nuances of practice because of this deficiency, but some argue that 

whether the words are in Japanese or English doesn’t matter. Here, we had a constant 

stream of encouragement and warnings to try harder, such as: (in Japanese) ‘come on’, ‘one 

more time’, ‘again’, ‘faster’, ‘more spirit’, ‘that’s good . . . try again’, ‘I’m coming!’, ‘Watch out’, 

etc, etc. The student soon recognises the sounds, whether in Japanese or not . . . In shiai 

these words and phrases are intended to be intimidatory, but in keiko, generally, they have 

the desired effect of spurring the student on. At a secondary level, they help obscure one’s 

breathing rhythms so that the opponent cannot accurately judge your state of ‘fullness or 

emptiness’. 

Finally, Iida-sensei stressed that one must always try to cut shōmen correctly with attention 

to ‘driving in’ and ‘purposeful determination’.  He advised that a few weeks trying to do 

just this will pay big dividends so please resolve to work hard at this between now and the 

summer. A sound, smooth, natural cutting technique in kote and dō-uchi will surely follow. 

This was a familiar teaching such as is given by most senior visitors here it, delivered in a 

relaxed and fresh manner. All in all, an excellent and rewarding visit. 

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

 

Soushinkan Dōjō in Essex 

Just a notice for any member finding themselves in the Southend-on-Sea area of Essex; 

Paul Whiteman’s dōjō welcomes all visitors, whatever the experience, at training in St. 

Mary’s Church Hall, Victoria Avenue, Southend-on-Sea. Friday evenings from 7pm to 

9pm. Remember, Whiteman-sensei spent many years in excellent dōjō in Saga and 

Fukuoka, West Japan. The benefits of such experience are quite clear. So, we would like to 

encourage all who might be in that area to remember the address or to arrange a visit 

through your Dōjō leader, the correct way in reigi. 

o o o o o o o o o o o o o 
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Once a tiny battleground, now . . . 

by Roald Knutsen 

View across the central courtyard of the Kimpusen-ji temple from the steps of the Zaō-dō, looking north 

One of the joys of combining a deep interest in the Arts of War coupled with many years 

in Kendō and even more years studying Japanese history, is to visit so unique a place as 

this unassuming strung out little village of Yoshinoyama. The whole of this famous 

mountainous wilderness that continues into the even more remote Kumano massif, has 

attracted many religious ascetics, hermits, magicians, priests, noble and lay pilgrims, 

warriors, since at least the sixth or seventh century. Many poets were inspired by this 

sacred region of steep mountains, plunging valleys, wild virgin forests, soaring craggy 

heights, and, above all, a calm solitude for the soul. 

For myself, probably through my art background, I try to record what I see through the 

camera lens and often by rapid sketching in my ever-present notebooks. The bigger things 

like temples, shrines, and fortifications are easily recorded and remembered in notes but it 

is the minutiae of these places that that preserve the greatest pleasure and importance in 

their own particular way. 

An example is the impression made by the relatively small open courtyard illustrated 

above. The view is looking north from the steps of the mighty Zaō-dō past the site where 

stood one of the two gates of the temple, the Niten-mon, that was destroyed by fire in 

fighting here during the disturbed Nanbokuchō period fighting in 1348.12 



Journal of the Eikoku Kendō Renmei No. 299 Winter 2011/12 

 

9 

A few years before, in 1333, in this 

open yard that measures hardly a 

hundred-and-fifty meters square – a 

generous estimate at best – two 

opposing warrior forces armed with 

powerful rattan-bound longbows, 

each as formidable as the English 

longbow of Crécy or Azincourt, some 

pulling a hundred-and-twenty or 

more pounds, faced each other in a 

deadly engagement. Nowadays, this 

space is calm and beautiful, part 

shaded from the hot sunshine by the 

sakura and momiji13 trees; but on that 

day when the fighting finally stopped, it was a horrific compound choked with the dead 

and dying. 

Not a quarter of a mile away just off the narrow village road, (and here, if one closes one’s 

eyes to the few more modern shop or ryōkan fronts, one could easily turn the clock back by 

three or even five hundred years), stands on a detached hilltop at the same height as the 

village proper, the small but harmonious Yoshimizu-jinja which contains the preserved 

medieval residence built in the beautiful 

architectural elegance of the Kamakura period 

(1192-1333) once occupied by the Southern 

Emperor, Go-Daigo (r. 1319-1338). This fine 

structure, furnished in the style of the early 

fourteenth century, stands at the side of a small but 

perfect traditional garden which gives a number of 

famous views down the deep cut valley and across 

to the curving roof of the nearby Zaō-dō. But just 

below the verandah stood one fascinating small 

detail, a simple piece of folk-art, a bamboo souzu or 

‘water-dipper’,14 seen here in my rough sketch. Ric 

and I sat for several minutes along with a Japanese 

family in fascination waiting for the bamboo tube to 

fill and overbalance to discharge it’s contents with a 

loud ‘clack’ into the bowl below. An almost 

pointless waste of time but a precious memory for 

the rest of one’s life! 

