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  From author



From the Author

This book is based on the study of historical research, archival materials, interviews, memoirs, specialized literature, and other publications devoted to the history of Aikido, as well as the author’s many years of personal experience gained through practice, teaching, observation, and interaction with members of the international Aikido community.

In preparing this work, numerous sources were consulted, many of which interpret the same events, dates, or circumstances differently. This is especially true of the early development of Aikido and the subsequent evolution of its various organizations and lineages. As a result, certain aspects of its history remain the subject of ongoing discussion among researchers and practitioners.

Some of the conclusions and interpretations presented in this book therefore reflect the author’s own analysis and do not necessarily coincide with the official positions of particular organizations, federations, schools, or lines of transmission.

The purpose of this work is neither to determine which form of Aikido is the “correct” one nor to set one tradition against another. Its goal is to trace the historical evolution of the art, examine the circumstances that shaped its development, and explore how different schools, organizations, and individual masters understood, preserved, and developed the legacy of Morihei Ueshiba after his death.

This book does not claim to provide the final or definitive interpretation of Aikido’s history. Rather, it is an attempt to bring together historical evidence, diverse perspectives, and documented accounts in order to help readers better understand why modern Aikido has developed into the art we know today.







  Prologue



Aikido has never been completely uniform.

Even during the lifetime of Morihei Ueshiba, his students came to him at different stages of his career and, in effect, encountered the art at different phases of its formation and development. Some experienced the rigorous prewar period, when Aikido was strongly influenced by traditional Japanese budo and Daito-ryu aiki-jujutsu. Others began training much later, at a time when the founder was placing increasing emphasis on the spiritual aspects of practice and the ideals of harmony. Still others devoted themselves to the study of weapons training in Iwama, while some focused on developing the concept of ki or refining teaching methodology.

These differences were not simply the result of each student’s personal perspective. Over the decades, Morihei Ueshiba himself continued to evolve. As his life experience and worldview changed, so did his techniques, teaching methods, approach to conflict, the role of weapons in training, and his understanding of the very purpose of budo.

After the founder’s death, this process did not come to an end. On the contrary, the distinctions between schools and lineages became even more pronounced over time. From a shared heritage emerged independent organizations, unique teaching systems, and differing views on what Aikido should be and how the ideas of its creator should be preserved and passed on.

It is precisely this historical evolution—from an art united by the personality of a single master to a diverse range of independent traditions that share common roots while interpreting his legacy in different ways—that is the subject of this book.
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Morihei Ueshiba

The Man from Whom Aikido Emerged

Most modern Aikido practitioners encounter the art within an already established system, complete with dojos, a formal grading hierarchy, traditional etiquette, and a place of honor reserved for a photograph of Morihei Ueshiba. It is therefore easy to assume that Aikido existed from the beginning as a complete and fully developed martial art.

History tells a different story.

Aikido did not appear in its finished form. It evolved over many decades and reflected, to a remarkable degree, the life journey of its founder—his martial experience, spiritual quest, encounters with exceptional masters, changing worldview, and the events that shaped Japan during the first half of the twentieth century.

This helps explain why what appeared to be a single unified art eventually gave rise to numerous independent branches. Morihei Ueshiba’s students did not inherit one fixed and unchanging system. Each met their teacher at a particular stage of his life and encountered the version of Aikido that existed at that moment.

It is equally important to remember that Ueshiba’s early art was not yet regarded as an independent and fully established discipline known as “Aikido.” At different times it was referred to as “Aiki-Bujutsu” and “Aiki-Budo,” while some publications and memoirs from the period also used the informal designation “Ueshiba-ryu,” although this was never the school’s official name.

The techniques of that early period also differed considerably from the Aikido that gained worldwide recognition after the Second World War. They were harder, more direct, and retained many characteristics of a practical fighting system shaped by traditional Japanese budo.

It is therefore not surprising that different schools later diverged not only in technical details but also in their understanding of who Morihei Ueshiba was and what legacy he left to his students.

