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Dedication to O'Sensei (1883 - 1969)

Few individuals can achieve widespread impact on the world; even those who do often don't get to realize it in their lifetimes.

O'Sensei Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of Aikido, began a process that would ultimately lead to creating a martial art unique in the world today - a martial art of harmony and love.

His efforts have resulted in a martial art practiced by millions of people worldwide, with bridges created between people in almost every country who might never have met otherwise. This guiding principle, this ethos that O'Sensei inspired, was spread primarily due to his son Kisshomaru Ueshiba' Nidai Doshu' and his grandson Moriteru      Ueshiba Doshu. 
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 Lineage matters because of its quality, not necessarily how many generations               exist. In just a few    

generations, Aikido has become a martial art practiced for many reasons, from the martial (Tokyo Riot Police) to the artistic and everything in between.      Aikidoka around the world has built national organizations of thousands of dojos. A lifetime wouldn't be enough to meet everyone O'Sensei has touched through his efforts and words.
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 While it's crucial never to deify a    man or praise him beyond his humanity - O'Sensei, with

all of the natural faults any human might have still founded and inspired generations of martial artists to study and commit to a path of peace. 
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Reuven Lirov, 3rd Dan Fukushidoin

Dojo Cho and Chief Instructor

Pinellas County Aikikai

Preface

I began working on the idea of this book and its purpose when I first opened my dojo in 2014. At the time, my wife and I were just looking for a place to practice Aikido together after moving to Pinellas County, Florida. Soon after, we found ourselves with new students every week and a new set of responsibilities that comes with that reality. Today, I'm proud to call Peter Bernath Shihan my Sensei and someone I look up to very much when it comes to my Aikido career. 
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 In the beginning, I had the support of my first Aikido teacher, Rick

Stickles Shihan, a 7th dan black belt and founder of one of the biggest Aikido dojos in America (he passed away unexpectedly

in 2015). I had the privilege of being an Uchi Deshi and Otomo for him on several occasions. The last exchange we had was on a two and a half-hour drive to Aikido Summer Camp in 2014 - a seminar of over 600 Aikidoists where we hold 8-10 classes a day for seven days, including black belt tests. 
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 I found myself struck by his openness and willingness to speak to each of my challenges in becoming an instructor and sharing what would become the basis for so

much of what we do at my dojo today. I will miss him more than it is possible to write down (we continue to honor him with a meditation every year in May) - I am indebted to him and the Stickles family. They played a central role in my Aikido and character development. Our dojo's shomen maintains a picture of him out of respect in perpetuity. 

It is my sincere hope that Aikido continues to spread and grow in popularity, especially amongst those of us in our 20s and 30s. This younger generation has within its grasp the ability to shape Aikido's future through hard work, consistency, and, most of all:       commitment.

I wrote this book primarily for you, the new students at dojos across the world, as a way to better understand the world of Aikido through the lens of a child of immigrants, born and raised in the USA.       I hope this book reinforces your passion for training and becomes something you go back to time and time again as a         resource for the most important question we ask ourselves in life: why.

As always, if you find anything in this book useful to you, please, I encourage you to adopt it into your daily training and your daily life (and feel free to contact me with questions along the way!). If, however, you find anything in this book that you don't agree with,       please feel free to disregard it and know that I love you… and there's absolutely nothing you can do about it.

See you on the mat!
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Jonathan Weiner, 5th Dan Shidoin

Dojo Cho and Senior Instructor

Aikido of Charlotte

Photo Credit: Jaime Kahn Photography

Foreword

First, I would like to say, Yoku dekimashita! (Good Job) to Reuven Lirov on the completion of his new Aikido book, Aikid
 o
 ​
 Student Manual: A New
 Generations Guide to Traditional
 Martial Arts
 .​
 This is a very important read as the way traditional martial arts is viewed compared to 30 years ago is quite different. Reuven did a very nice job tying in his personal martial arts experience while focusing on the present and some great advice on what to look for in a dojo, an instructor, and some important things to embrace in your training.

Aikido is not just a practical martial art, but a way of life. A way of living, training, & being. Aikido practice enriches our body, mind, and spirit. I have personally found it to help in a lot of ways. In business, in relationships & life. It can help you relax. It can help you become stronger. Physically and

Mentally. The habits Aikido training helps one can enable one to become more focused, more disciplined & less confrontational. It can help you become a better version of yourself when you commit to Aikido. You are not only committing to the practice but the founder's vision of harmony. A main concept of Aikido is about non-confrontation. Blend & Extend. Do not block and stop. Redirect. This important principle carries through daily life, as no doubt, we all experience conflict in one way or another. And how we meet a challenge, a conflict, and what we decide to ultimately do is the essence of Aikido.

This is not only a great guide for a new aikido student, but I think there are a lot of pertinent and relative points for those senior to him. His lens on health, training, & commitment is something to aspire to. He not only talks the talk but walks the walk too. This is how our friendship developed & I can tell you after 20 years of Aikido training, I've learned from him as much as he's learned from me. Not only is he a gifted teacher, but he's got a lot of energy, positive ideas, and ability and a proven track record of creating the right dojo environment.

Lastly, training in Aikido has opened up many opportunities to make life-long friends, and Reuven and I are just that. As he likes to say, we are Tomodachi (close friends). Aikido is infectious in a really great way! In your training, you will find like-minded, hardworking, successful people from all walks of life. And those relationships both on & off the mat are a byproduct of a common mission in bettering oneself through Aikido's practice. Whether it's your first day on the mat or decades later, this book can offer you something. It can be a guide, a mirror, and a tool to enlighten yourself. Reuven shares a lot about the why as well as the how. Should Aikido find you as it did Reuven and me, you will discover that each person's path is unique, and finding yours is an admirable endeavor.
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Peter Bernath, 7th Dan Shihan

Dojo Cho and Chief Instructor

Florida Aikikai

Photo Credit: Jaime Kahn Photography

Introduction

If you are thinking about joining a dojo or have just recently started training in Aikido, this is the book for you. Reuven Lirov has provided an in-depth overview of what Aikido is, where it came from, and what qualities to look for when choosing a dojo and teacher.

You will learn the important differences between Aikido and other martial arts and gain insight into Japanese customs and culture that are at the core of Aikido training and dojo life. Reuven shows a passion for Aikido and imparts a wealth of practical advice to help you get the most out of your Aikido training. 

More advanced Aikido students can also relate to Reuven's personal Aikido journey, gain insight into their own training, and to the greater aikido community in which we all live. This is a well thought out book, and I highly recommend it to anyone interested in Aikido.

PART 1: The Founder, Philosophy, and Practice of Aikido

武

産

合

氣

Chapter 1: Who is O'Sensei?

