A Soul Survivor

By Jose M. Fraguas

ensei Arthur Murakami is not divided by the light and the dark but rather gently is in a

balanced space between the two. An advocate of the Budo values, he has developed —
through years of dedication and sacrifice — the ability to see himself not only as a martial artist
but as a human being, as well. Aware of how the passing of time affects his body, he says, !
“There is a wisdom that you cannot have in your twenties. You can be very knowledgable, but =~ | |
there are some experiences you just can’t get until you get them.” i | =, |
This Kendo master saved his life by a twist of fortune during his days in Japan at the time of i 3 " ' ; ) :
World War 11. At the end of the day, Sensei Murakami is a vivid example of how it is, through | © i
the true understanding of Budo, that we can realize our perfection so we can shield ourselves ' 3
from the tribulations that conspire to deprive us of clarity and inner peace. “The art of Kendo is : '
the place where I can replenish the inner part of me and find balance for the other things in

life,” he says. Arthur Ichiro Murakami ... a soul survivor
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A SOUL SURVIVOR

have strong legs and hips to move properly in Kendo.
g 1e8 E Prog )

Other Martial Arts like karate and judo nowadays often
are referred to as sports; would you agree with this defi-
nition in relation to the art of Kendo?

Yes. [ am afraid that Kendo might go in the same direction
as other sports and away from the principle and concept of
the art. Kendo is a Martial Art. I was trained to strike with
Ki-Ken-Tai — Itchi in Japanese. Ki means spirit; Ken refers to
the handling of shinai (bamboo sword); Tai refers to the
body movements and posture; and Irchi means to synchro-
nize or togetherness. The condition for a valid strike is cre-
ated when these three elements harmonize and function

together with correct timing. This is what we train in
Kendo, so I am hoping that we will not lose this. [t must
have a cutting feeling. It will be a sport if we lose this and
become a point whenever you strike and touch opponent.

Do you feel that you still have further to go in your stud-
ies of the art?

Yes. Training in any Martial Art, | believe, means there is
no end in learning. Like myself; as | get older, I must study
a new technique because I cannot do what I did five years

ago. Your movement is slower and you cannot reach far as

you did five years ago. So, you have to learn to you're your
opponent’s mind and use the opponent’s speed and move-
ment to your advantage. So there is no end in studying
Kendo or any martial art.

Do you have any general advice you would care to pass
on the practitioners in general?

As | have said many times, basic fundamentals are very

important when you practice Kendo. Stop and go back to
basics to correct your Kendo if you feel your skill is going
down. In Japan, all the 8th Dan Senseis take their Bogu
(equipment) off and practice their basics (footwork and
how to swing the shinai correctly) when they feel their

“Basic technique in Hendo
should not change. ”

Kendo is not right. We all should do the same. I believe
this is not only for Kendo but all people who train in
Martial Art should always go back to basics so we can do
correctly whatever we train. Basic technique in Kendo
should not change and has not changed. This includes
proper footwork, hand grips to hold the shinai and, of
course, proper strike. There are some minor changes rech-
nically as the year goes by but the Kendo spirit and the

basics should not change

What do you consider to be the major changes in the art
since you began training?

There are some changes but not much. We are in the year
2010 and people’s thinking has changed, so we must go
with the changes. In 1937, we were taught and trained to
strike as if you cut the person with the feeling of a cut, but
this concept faded away after World War 11 when they
started Kendo and created a point system. Now, when the
shinai touches the target, it is not a cut but a strike. Bur for
the last 10 years, Kendo has been coming back to the
1900s. It must have a cutting feeling so as Kendo changes
a little, the spirit and basics are the same.

What would you say to someone who is interested in
starting to learn Kendo?

If you want to learn Kendo, you must be able to settle down
since it will take a long time to leamn it the proper way.
Kendo is nort just hitting each other with a shinai. There
are at least five elements for the strike to be valid and
rewarded as a point. They are: a) Need spirit, a strong will
to cut (meaning to do the job); b) need a proper posture,
attitude and style (For example: Ki-Ken Tai-Itchi; ¢) need
to use the proper portion of the tool (meaning the cutting
portion of the shinai as substitute); d) need to strike with a
proper angle of cut (the opposite side of the string on the
shinai must be face-down on target); and e) need to show
Zan-Shin after the cut (Zan means remain, Shin means
mind, meaning that after the cut, with the job done,
remain focused with your mind on the opponent to make
sure it is a good cut, and if it isn’t, vou should get ready for
the next cut). | would say this is analogous to our daily life
activity, and it is challenging to improve on these things
for better life ahead of you.

What keeps you motivated after all these years?

[ am a very lucky person that at my age [ still can pracrice
and teach Kendo. When 1 turned 50, 1 stopped and started
thinking: what am [ here for? | do not know much but I
know a little about Kendo so | must be here to teach what
I know, so here | am teaching to keep the tradition of

Kendo.

What is the philosophical basis for your Martial Arts
training?

Kendo is not a Martial Art to simply learn how to hit and
strike each other. It is a training to make you a person. As
| teach, my rule is: Respect vour family. For children, the
school comes first. For adults, your family and your work
come first. And children must do their homework first
betore they come to learn Kendo. And Kendo is number
two. When you learn Kendo or any other Martial Art: you

learn to respect others because if you do not respect others,
they will not respect you; you pay attention to others and
and then your grades
improve; whatever martial art you learn, train yourself so

concentrate on what you do

thar it will come out automatically and finally you strive to
gain five powers: concentration, endurance, judgment,
execution, and control.