(to be continued) 

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

View of battleground looking south 
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‘Tales of the Samurai’ & ‘Enshin, the Reluctant Samurai’  

Volumes 1 and 2 of a series by Roald Knutsen (Published by Renaissance Press, 2011) 

               

Now published successfully! Don’t miss these short stories and don’t forget (plus p/p if 

necessary) you can order a copy of either through the Renmei at a special Discount Price of 

£12.99  (Both volumes together @ £25.50): (plus p/p if necessary). All these stories bring to 

vivid life the many contrasts in Japanese medieval history; the sudden violence of war, the 

pathos of the peasant’s existence, the extraordinary character of some yamabushi, the 

ever-present ‘other’ world, the bravery of some samurai in the face of great danger, and 

the often unexpected humour. You’ll not regret investing in these fine books . . . 

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

 

Notes 

                                                 

1  This group, led by or founded by two Japanese yūdansha, continued meeting until the premises were 

bombed and destroyed in the Blitz, early 1940. Mr. Lidstone had joined them after he returned from New 

Zealand in the early ‘30s. 

2 Generally, pre-war rankings of, for example, yondan, have always been considered the equivalent in the 

present day of rokudan or nanadan. 

3 Yukawa-sensei was actually present officially at the Japanese surrender on USS ‘Missouri’ in Tokyo Bay in 

1945. He had some most interesting comments to make on that, Sempai and I recall. Arai-sensei was long 

after the war honoured by the Malayan government for saving many Chinese lives during the war when in 

Singapore and Kuala Lumpur. He guided us both here and in Japan for more than twenty years until his sad 

death in 1981. This was a huge loss to the Kendō world and it is possible that many of the subsequent 

mistakes would not have been made. 
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4 Kamō Jisaku-sensei, based in Saga-shi, Kyūshū, was both rough and tough. He had served as a major in the 

Imperial Army for seventeen years with their special forces in Korea, and was a superb swordsman who, 

had he gone back three generations, would have certainly merited the sobriquet of being ‘a mountain-castle 

samurai’. 

5 According to Donn Draeger, but quite true. 

6  I was told by one of the masters at Kashima-jingu, back in 1976, that to practise Iai was a capital offence. 

Nonetheless, masters did train secretly in remote places in the mountains, etc., much as special training was 

done many centuries ago.  

7  Ō-karō  is equivalent of ‘Chancellor’ or ‘Prime Minister’. The Nambu clan was divided into three branches. 

The oldest of these was centred on Morioka-jō from 1601 to 1868; the second, and much smaller branch, was 

at Ichinohe; and the third at Hachinohe from 1664 to 1868. I believe the Takami family served the latter. 

8 Membership of the Butokuden is limited to godan and above. Often, more than two thousand Kendōka 

attend over the four days of the event. It is a rare chance to see the highest quality kodansha matches and 

demonstrations of Kendō, Ko-ryū Bujutsu including Iai, Naginata kata and matches, even Kusarigama 

versus sword or halberd, Sō-jutsu, Kyūdō, Shuriken, etc, etc. 

9 David Hall, PhD, has written a revised study of ‘Marishiten’, which will appear in 2012 and should be a 

‘must’ for all serious Budō students. Details of this long-awaited work will appear in these pages in due 

course. 

10 Yagyū Hyōgo, the son of Yagyū Tajima-no-kami Muneyoshi and younger brother of Munenori. He served 

Tokugawa Yoshinao (seventh son of Tokugawa Ieyasu) of Owari province. In 1600 Yoshinao held Fuchū in 

Kai province (modern Wakayama-ken) with an income of 250,000 koku of rice, but in 1610 was given Nagoya 

Castle with a greatly increased income of 619,500 koku. He died in 1650. The Yagyū family were powerful in 

their own right, holding high rank as official instructors in the bugei to the Tokugawa shōguns. 

11 Miyamoto Iori, foster son of Miyamoto Musashi. Born  during the Keichō period (1596-1611), in Komeda-

mura, Innan-gun, Harima province (just west of Kōbe in Settsu province). In later life he held the rank of 

karō to the Ogasawara clan in Kokura, Buzen province (present day Fukuoka-ken. 

12 Nanbokuchō-jidai: The period,  (1336-1392), that marked the struggle between the Northern and Southern 

Courts, the rival Imperial dynasties. Many historians consider the Southern dynasty to be the legitimate one 

but the Northern faction was supported by the Ashikaga shōgunate (Bakufu) and finally were the victors. 

13 Sakura: Cherry, and Momiji: Maple. 

14 These bamboo ‘scarers’ are both quaint, ingenious, and come in various sizes. I am indebted to Kinyō Jupp 

for informing me that there are different names given these ‘scarers’ in the countryside: Shishi’odoshi, (‘Lion’-

dog (or Boar) scarer), Shika’odoshi, (Deer-scarer), and the Souzu’(odoshi), (Bird-scarer). A nice piece of folklore. 

By the way, too, scarecrow  figures are also often to be seen flapping their rags amongst the rice paddies, 

many equalling old British standards!  