"Masagatsu Agatsu - True Victory is

Victory Over Oneself." - O'Sensei Morihei

Ueshiba

Aikido's unique nature as a 'traditional martial art of peace' is largely due to its founder, Morihei Ueshiba. More commonly referred to as O'Sensei, meaning 'great teacher,' he sought to bridge the gap between martial art practice and the strong desire for universal peace. As a strong proponent of his native country, Japan, he recognized the inherent paradox in martial arts, seeking to maintain the cultural and historical value of traditional martial arts training, with the forward-thinking belief that all peoples around the world deserved to benefit from martial arts training towards the goal of peace.

Born in 1883 in[image: ]
 Tanabe, Japan (small fishing and farming

village), O'Sensei's journey in the martial arts began in

traditional practices of his native Japan:


​
 Sumo, ​
 Sword,

Spear, Jujitsu (Daito Ryu), and others. Stories abound regarding his ability to "defeat" many opponents in competition and becoming a renowned martial artist in his own right. His reputation as a formidable martial artist and teacher would draw many to him as both challengers and students. This created an opportunity for him to establish a dojo of his own and begin the process of distilling what would later become 'AIKIDO' (at first, it was known as Aiki Budo). 

[image: ]
 In his later years, through spiritual development and a love of nature, he would distill further the mental and spiritual aspects of his new creation into a closer representation of what we know

today as Aikido. The ideas of non-competition and self-improvement through daily commitment and training. The extension of these ideas beyond the mat so that the dojo serves you throughout your life; these ideas would become the bedrock of Aikido's core principles. 

Thanks in large part to the efforts of his son, Kisshomaru Ueshiba (Nidai Doshu), O'Sensei's vision of spreading Aikido throughout the world in an effort to engender peace, cooperative learning, respect, and all of the best aspects of Samurai culture - millions now practice Aikido around the world.

O'Sensei passed away on April 26, 1969, and his family has carefully preserved his teachings through Hombu Dojo

(headquarters for the Aikido world) in Tokyo, Japan, ever since.

Chapter 2: What is Aikido?


Day after day, train your heart out, refining your technique. That is the discipline of the Warrior." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

Aikido is a traditional mixed martial art based in two Koryu (old-style martial arts): Jujutsu (body arts) and Kenjutsu (sword arts). O'Sensei, having spent years studying these two styles, brought them together to form the basis of what would later become AIKIDO. 

AI: Harmony, Peace, Love

KI: Energy, Core Power

DO: The Way

Aikido's foundations in Jujutsu bring joint locks and manipulations where you see wrists, shoulders, elbows, even fingers used to create compliance in a would-be attacker. 

Aikido's foundations in Kenjutsu inspired all of the throws and big movements you see in Aikido's beautiful demonstrations in video and seminars.

How do we practice Aikido? There are three main levels of practice in Aikido, though much of daily Aikido practice is done in levels 1 and 2 for the safety and longevity of the practitioners:
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Level 1 KIHON
 :​
 Basic
 s
 ​ ​
 . This is the piecemeal learning of technique by practicing movements step-by-step. We learn where our feet, hands, and body movements to attack and defend against would-be attackers properly (it's important to note that Aikido is a purely defensive martial art; the focus on attacks is required for understanding how to properly execute technique, no
 t
 ​
 as a way to utilize attacks to neutralize attackers). 


Level 2 MUSUBI
 :​
 Blendin
 g
 ​ ​
 . This is what you have probably seen in National Geographic specials and online videos where attackers (Uke) and defenders (Nage) exchange roles knowing that Uke will inevitably be throwing to the mat. Resistance level during musubi training is varied based on the experience of the practitioners. This type of practice is core to Aikido because it teaches distance and timing (ma'ai) to protect both attacker and defender.


Level 3 KUMITE
 :​
 Combative
 s
 ​ ​
 . This is where experienced practitioners begin to layer on high levels of resistance to explore the technique's limits. Especially useful for law enforcement (Tokyo riot police, for example, take a course in Aikido for this reason), this practice is a way to ensure that techniques will keep you safe if/when you need them in real life. It is imperative to note that the spirit of practice is never to harm our partners; however, our practice's core must have practicality. If you base your practice on compliance patterns, it will fail you when you need it most. You can always create beautiful Aikido patterns and flows from a practical foundation. The reverse could get you severely injured.

Chapter 3: Why Should I Practice?


"Fall seven times, get up eight" - Japanese Prover
 b
 ​
 .

Everyone is drawn to the practice of martial arts for different reasons. I've had students join my dojo for so many reasons:


1.
     
 Self Defense


2.
     
 Fitness


3.
     
 Community


4.
     
 Hobby


5.
     
 Personal Development

There are so many reasons why someone would want to pursue a lifetime of Aikido practice, and this list is far from exhaustive. Aikido practice is an opportunity to break from our constant analytical thinking and anxiety-driven culture. There is no 'rat race' to accumulate anything or constantly serve or deliver or avoid making mistakes. A dojo is a place to embrace where you are, embrace the natural learning process of making mistakes without being judged, and try again and again with subtle correction as you make steady progress.
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So often, you'll find yourself entering the dojo with the stresses and anxieties of your day, only to leave feeling refreshed and renewed, bringing all of that new, positive energy back to your home, family, and loved ones. Aikido's physical, mental, and spiritual foundations serve us regardless of race, creed, religion, etc.… because it begins with the simple message of self-improvement through rigorous practice over a long period of time towards universal peace. The Aikido community extends beyond the mat and every other aspect of our lives that might divide us - so that we might transcend pettiness and achieve a loving world together.

Chapter 4: What is a Dojo?


"The supreme challenge of a warrior is to turn an enemy's fearful wrath into harmless laughter." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

A dojo is a 'place to study the way.' A dojo is a home for our community, a place to cherish and value as a place for recharging ourselves through rigorous practice, devoid of anything that might create division. Whether it's four walls or an empty field, a dojo represents people coming together, regardless of whether they are like-minded, to study body movements with and without weapons, that encourages internal reflection, improvement, and struggle. 


When we say that a dojo is a 'sacred' place, we mean that it represents a sanctuary, something precious that is unique in the world. It has nothing to do with religion and everything to do with community and family. You'll notice how often we refer to our' dojo family'; this is no accident. Inevitably, the dojo becomes a 'hub' of sorts for its community, with members learning about each other and exchanging in and outside the dojo. Whether it's the sempai/kohai relationship (we'll discuss this later) to exchanging skills outside the dojo, the dojo community creates a reciprocal relationship between its members. [image: ]





The Physical Setup of a Dojo

The Entrance/Check-In

Upon entering a dojo, you'll

notice that each dojo has a unique layout based on its dimensions, but crucially, based on the Sensei's vision for how their community should experience the dojo. You'll notice space for shoes (we'll discuss this more in etiquette), along with others bowing upon entry towards the Shomen, checking in for class, and heading to changing rooms to get ready for training. A dojo's entrance is usually marked by a bulletin board, along with framed certifications for the teacher(s) establishing lineage and ensuring qualification and continued commitment to development by those teachers. Be wary of dojos with owners/teachers who do not spend at least half-again their time training as they do teaching, no matter what their age/discipline/condition. A teacher who isn't continually training is a teacher to avoid at all costs.