After all these years of training and experience, could vou
explain the meaning of the practice of Kendo?

Practicing Kendo trains me to gain what is called Kan No
Me. Kan is perception and Me is eye. They say the eye will
tell the story. I must focus my eve on the opponent’s eye
and the tip of the shinai (sword) as the eye and tip of the
shinai will tell me my opponent’s movement. As | prac-
ticed Kendo before, I trained myself to concentrate and
move fast so | can make the strike before my opponent.

Now, I practice for my health since I cannot move fast and
reach like I used to, so I must train myself to use the speed
and reach of the opponent to my advantage.

What are your thoughts on the future of the art?

As I am still learning, people of all nations are learning,
too. We have the World Kendo Championships every
three years. All the countries get together and have a won-
derful tournament every three years. If the people from all
nations study any kind of Martial Arts and get together
with the kind of the principles we have, there should be
nothing but good, constructive talks, and this may bring
peace in the world. Some people say their Martial art is
better than others. My belief is all Martial Arts are good if
the instructors and students are working together for the
purpose of the arts. [ believe that the persons who are train-

ing make it better. P
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How long have you been practicing the Martial Arts and
who was your teacher?

[ have been training for 72 years, except for four years
when General McArthur prohibited Kendo practice after
World War I1. He said Kendo has too much Japanese spir-
it. I started practicing Kendo in 1937 with Takeno Sensei,
who was also my Japanese school teacher. [ learned Kendo
also from Mori Torao Sensei. My love is Kendo. But, [ also
studied and learned Judo and Karate when I was stationed
in Yokohama, Japan, after I served in the Korean War.

What are the main principles intrinsic to the art of

Kendo?

[t is set forth by the International Kendo Federation that
the concept of Kendo is to discipline the human character
through the application of the principles of the Katana

Yesterday and Today.

(Sword). Therefore, the following purpose is based on the
principles intrinsic to the art of Kendo.

Would you tell us some interesting stories of your early
days in Kendo?

When 1 started to learn Kendo, the first thing we had to do
was to clean the Dojo floor by getting a damp cloth, getting
on our knees, and wiping the floor so we could practice on
a clean floor. That is how we were trained to have strong
legs and hips, since Kendo movement is by leg and hip
power. When | was nine years old, my teacher brought out
a sword and told me to draw it out. I told my instructor that
my hand is too short to pull out the sword since I did not
know how. Then, he showed me to use my hip as [ draw it
out. That was how I learned about the sword. When I
joined the Kendo club at school in Japan, we had Kendo

training at the beach on top of sand to make our feet
strong. Once a year, in summer, we had a red-and-white
team tournament on top of a hill with a balloon tied on top
of the men (face protector), red color for the red team and
white for the white team, and we attacked to break the bal-
loon. You had to strike it right in the middle of the balloon
or it did not break, so we all had a good training how to
strike correctly.

How did Westerners respond to traditional Kendo training?

In general, Westerners respond very well to traditional
Kendo training. Nowadays, everyone wants to start Martial
Arts thinking that you can go into action right away, so
many will quit since they have to go through the basic
footwork for months. But the students who stay in training
and learn basics respond well to traditional Kendo training.

Were you a “natural” at Kendo — did the movements
come easily to you?

No. When 1 started Kendo, my footwork was very bad, so [
had to train how to move forward in the right way, since
you must move your hips together with your feet for hip
power. You must use your left hand power when you strike.
[t took a long time to train to use my left hand since | am
right-handed. My uncle made me start Kendo when [ was
little in 1937. At first, it was boring to learn the basics, and
then it became more physical. As I got older and started to
enjoy, it became mental as well as physical. [ started to con-
centrate more, endure more, and made better judgments,
execution, and control.

What are the most important points in your teaching
methods? And what are the most important qualities for
a student to become proficient in the art?

The most important point in teaching Kendo is to be
patient with students. Each student learns differently so
vou must learn about each student; some can learn fast and
some are slow. So you must teach each student according
to his or her ability. When [ started training, we were told
to see and learn by observing how Sensei does or how other
students are doing, but now the students are different so
you must show each student how to do it, and the students
must practice on their own at home. That is how they will
advance in Kendo. The important qualities for a student
are to pay attention, listen, try, be patient, and make it
habit to improve on what they try.

How different from other Martial Arts styles do you see
the principles and concepts of the arts you practice?

The concept of Kendo is to discipline the human character
through the application of the principle of the Katana
(Sword). It is a life or death principle when facing with

Katana or the substitute, “shinai”; therefore, more disci-
pline, striving, patience, and respect are needed. We are
hoping to learn ultimately through the training of Kendo
to gain powers of concentration, endurance, judgment,
execution, and control.

Do you think that Kendo in the U.S. has “caught up”
with the technical level in Japan?

We are training hard to try to catch up to Japan but as we
get close, they are always one step ahead of us. In the U.S,,
we practice Kendo two or three times a week two or three
hours and are amateurs, but in Japan, they are professionals
they make their living by teaching. So, once a year we have
instructors from Japan giving us a seminar teaching us so
we can catch up to their level. I think we have the techni-
cal skill and ability, the same level as or somewhat better
than the average Japanese Kendo students.

Do you feel that there are any fundamental differences in
approach or physical capabilities of the Japanese practi-
tioners in comparison to European or American practi-

tioners?

Yes. The fundamental difference is the fact that Japanese
people are better walkers. In Japan, they walk wherever
they go, but here we ride in cars wherever we go, so our legs
are not as strong as those of the Japanese people. You must
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