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Integrating weaponry & empty-hand combat in aikido

A master of both classical Japanese jujutsu and several weaponry arts,
the founder of aikido, Morihei Ueshiba O'Sensei, conceived a system in
which weapons and empty hands were each integral. Here, Pure Aikido
head instructor Marcus Encel discusses the importance of this connection
and how the two elements complement each other to create a formidable

fighting art.

STORY BY MARCUS ENCEL

rom its earliest beginnings,

_ aikido was designed with
practicality in mind. The
spiritual aspects of aikido

are not contradictory elements
but were used o enhance
the effectiveness of the art.

In the early years of
aikido’s development, it was
taught almost exclusively to
experienced budoka or martial
artists. They already knew how
to fight, s0 O'Sensei didn't have
to teach them the lundamentals
of sell-defence. Problems
arise today when students
learn advanced techniques
without understanding the
basics of attack and defence.

Originally, challenge matches

established aikido. This was
the only way [or OSensei 1o
gain respect for his new art.

The cream of Japanese

martial artists learnt lrom
(YSensei, including Gichin

Funakoshi (founder of
Shotokan karate}, Jigoro Kano
(founder of judo), Tenryu (a
champion sumo) and many
mare. Jigoro Kano sent two
pupils in particular to train
with O'Sensei long-term and

his time O'Sensei was similar
to the Gracie brothers, in that
he ook the classical jujitsu
he'd learned, modemnised it
for his purposes and accepted
challenges to prove its efficacy.
Although weapons are not

Although weapons are not taught across all
systems of aikido today, they have been an
integral part of aikido since its inception.

bring his techniques back

for him to study. They were
Minoru Mochizuki and Kenji
Tomiki, both of whom would
go on to develop hybrid

styles of aikido that included
competition. Kano is reputed
to have said aikido was his idea
of perfect budo. In the words
of my first aikido teacher, in

taught across all sysiems of
aikido today, they have been

an integral part of aikido since
its inception. O'Sensei learnt
many types of weapon systems
including (but not restricted
to) Kashima Shinto-ryu (sword,
spear and naginata), Yagyu-ryu
(sword), Aioi-ryu (taijutsi),
anuin-r}'u sojulsu (spear)



way to grip the sword starting
with the litle finger that is
essential for correct aikido
technique with and without
weapons (it is a supple but
firm grip that controls).
Stances used for weapons
correlate directly with those

used for empty hand training.

The rationale for aikidos
taijutsu becomes apparent
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when doing weapons. For
instance, in boxing you roll
your back foot onto the ball
of the toe, but this kind of
thing becomes dangerous
with weapons because it
increases the body profile
of the combatant, and thus
exposure to the weapon being
used. You want o present a
minimal target, as is done in
fencing, rather than a two-
fisted approach like boxing.
While there can be exceptions
1o these kind of rules (like in
eskrima, with two weapons)
but with a Japanese sword
gripped two-handed, it is the
most efficient way to use body
positioning. This is carried
over to the taijutsu, which may
be applied against weapons
or barehanded auacks. Aikido
taijutsu hardly uses blocking;
it more often uses deflections
and body positioning, the same
as we would with a sword.
The weapons used in
aikido are the bokken (wooden
sword), the jo (short staff),
tanken (knife) and, to a lesser
extent, the shuriken (throwing
spike). Aikidoka use a bokken
rather than a metal sword or
live blade for several reasons.
Although it was done in
olden times to make one very
serious, partner practice with
live blades is obviously very
dangerous. All those annoying
smashes on the knuckles and
fingers would be devastating
with a live blade. Blundly
put, a bokken is for practice
and live blades are for war,
Furthermore, a bokken is
lethal in the hands of a master.
Famous Japanese swordsman
Miyamoto Musashi gave up
the sword it was at a time
when he had mastered it
I believe O'Sensei used the
bokken in this capacity and
he often talked of a ‘life-giving
sword’ instead of a life-taking
sword (this related to using
his martial arts for creation
rather than destruction, and
for practice rather than war).
In any case, aikido-ka
consider their bokken to have
the “spirit of the sword’ — i.e.
they are the same. While they

don't have a blade, they are
taken very seriously, for good
reason. Sword etiquette for
safety, politeness and usage is
the same for bokken and live
blades, as was done in olden
times. For training purposes,
wooden weapons are treated
as though they have blades,
so we never touch the bladed
area of a wooden weapon. This
enables us o move directly
to bladed disarms at a higher
level. We do practise this
on occasion at Pure Aikido,
but good training makes this
unnecessary for the most part.
Basic weaponry training
consists of suburi (basic
cuts and thrusts, and varied
strikes), paired partner
exercises, weapon-taking
(disarming), jiyu kumite
(sparring) and jiyu waza
(multiple attack). More
advanced training includes
blending empty-hand
movements (locks, throws,
grappling) to address all ranges
of combat. In this way it is
similar to kalifeskrima and
it has many techniques that
address the same issues in
different ways. Both utilise
traps, disarms and entry to
close quarters. Interestingly,
Western martial arts
included similar techniques
up until the late 16th and
early 17th cenwry. They
formed part of a swordsman’s
education and they were called
the grippes. These were holds
and locks that flowed from
entering to close quarters and
grappling range with a sword.
In Pure Aikido we practise
the full weapon curriculum of
aikido and include some unique
practices such as knife and
makeshift weapon sparring, It
is one of the ways we address
modern combat scenarios,
Having said that, traditional
weapon training today is just
as practical as it ever was,
S0 weapons training at Pure
Aikido is approximately 30-1o0-
50 per cent of total training
time, just as it was in Iwama.
Some people wonder
whether weapon training is
relevant in a modern society,

but it has many practical
applications as well as artistic
ones. For instance, in aikido
all the strikes and grips come
from weapon techniques.
The open-palm strikes use
exactly the same mechanics
as sword strikes. Use of the
sword and jo strengthen
these strikes. You may have
seen MMA fighters striking
a tyre with a sledgehammer
in training; in aikido we
do a similar exercise with a
heavy wooden sword called a
tanren. We strike a large tyre
and hold it down 1o prevent
the weapon bouncing back,
thus developing core strength
and grip. To sum up, weapon
training keeps us in the right
mindset for aikido wraining.
It keeps the seriousness of
the art paramount in our
minds. The importance of
good evasion is brought home
to us every day in training,
as being hit with a bokken
hurts, and a real sword kills,
Disarming is another key
weapon sell-defence skill. Mizu
no kokoro (mind like water) is
found at the edge of a sword
in aikido, not in seated Zen
meditation. This is part of
the spirituality of aikido. m

i Marcus Encel
is a second-generation aikidoka
and has been studying the
art for 35 years. His primary
teacher was Morihiro Saito
(the keeper of the Aiki Shrine
in lwama, Japan), who graded
Encel to 4th Dan in 2000, before
his death, He has also trained
extensively under Saito’s son
Hitohire Saito Sensei, Hirosawa
Sensei and Sefichi Sugano
Sensei. He started training in
Melbourne under David Brown,
Encel has also studied other
systems including outback
kmife skills (hunting/fighting),
taekwondo, boxing and
kichboxing, and holds a Purple-
belt in Gracie Jiu-Jitsu. He has
competed internationally and
locally, winning gold in various
major tournaments including the
AFB[[ Pan Pacs and Australia
Cup, and bronze at the World
Championships in Brazil,