The Mat & Shomen

The mat is often self-explanatory, being the place where training takes place. Each dojo will have a different setup, from a floating floor to individual tatami pieces (mat) fit together. Still, generally, the mat will have some give to it to ensure its members' safety during practice. The shomen in the dojo's head, where we enshrine those individuals we are showing respect to at the start and end of class. In an Aikido dojo, you'll often see a picture of O'Sensei along with a scroll on the wall. Bowing in a dojo is an act of respect, not a religion, and an example of paying homage to Japanese culture, where Aikido is derived.

The Weapons/Weapon Rack

You'll notice three types of weapons on the wall of any dojo: Bokken (sword), Jo (short staff), and Tanto (knife). These are the three main weapons we practice with, learning both individual katas,               partnered exercises/combative,               as well as disarming. It's imperative to note that weapons training in Aikido will vary from dojo to dojo, even within a federation, and is primarily meant as a way to further your empty hand study.

The Nafudakake (rank board)

The rank board is a way of tracking your progress through the various ranks in Aikido's practice. Most dojos will have space for O'Sensei under 'Founder' and their teacher lineage as well. From there, you'll see spaces for all of the ranks one can reasonably attain, along with the names of those members. As you prepare and take exams in a dojo, your rank stick will move with you along the way. It's important to recognize rank the way you would recognize a mile-marker on a road trip: it signifies a moment of "oh cool, I can't believe we've come so far," but not a moment to stop, build a house and retire. Continue 'driving' all of your life, and you'll realize that it's the drive you cherish, not the destination.

Chapter 5: Consistency, Duration, Intensity


"The purpose of training is to tighten up the slack, toughen the body, and polish the spirit." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

What is the number one cause for anyone to stop pushing themselves physically, whether it's a dojo, gym, or anything else physically demanding? Burn out. Whether it happens in one class, two, or after a few weeks/months, we all eventually push ourselves too hard and 'hit a wall' where we tell ourselves 'this is too much' and 'I'm going to get hurt.' It's easy to allow this to happen, especially if your dojo and teacher don't focus on avoiding these walls from happening.
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Consistency

This is where all practice should start, to the exclusion of duration and intensity. There are stories of people at gyms, dojos, etc.… who would park in the parking lot of said space, sit there for 30 minutes, and then drive home. They would repeat this behavior for a month until they actually stepped inside. Why? It seems like it would be a waste of time, but for them, it established the habit of 'showing up,' which is the hardest part of establishing an
 y
 ​
 ​
 routine. We all feel the peer pressure of wanting to train hard or take that second class in a row, but in the beginning, the most important thing is to show up. Some days you'll push yourself to your limits; other days, you'll feel like you're just 'coasting.' Some might tell you that 'coasting' days were wasted; they're wrong. The 'coasting' days are better viewed as your 'bridge' days between your high effort/duration days, that make sure you'll show up for the days when you push yourself to your limits. 

Duration

Once we have established consistency in our practice, pushing duration comes before pushing the intensity. Keep the effort light-medium, but start pushing for that second class in a row, or that 3rd or 4th class per week. Increase the amount of time you spend working on the basics and exploring the discipline you've chosen. Even without increasing intensity, you'll begin finding yourself remembering more from class to class and naturally starting to feel like you could increase the intensity, but without any fear of injury or burn out.

Intensity

Once you've established a strong consistency and duration for your practice, it's time to dial up the intensity. The #1 recommendation before pushing intensity? Speak with your Sensei. Why? It's easy to push too hard too fast without realizing it, and a good sensei will note that you want to start pushing intensity and help monitor you during class to avoid this. Intensity is where we make the biggest improvements in the shortest periods, but it's also the place with the highest likelihood of injury and burnout. The bottom line: intensity is a place               you               go               to               regularly               but infrequently. Here's a specific example of a 'classic' conditioning pattern for a given week of training, whether it's at the gym or the dojo:

M: 1 effort, medium intensity

T: 2 efforts, medium intensity

W: 1 effort, high intensity

Th: 2 efforts, low intensity

F: 1 effort, medium intensity

Sa: REST

Su: REST

You can move these days around however you like, but you'll notice that most time is spent in medium intensity, and plenty of time is given to REST/RECOVERY. Does this mean you're doing nothing? Not at all! Use REST days to go for walks, stretch, and be active in less demanding ways.

The last critical note here for any physical activity is SLEEP. Ensuring that you are getting enough quality sleep is imperative for preventing injuries and proper recovery. It's worth spending the time/effort and, yes, money on ensuring that you sleep well for as many nights a week as possible. It pays dividends when you sleep well so that your body recovers, heals, and always brings its best performance to every effort.

PART 2: Aikido For a Sick World

精

神

一

到

Chapter 6: Finding a Dojo


"One does not need buildings, money, power, or status to practice the Art of Peace. Heaven is right where you are standing, and that is the place to train." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

The quality of a dojo (or any community and organization) starts from the top down. In the case of the dojo, this means the chief instructor. Growing up in the martial arts from the age of 4, I've spent years under different instructors and have visited hundreds of dojos across the country. There are three main aspects to consider when deciding on a dojo to join (#3 is the focus of our next chapter):
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Cleanliness
 :​
 How often do you walk into the dojo and see the members (including Sensei) cleaning? What do(es) the bathroom(s) look like? Keeping a dojo clean is more important than just keeping your practice space sanitary for members & guests (though this point cannot be understated). In Japan, students from an early age are expected to keep their schools clean, especially at the beginning of the year (this practice, New Years Cleaning, is called Osouji). In addition to the cultural aspects of keeping your training and learning spaces clean, there is a spiritual component known as Misogi. Simply put, misogi reflects how, in cleaning the space we are in, we cleanse ourselves as well. Learning to cherish and care for the spaces we occupy helps us appreciate our own self-worth, the worth 

Chapter 7: Finding a Teacher


"Study how water flows in a valley stream, smoothly and freely between the rocks. Also, learn from holy books and wise people.               Everything               -               even mountains, rivers, plants and trees - should be your teacher." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

Instruction

What makes a good teacher? Is it the certificates on the wall? How many black belts or black belt ranks they have? Is it how much loyalty and respect they command from their students? What about how often they are invited to teach seminars outside their home dojo? All of these are worthy indicators of a good teacher, but there is one ideal that will tell you if a teacher is worth their salt: dedication to self-improvement.

How consistently is the chief instructor working on their own training? How about their physical conditioning? Do they take care of themselves? It's important to remember that Aikido is, first and foremost, a physical discipline. In this, a 'sensei' should be a role model and set the example for the entire dojo. 
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Does this mean that they have to be the most physically fit person at the dojo? Not necessarily, but they should be an example to follow and be a source of information for students looking to improve their own health and well being. 