Morihei Ueshiba Before Aikido

Morihei Ueshiba was born on December 14, 1883, in the city of Tanabe, Wakayama Prefecture, to the landowner Yoroku Ueshiba and his wife, Yuki. The future founder of Aikido spent his childhood during a period of profound transformation, as Japan rapidly modernized following the Meiji Restoration while continuing to preserve its traditional culture and martial values.

According to the recollections of contemporaries and members of his family, Ueshiba was not particularly robust as a child and was physically weaker than many of his peers. Although some details of these accounts are difficult to verify, many researchers believe that his desire to overcome those limitations became one of the reasons for his early interest in martial arts and his lifelong pursuit of physical improvement.

Over the years, he studied several traditional disciplines, including various schools of jujutsu, kenjutsu, spear techniques, and sumo. This broad experience would later play an important role in shaping his own approach to martial training.

The defining event in Morihei Ueshiba’s development as a martial artist, however, was his meeting with a man without whom the history of Aikido would likely have unfolded very differently. That man was Sokaku Takeda, the outstanding master of Daito-ryu Aiki-jujutsu whose system became the technical foundation of Ueshiba’s early art.

That encounter marked the beginning of one of the most important chapters in the story that would eventually lead to the birth of Aikido.

[image: Image]

Sokaku Takeda

Sokaku Takeda and Daito-ryu

In the spring of 1915, in the town of Engaru on the island of Hokkaido, Morihei Ueshiba met Sokaku Takeda, the charismatic and demanding master of Daito-ryu Aiki-jujutsu. The meeting had a decisive influence on his future path and largely shaped the technical development of what would later become known as Aikido.

Daito-ryu was first and foremost a practical combat system built around joint locks, pain compliance, balance disruption, opponent control, and the effective suppression of resistance. Particular emphasis was placed on precision of movement, the ability to manipulate an opponent’s center of gravity, and achieving results with minimal expenditure of effort.

The influence of this school on Morihei Ueshiba’s early art is difficult to overstate. Many of the technical elements and fundamental principles visible in Aikido today have direct parallels in the Daito-ryu curriculum and can be clearly identified in surviving documents and photographs from that period.

During the first years of his own teaching career, Ueshiba essentially worked within the Daito-ryu tradition, and the boundary between the system he had learned and his own personal innovations remained fluid. Only later did his art begin to acquire a distinct identity of its own.

In 1922, Sokaku Takeda awarded Morihei Ueshiba the kyoju dairi teaching certificate, granting him the authority to teach Daito-ryu Aiki-jujutsu on behalf of the school. The document recognized both his exceptional level of skill and his status as one of Takeda’s most important disciples.

A look at early photographs and surviving descriptions of Morihei Ueshiba’s demonstrations reveals how strongly Daito-ryu continued to influence his practice at that time. Compared with the postwar period, his technique appears harder, more compact, and focused on immediate practical effectiveness.

It was this image of Morihei Ueshiba—as a master of rigorous prewar budo with flawless technique and exceptionally demanding training standards—that many of his earliest students and contemporaries remembered.

Prewar Japan and Budo

Today, Aikido is often viewed outside its historical context—as an exclusively peaceful art that was originally centered on harmony and the rejection of violence. In reality, its path of development was far more complex.

Morihei Ueshiba lived and taught during a period when Japan was undergoing rapid modernization, rising nationalism, and the expansion of its military power. Martial arts were regarded not only as part of the nation’s cultural heritage but also as a means of developing strong, disciplined individuals capable of serving their country.

Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that Ueshiba’s students included army and naval officers, government officials, political figures, business leaders, and other influential people of the time. His reputation as an exceptional martial artist grew rapidly, and his teaching became increasingly intertwined with the world of traditional Japanese budo.

Throughout the prewar period, Ueshiba’s art continued to evolve and was known by different names. Official documents and publications





Omoto-kyo and the Spiritual Transformation







After the War: The Birth of a Different Version of Aikido
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