How often have you walked into a 'dojo' only to find a chief instructor who clearly doesn't take care of themselves, looks disheveled, and, when asked, hasn't practiced their art (except to teach it) in years? Remember, if you plan to spend years (or even the rest of your life) training at a dojo, you probably want to make sure that your teacher is someone who you'll want to look up to for all that time. 

It's critical to ask these questions, even if it feels uncomfortable to ask if you're going to make a long term commitment to a dojo. Here are some sample questions for chief instructors to weed out bad role models:


●
      
 How often do you do your own physical fitness?


●
      
 Are you mindful of your own eating habits?


●
      
 How often do you train vs. teach?


●
      
 Do you attend seminars as a student regularly?


●
      
 Who do you learn from and consider your teacher?

Lineage

Lineage should be a necessary but not sufficient condition for finding a good teacher. Do you want a dojo with lineage? Of course - it means the student has followed a path that's worked for (hopefully) generations. But does that necessarily mean that they have good answers to the above questions? Not necessarily - which is why it's so important to ask.
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Chapter 8: Sempai & Kohai


"A good stance and posture reflect a proper state of mind." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

What's going to help you more than a good teacher? 

Good seniors.

In Aikido, we have another cultural homage to Japan called the

Sempai/Kohai relationship. Dojos may have different ways of handling this relationship. The core message is that senior students look after junior students, while junior students

(responsibly) listen to and follow senior students. As always, when it comes to Reiho (guides for etiquette), you should always find out and do your best to adhere to a dojo's etiquette expectations. This book will speak specifically to our dojo's etiquette as it relates to the sempai kohai relationship.
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Sempai/Kohai
 :​
 These are usually taken together because the two individuals representing these terms are linked. In our dojo, for example, a sempai is anyone who has been training longer than you, and a kohai is, of course, the opposite. However, tremendous responsibility is placed on this coupling in a dojo, as Sempai is responsible for ensuring that kohai is practicing safely and growing. At the same time, they train together and share in the daily/weekly/monthly/yearly practice. Kohai, of course, is the one who looks up to the Sempai as a guide when it comes to technique, etiquette, and their overall dojo journey.

NOTE: It's critical to understand that this relationship is not determined by default and always true in our dojo, as these "lifelong assignations" often breed complacency and a sense of "built-in leadership" on the part of Sempai that kohai must accept - this, of course, is nonsensical. To continue being a sempai, one must consistently demonstrate an eagerness to support, encourage, and build-up kohai. A kohai must always be vigilant in honoring the sempai/kohai relationship, that a sempai does not take advantage of it - if they do - this is no sempai, but a pretender who has paid their dues longer than you.

Chapter 9: Etiquette & Training


"To injure your opponent is to injure yourself. To control aggression without inflicting injury is the Art of Peace." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

What is the purpose of etiquette, and why does it matter that we use certain words more often than others, act in certain ways instead of others, and so on? How do we take charge of our relationships on and off the mat towards the ultimate goal of daily Aikido training:

Masagatsu Agatsu.

Belief Influences Behavior.

Everyone is familiar with this pop psychology reference. It's a pretty obvious idea that we all behave in ways that reflect our beliefs. Of course, behaviors mean anything we take past the thought of it, including actions, words, gestures, etc...
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In Aikido, traveling from dojo to dojo, one might come to realize that there are so many variations on etiquette, and of course, the repercussions associated with making a mistake. It would be an easy thing to decide that one person's approach is the right or wrong one, but in reality, it is the underlying current of the purpose of etiquette that matters most: mutual respect.

For example (we can stick with Japan since Aikido is a traditional Japanese martial art): in Japan, we have several suffixes that are often added to a person's name when speaking to or about them.


Kun or Chan
 :​
 often denotes extreme familiarity, often someone your own age that you are friends with, even romantically.


San
 :​
 the golden standard for "Mr." and its equivalents, where respect is shown (in Judo, for example, calling someone -san is a show of great respect).


Sama
 :​
 one step up from san, someone who commands great respect, often in places of authority over you.


Sensei
 :​
 This is a delicate one for several reasons. While it's important to keep the Japanese application of the word Sensei in perspective, we must also recognize that for most of us, we are not Japanese and never will be; and that's OKAY. In Japan, "sensei" is used for anyone you are learning from or coming to for expertise. For example: in Japan, school teachers, doctors, and martial arts instructors are called Sensei. 

Behavior Influences Belief.

The corollary to the first concept and often missed and woefully undervalued. We often talk about this idea regarding diets, fitness, or any other routine we are trying to establish. How we behave, as a result of our beliefs, of course, reinforces those beliefs. Often, however, we are in situations, whether by our own determination or by another's influence, to behave in a way that is inconsistent with our beliefs (even if only slightly).

For example, you move from one city to another and join a new dojo. Well, in your previous dojo, etiquette might have dictated that you bow when entering the dojo, remove your shoes, and proceed to change for class. In your new dojo, it could be that the chief instructor has an office by the front door. It is expected that you also bow in the office's direction before changing for class (for those who think this is "over the top" - many share this belief, but it is not a new invention). 

To some extent, we must leave the door open for those who have succumbed to their ego and expect this level of "respect" simply because they feel they've "earned it." These are often the same instructors who feel slighted when beginners make mistakes with etiquette. Similarly, being "sempai" is earned and must be earned consistently and repeatedly throughout one's lifetime of training, so too, do instructors have that responsibility.

Keep in mind that this is a fundamental overview of this concept. While it's possible to create some incredible transformations through "behavior influences belief," we are all too familiar with those who start fitness routines, only to find themselves back on the couch a week later. It's important to be patient with ourselves as we attempt to change our behaviors to allow our beliefs to begin to reflect those behaviors we want to see in our lives.

So What Is Our Dojo Etiquette? And Why Is It So?


Entering/Exiting the Dojo
 :​
 It's expected that when you enter the dojo, you bow towards the shomen (often referred to as kamiza) - this is the dojo's head where we display the founder of Aikido and other notable figures. We show respect to them because they are the reason, in one way or another, for the dojo's existence, and therefore, us having a place to train.


Taking Shoes Off / No Shoes on the Mat
 :​
 This one is a biggy but is not for any respect. It's a health concern. We are expected to keep our feet clean, but our shoes take the brunt of our abuse throughout the day. Taking them off ensures a clean space for everyone.


Bowing On/Off the Mat
 :​
 This is a show of respect to the training space, that we are appreciative of the fact that the mat is there for us to fall on safely, that our fellow Aikidoka shares in the respect for this space and the desire to train safely and with joy. Always ask the teacher's permission if you need to step off the mat during class for any reason.


Bell Signals Line Up
 :​
 In our dojo, thanks to a gracious sempai of mine, we have a conical bell that we ring to signal the start of class and the need to line up. In our dojo, it holds no other real significance, whether spiritually or otherwise, except that it makes a pleasant sound (as opposed to a clap of the hands) and gives the dojo a pleasing atmosphere to reside and train.


Lining Up In Rank Order
 :​
 This one is dicey and can easily create some issues if presented incorrectly. Similarly, sempai/kohai relationships are not defined but fluid and earned repeatedly - lining up in rank order has less to do with those of a higher rank and everything to do with beginners. Lining up in rank order indicates beginners who have spent longer training and, as a result, the sample you have to choose from if you need help with anything from etiquette to technique, etc... on the mat.


Bowing Together Towards Shomen
 :
 ​ We do this for the same reason that we bow towards the shomen when entering and exiting the dojo. 


Bowing To Start Class
 (instructor and students): This is another one that sometimes becomes problematic. Oftentimes because the instructor is sitting in front of the class, it's taken to mean that we are bowing to the instructor, and the instructor is receiving that bow. This is true for some martial arts, but not in our dojo. In fact, when we bow, the instructor and students simultaneously say: "Onegaishimasu!" which literally translates to "Please" - and that's it. The connotation here is that we are saying something along the lines: "Please, let's train together with safety and joy today!". Notice that there is no expectation built-in that students are expected to "honor their master" or some such feudal nonsense. The teacher's respect is earned each time he/she steps on the tatami to lead a class. This relationship naturally ebbs and flows with the student and instructor's relative commitment and often impacts each other without either being aware. This is why instructors must maintain a consistent training routine of their own, both physical and

Aiki.


Bowing to Each Other
 :​
 This one is a simple homage to Japanese culture where instead of shaking hands, bumping fists, or some other routine, we show respect as we begin the practice by bowing. Again, there is no expectation of fealty or built-in subservience—mutual respect, plain and simple.


Bowing At the End of Class
 :​
 Bowing at the beginning and end of class is the same but reversed. In this case, the instructor and students simultaneously say: "Domo Arigato Gozaimashita!" literally means "Thank You Very Much!" in a formal way. So again, we see no built-in fealty or subservience, only mutual respect and gratitude for an hour (or more) spent hard at work.


So, does etiquette matter?
  

A big resounding YES! But is it implicit simply because you are higher ranked, training longer, or spent your hard-earned money to own your own school? And is one etiquette better or more correct than another? It's a question we must all answer for ourselves. For me and my dojo, the expectation I aim to set is that etiquette is based on the idea that we earn the respect we are given every day we step on the tatami. Instructor or student etiquette should never engender implicit respect that isn't consistently earned, no matter how long you've been training, your rank, position, or for any other reason. This breeds laziness on the part of students and teachers alike.

Chapter 10: Aikido's 3 Levels


"There are no contests in the Art of Peace. A true warrior is invincible because he or she contests with nothing. Defeat means to defeat the mind of contention that we harbor within." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshiba
 .

What does it mean for a martial art to be "effective"? What proof is there that Aikido aids in a real-life altercation?

What is the BEST martial art? 

As a student of many martial arts (first Judo since the age of 4, then Hwa Rang Do, Muay Thai, Wrestling, Silat, Savate, American Combat Karate, and others), that comes up a lot. Unfortunately, most publications are based on readership, and nothing "baits" readers like the negative press, which means "if you can bash something - do it, because people will read and comment." I understand

(though I disagree) with this because it directly impacts companies' advertising, which increases revenue to these publications. In the end, though, it does more damage than good to the world of martial arts. It makes us look splintered and at odds with each other when, in fact, I have cross-trained with practitioners from dozens of martial arts and found benefits translated in both directions.

Why don't the major audience publications talk about this? Simple. Ratings. Unfortunately, we live in a world where all press is good press. I hope that slowly, over time, those who truly care about the value and good that martial arts bring to the world work together to bring students the art that most positively serves them.

Some students will be served best by arts like Kung Fu, Tai Chi, Karate, BJJ, Aikido, and others. But there is no avoiding the conversation of efficacy, and there are indeed dojos in every style that make false claims they cannot back up (like self-defense when no real self-defense is practiced). So how do we approach these topics in our dojo? Read on my friends.
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Kihon. Basics.

This is where every martial art starts. It's the basics, learning left from right, where to put hands and feet in relation to your partner/opponent. Building the right habits of quickly establish stance, bringing hands to a defensive position (no, Aikido should never teach you that hands at your sides are a safe place once an altercation begins!). Proper balance is crucial to every martial art. 

This is where we spend our time focusing on some of Aikido's original, traditional techniques because they are great tools for building those great habits. Much like horse stance, punching drills are a great way to work on fist structure, and avoiding the locking of the elbow is great for Karate. Any instructor worth their salt will               draw               a               line               between techniques/exercises that are "teaching tools" and those that are "street

effective."

Most traditional martial arts, especially those originating in Japan, believe in spending most of our lives focused on Kihon, or basics. Why? Two Reasons:


1.
                  
 The chances of a real altercation are low (I have been in 2 situations - successfully so)



2.
                  
 The value of Kihon to our health and longevity far outweighs the damage


Kumitachi inflicts on the body if practiced too often

Much the same way we are discovering in boxing and other competitive sports that sparring all the time isn't the most effective way to prepare for matches (it ends up damaging the body, and you can prepare even better with the correct drilling according to the best coaches in the world) - Kihon brings endless value.

Musubi. Blending.

What is the next step towards building "street ready" Aikido to your repertoire?

Musubi. What does that mean? Generally, we use this term to mean both "distance" and "timing." Once we know how to move correctly with both hands and feet, maintaining appropriate distance and moving with correct timing is crucial in every martial art. Aikido's focus, of course, is in the deterrence of violence, so we learn to move with a focus on disabling or even avoiding rather than harming other people. 

This practice lends itself well to the choreographed demonstrations we see on YouTube and film. YES! Of course, these demonstrations are choreographed. Anyone who has been in or even just witnessed a real altercation (let alone seen a boxing or MMA match) knows that full resistance events are UGLY interactions that go back and forth until someone gains some leverage. Why don't we see full resistance demonstrations of Aikido? Simple, as opposed to competitive martial arts, we're actively trying NOT to hurt each other, which means full resistance experiences work against the very nature of our practice. HOWEVER, there are plenty of videos online of real interactions (especially of police officers trained in Aikido) showing the efficacy of a well placed Ikkyo, Rokkyu, Kotegaeshi, and others quickly disabling lawbreakers.

Kumite. Combatives.

So what's the secret to being true "street effective"? I give the same answer when someone wants to "test" Aikido when visiting the dojo, and I punch them in the face. Inevitably they say: "Hey! That's not Aikido!" and my answer is always the same: "whatever my body does is Aikido." Why? Because the practice of Aikido is one of reconciliation between all things, including martial arts. Cross-training is an indispensable part of a lifelong martial artist's practice, and it's why I always leave the dojo open to instructors of other martial arts who would like to teach a workshop on their discipline.

At its most basic level, Aikido works as a foundation, a set of principles by which we live. On top of that are the

techniques we practice, both static and in motion. Beyond that is the mix of every practically applied martial art that comes together to give us a well-rounded arsenal to ensure that we can keep our loved ones and ourselves safe in an uncertain world.

Does kicking someone in the groin count as Aikido? If you do so in an attempt to prevent further harm to yourself or your opponent, then yes, I would call that the essence of Aikido. How about an extreme example? Does stabbing someone count as Aikido? Again, maybe. If that action would prevent your death or the death of someone you loved, and your focus was on disabling your opponent rather than actively trying to kill them? Absolutely, in an impossible situation, I would call that the essence of Aikido. Real-life situations are dark, messy, and complicated - Anyone who purports the ultimate and indisputable solution truly is a charlatan in any martial art.

And yes - 'no-touch' is nonsense. :)

PART 3: Aikido For the Next Generation
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Chapter 11: Aikido Develops Leaders


"Your heart is full of fertile seeds, waiting to sprout." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .


A warm welcome to our parents and children to the martial art of Aikido!
  

What should you expect when joining a dojo both as a parent and child? Every dojo is different, but they all purport the same benefits:

"We'll teach them to be confident!"

"We'll teach them to defend themselves!"

"We'll teach them discipline and respect!"

All of these goals are admirable, and every dojo should do their best to aspire to them, but we all know adults who said they did martial arts as kids who, let's face it, aren't a great example to follow.

How did this happen? See Chapter 7.

It's easy to say all the right things and then miss out on the critical aspect of building a healthy children's program: longitudinal progression. Huh?

Longitudinal progression is the idea that a children's program should naturally flow into the adult's program. Why? Simple: All aspects of our behavior (e.g., respect, discipline, teamwork, leadership) are a direct result of the daily training we put into them throughout our lives. We don't just spend a few years learning a trade and then never practice it again and rely on it when we need it. Doctors, lawyers, teachers; all of these individuals require constant and consistent learning throughout their lives (the good ones anyway). This continuous and consistent learning allows them to "keep the sword sharp," as the saying goes, rather than let it dull from misuse.
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As a consistent practice, Aikido can develop the most remarkable leaders because we know that real victory, which solves problems globally, is the victory that comes from each individual's actions towards improving the common good. Beginning with our earliest years, the sooner we make the practice of Aikido a core part of who we are, the easier it is to maintain and benefit from for the rest of our lives.

Is it to the exclusion of all competition? Of course not! Competition can be healthy and spur innovation - a huge part of moving our society and humanity forward. 

Leaders understand that at their core, self-improvement is what drives the long term, while competition between people can be a great driver for individual strides forward. 

In Aikido, children begin with warmups, exercises to bring their focus and attention to the mat and start building longer attention spans. Classes involve games, movements, and partnered techniques that require partners to communicate, share, and exchange roles, helping each other toward improved execution of what's being taught.

Like ours, many dojos progress their children regularly (in our dojo, it's approximately every two months) through exams. Advancing children is meant to help motivate children until the training becomes what they most look forward to. The goal is to naturally move them into the adult program as they reach 13-14 years old. 

Like in the adult program, exams should be something children are invited to attend and not something that is required or that children or parents ask for. This is important because it solidifies the teacher's responsibility to understand where each child is in their training and make recommendations only when ready. The teacher knows they are likely to pass the exam. 

As children advance through ranks, they should be expected to take on the sempai/kohai (see chapter 8) relationship with their peers and begin helping their kohai in class. Sempai should be a role model for other children, another way that a dojo becomes an incubator for leaders. From just the second month of training when they take their first exam onwards, children are encouraged to take on leadership roles in the dojo to help drive more junior members towards their goals.

Chapter 12: Internal Competition


"Progress comes to those who train and train; reliance on secret techniques will get you nowhere." - O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

[Graciously contributed by our Children's Program Director,

Matthew Addison]

How do we nurture our children in a way that develops them into leaders?

The question one of our children asked:

"Can ​
 we ​
 play the game without

winning?"

This little girl has no idea about the philosophical implication behind that question. My mind said yes, and of course, I reinvented the game a little, not to include winning, but that got me thinking deeply about how ingrained competition is within our human nature; is it natural? Is it because of our social conditioning? Is it because of our desperate need for approval from our peers? What about lion cubs? They

wrestle in nature, but there is no winning or losing there. So many questions ran through my head…

So I decided to try and organize my thoughts by writing this article.

O Sensei, the founder of Aikido, did not believe in competition.

A famous quote of his "There are no contests in the art of peace. A true warrior is invincible because he or she contests with nothing. The defeat means to defeat the mind of contention that we harbor within."
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Aikido is the "art of peace," which we all joke about on the mat, but at some level, we were all attracted to the principal that Aikido held. Ai-Ki-Do loosely translates as a way to harmonize energy. As a Sempai and instructor for the kids' class, I clearly make this the main subject of most of my classes, reminding them about what Aikido is. I tell them that I don't see Aikido as a name for martial art but more, to sum up, the principles and instructions of how to live your life. How can you harmonize with any energy coming at you, whether physical or verbal, aggressive or not? We practice this by working together as a Uke (attacker) and Nage (thrower). Uke, giving the Nage a controlled conflict, and Nage has to redirect the conflict (energy) with correct timing and technique, so both parties come out unharmed. This is where Aikido gets a lot of heat from the martial art community because it seems unrealistic to fight with someone without being the victor and the other being the loser.

O Sensei didn't like the idea of competition but not every person agrees with the founder. Kenji Tomiki created a style of Aikido with a form of competition in it. Other branches of Aikido asked Kenji Tomiki to change the name as it is not Aikido if there is competition. Tomiki isn't the only person who believes this either. I stand somewhere in the middle. I believe that competition is alive and well in many people's Aikido practice. Some compete with themselves to advance their own skills, always trying to improve the way they practice. Others ask for their Uke to try and "win," aka resist, to a certain point, of course. After all, it is Uke's job to provide a controlled conflict for his partner all while practicing their own Aikido with their Ukemi; It all depends on your intention going into any situation, but that intention could easily be polluted with social conditioning of years of "fighting the world" or just competing in sports. I believe there is a way to "not fight in a fight." That doesn't mean be completely passive; you still maintain your center. 

How can we be like the lion cubs wrestling with each other, completely non attached to the outcome of

"winning"? Just playing. There has to be a balance of both passiveness and assertiveness, a yin and yang ideal. Can we, in our practice, learn to play Aikido? I had a teacher who said when we "play," we remove the need to win, and instead, we just have fun.

So, how can we help our Aikido kids in this struggle? 

To rephrase a Shakespeare quote:

"To compete or not compete, that is the question."

I say we try our best to impart the teachings of Aikido in the most playful way possible. If a student seems a little attached to the idea of winning or losing, we simply get on their level and remind them that the game is played to play, have fun and learn new skills that make you the best possible version of yourself and if we don't win, that doesn't mean we don't have fun. Aikido is about harmonizing, making peace with energy, including being at peace with not winning. Once you are at peace with losing, you yourself can never lose.

So, as I continue to learn more and more about my own intention during my

practice, I will continue to relate the meaning of Aikido to harmonize with energy. No matter what energy, I will remind my students that we must find a peaceful resolution to any conflict that comes our way, even if the conflict comes from within us.

Chapter 13: R|D|C Through Games

"Failure is the key to success; each mistake teaches us something." -


O'Sensei Morihei Ueshib
 a
 ​
 .

What is R|D|C? In our dojo, it represents the "coming together" of Respect, Discipline, and Commitment. The three ideas are at the core of what we believe drives our children's growth into leaders and martial artists. We do this by using games and team-based activities where children have to work together towards goals and use the sempai/kohai relationship to their advantage when solving problems.

Gamifying the dojo experience for children is key in ensuring that children want to continue their training. One of the biggest shifts in traditional martial arts understanding over the last century is that you don't have to apply the rigorous training methods used with adults to children to get them to make progress. This brutal approach often leads to children not wanting to come back and parents not getting the desired result.
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Respect

From the moment parents and children step into the dojo, etiquette is explained by the chief instructor, staff, and senior students.               Parents are invited to participate in etiquette, even if they aren't training in the adult program themselves, as a way to encourage their children to do the same (mirroring effect). From day 1, bowing to each other, asking for permission, and sitting quietly, slowly build respect without explaining what respect is constantly. 

Discipline

The most important discipline for children at any dojo starts with the parents. Parents and children must both be disciplined in making sure children attend classes regularly. As we grow up, consistency can be one of the most valuable aspects of our childhood when it comes to long term behaviors. 

In our dojo, we have something called the "discipline patch." This is a critical patch that every student receives when they join the dojo. This is the one patch that parents, you are in control of from week to week. At the beginning of the week, our instructors will ask if children behaved outside the dojo (this means at home, school, out shopping, with friends, anything that isn't inside the dojo). If everyone was well behaved, everyone gets a chance to help the instructors with leading class, organizing games, and various leadership opportunities from class to class that week. If they haven't behaved, their patch is removed, and they are not allowed to participate in these roles for that week. Each week refreshes like a new life, and we ask again if children have behaved and whether they deserve their discipline patch for the week. In the dojo, we consistently show them why things like cleaning, taking responsibility, honesty, and hard work make you deserving of your patch to see those behaviors emulated at home. This way, we learn to see homework and chores to bring the family together and time well spent.

Commitment

One of the most important things when it comes to martial arts training is consistency. This means never stopping your training once you start. Come to class every week, excited and ready to learn and share with friends. Each class is an opportunity to demonstrate commitment by listening to teachers, asking questions, and working hard. Remember, it's easy sometimes to feel like "this is how it's always going to be" and "it'll never get better," but one of the great things about being young is that change is constant and inevitable. Just because things feel stagnant today doesn't mean they will tomorrow. Some days feel like they drag on forever, while others are gone in the blink of an eye. Commitment to the dojo, your friends, teachers, parents, and Aikido's practice can and should be something that maintains throughout your life.

Chapter 14: A Lifelong Journey

"Aikido is love. It is the path that brings our heart into oneness with the spirit of the universe to complete our mission in life by instilling in us a love and reverence for all of nature."

Aikido is a practice that should last a lifetime. For most, this means the practice of throws, locks, pins, community, and more. For some, it means teaching and sharing a love of Aikido with others. The beauty of being part of an Aikido dojo family is that it exists to serve its members. Its only purpose is to create a space where members are free to explore body mechanics and how to resolve conflict while staying safe and inflicting minimal damage to an attacker.

In our dojo, children begin at the white belt and make their way through a three-stripe system to half-color belts and then solid color belts: Yellow, Orange, Green, Blue, Purple, and Brown.

[image: ]


What about black belts?

In our dojo, one of the things we want to avoid is a false sense of confidence. It's important to be confident, but it's also crucial for that confidence to sense where it is. The black belt in traditional martial arts indicates that an adult has built a strong foundation of the basics and is now ready to train in earnest. 

When a child has reached the brown belt with three stripes in our dojo, they are invited to join the adult program at the half-way point towards an adult black belt. This is important because it recognizes the years of hard work children have put into their training since they are not starting from scratch. This creates an opportunity for a few years with the adult instructor(s) to hone those years of children's training towards the black belt exam.

The friends we make in children's programs at dojos hopefully make their way into their lives outside the dojo through making friends, birthday parties, and comradery that lasts a lifetime. These bonds encourage us to continue showing up at the dojo as a meeting place for strengthening those bonds through shared sweat and tears. 

PART 4: Promotion, Teaching, and Terms

先

生

Chapter 15: Ranking & Examinations

"In the struggle between stone and water, in time, water wins." - Japanese Proverb.

What's in a rank? Does it really matter? Do they care that much in Japan (where the ranks originate)? Why should I work so hard towards kyu/dan testing? Did the founder care about rank? 

At 32 years old, I'm probably one of the younger dojo chos (martial arts school owners) out there (certainly not the youngest, I'm sure) - but I've had the privilege of training with some of the top competitors in martial arts like Judo, BJJ, and Muay Thai as well as long time practitioners of Aikido.

The question of rank is one that consistently comes up, either outright or via subtext (e.g., "can you believe that he/she is only second degree? amazing technique!")

I thought it might help explore some of my experience with this as someone who holds a black belt rank in a few martial arts, namely: how ranks as we know them originated, what O'Sensei seemed to think/say about them, and what I personally think. 

As always, I hope that this makes for an interesting read and ultimately leads to more younger people exploring the world of traditional martial arts like Aikido.
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How Ranks (as we know them)

Originated.

Before Jigoro Kano sensei developed

Judo, most martial arts were disparate, family-focused, and transmitted via certificates (Kaiden and Menkyo Kaiden). As Kano sensei worked to develop Judo, he saw an opportunity to systematize more than just techniques and experience and skill. He looked outside of martial arts and found his answer in 'Go' (this is a board game similar to Chess, but dealing with conquering territory rather than individual pieces). In 'Go,' players were ranked on a Yukyusha and Yudansha system (much like Chess players are ranked on a points system), with Yukyusha being amateur players and Yudansha being professional. Kano sensei adopted this into the system we commonly employ where Yukyusha represents non-black belt rank, and Yudansha represents black belt ranks. Further development would see colored belts added to define Yukyusha ranks (though in most Aikido dojos, including Hombu Dojo, you are a white belt until black).

This quickly became adopted by most eastern martial arts disciplines as its effects were quite clear in student retention and progression.

What O'Sensei Seemed To Say/Think About Rank.

We know from teachers like Yoshimitsu Yamada sensei that O'Sensei was apparently closer in belief to the older transmission system, where there were certificates, not ranks. Still, it's clear that his adoption of rank was an obvious decision to "go with the times." He seemed to rely more on commitment, experience, dedication, and skill to confer rank rather than minimum day counters. This allowed him to quickly build out his students' ability to travel and spread Aikido as young, high ranking instructors (something that I sometimes think our lack of today is a contributor to the contraction in traditional martial arts interest nationally).

What I Personally Think About Rank.

I believe that we are often, and for the most part, an amalgamation of our teachers (with some of our own uniqueness peppered in for variety). That said, my perspective on rank has always been to minimize its importance as a status symbol and maximize its importance to cement the community on and off the mat.

The analogy I really like begins with imagining that you are on a road trip (this road trip represents your life journey). Each time you achieve something in life, it's easy to view these achievements as destinations or even as opportunities to pull over and explore. This, in my view, is where the mistake happens for many. Instead, achievements are more like mile markers, where we have some idea of the number of "miles" in our lives (80 years or so, though nothing is guaranteed). What do we naturally do when we pass mile markers on the road towards a destination? We happily remark on how far we've come, maybe even mentioning how far there is left to go. What we don't do is stop the car at every mile marker and imagine ourselves living at these points.

Rank is the same - it is a moment in time (a beautiful one to be registered and appreciated), but without slowing down. We must quickly recognize that it's time to focus on the road ahead, moving towards the next mile marker on this journey of our lives. 

It would be easy to view this almost negatively, but that would be a mistake. Instead, it is a way to develop a view that allows us to be truly present in our life experience, working diligently and with joy, rather than developing extreme highs and inevitable lows. 

In my dojo, we conduct yukyusha testing at our in-house seminars (4 per year, matching the seasons), grouping students testing together to foster teamwork in preparation for exams. Students test when they are already practicing at the rank they are testing for (eliminating the fear of failure). We quickly return to our daily training after testing to keep ourselves focused "on the road ahead."

Make your life journey filled with "mile markers" that fill you with joy due to your hard work towards your family, work, and dojo.

Chapter 16: On Becoming a Teacher

"Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle you know nothing about. Always." - Unknown

There are few things sadder and more embarrassing than someone saying: "oh yeah - I used to train (or) got a black belt years ago, but then, you know, life happened." or worse still, "welcome to my dojo - yes, I'm out of shape and so are my senior students - but I have a high degree of black belt, so sign here" - and then expecting to be taken seriously as a teacher by coasting on that history.

The COVID-19 crisis is proving to be several things for a lot of people: a time of mourning, a time of crisis, a time of anxiety, but also a time of hard truths. As many are in the first few groups, please know that my thoughts and our entire dojo family are with you during this challenging time and our hearts are with you.

Two martial arts groups seem to require special attention during this challenging time:


1.
    
 Instructors


2.
    
 Would-Be-Instructors

I'll define an instructor as anyone who was teaching at least one or more classes regularly per week at a dojo or martial arts school and includes owners who teach as well (leaving investors - for those lucky few - out). 

Would-Be-Instructors are senior martial arts students who are nearing a point in their training when their time on the mat makes them want to share their experiences with others - and so they begin overtly or gently hinting to their instructor that they would like to teach.

Let me first start by very clearly defining, for our dojo, what it means to be a teacher - as this definition can vary between schools and disciplines and can absolutely change the outcome of my conclusions. A teacher is someone who has agreed to take on the responsibility of a) maintaining a consistent pattern of self-discipline in physical, mental, and spiritual training as a main priority in their lives, b) trains regularly and more often than they are teaching, and c) looks for opportunities to share and ask questions of juniors coming up after them (notice I say "after," not "under" - this is a crucial difference, as time spent does not necessarily equal seniority in our dojo).

Would-Be-Instructors

I have yet to experience a dramatic, relationship breaking moment in our dojo (or really any dojo I've been a part of) - though "keyboard warriors" on social media abound - and are ignored - an important moment to point out that if you do "have a bone to pick" with me - you'll only get a response via phone, email, or text - never social media; and

I'm happy to have the discussion/debate, and​
 I say that with zero intended sarcasm.

The reality is that many would-be-instructors are out of shape, practice no balance in their lives, and act with seniority on and off the mat. When this happens, we must always examine their instructor and the expectations they set in their dojo. For example: is your chief instructor overweight? Do they emphasize maintaining discipline physically, mentally, and spiritually while simultaneously acting oppositely? Many try to explain these contradictions away - and in so doing - damage any discipline they are attached to. 

[image: ]


Instructors

I'll start with an outlier example. One of the judo teachers I talk about the most,

Yonezuka Sensei passed away a few years ago at age 77. The man had a six-pack well into his 70s. Did this have to do with his genetics? Without a doubt. Is it realistic to expect everyone to have a six-pack ever, let alone into their 70s?

Of course not. Should we expect everyone to aspire to that level of discipline and work ethic? Hell yes. One of my favorite Aikido instructors, Andy Demko Sensei, is quoted as saying: "Anything less than 100% commitment is no commitment." Does that mean we judge the outcome against others?

Absolutely not - especially if you espouse the Aikido principle of non-competition. 

So what does it all mean?

It means, first and foremost, cut yourself some slack. It does you absolutely ZERO good to up your anxiety because you haven't spent the last X number of years already at a full commitment. Start by accepting where you are, what you are, and everything that has led you to this moment, reading this article. It's O-K. It's okay if you "let yourself go" before now. It's okay if you haven't read a book in a decade or more. It's okay if you haven't spent any time on you in years because you had kids work a demanding job that exhausts you, or whatever other reason brought you to this moment. 

I ask you to accept yourself at this moment. NOW - make a decision. 

Will you be a "used to be" or "AM"?

Nothing is less impressive to me than someone who "used to be." I don't care what rank black belt you have, what status you attained, or what position you hold - none of it is impressive, and none of it demands attention beyond the moment in which it was achieved. Five minutes after you got your X rank black belt, teaching certification, or championship - now what? Are you done now? Coasting time? Riding off into the sunset? Nothing is less impressive to me than someone who "used to be":

Used to be in shape

Used to be successful

Used to be flexible

Used to be strong

Used to be coordinated

Used to be an instructor

Used to be on the mat Used to be a regular at the dojo Used to be...

For me, there are three axioms on this:


1.
    
 You're only ever as good as your next

"at bat" (not your last)


2.
    
 Maintaining the habit is orders of magnitude more important than your genetics


3.
    
 You must be patient with yourself, but always give your best current effort

From these axioms, we can derive power in knowing that it is in our hands to pursue and achieve our goals - others may influence, as genetics might - but the vast impact comes from our efforts alone.

This is why anyone who wants to be an instructor at my dojo must adhere to consistent physical conditioning routines and set an example, in the long term, that:


1.
                  
 Physical fitness (including proper nutrition) is a cornerstone of your Aikido journey


2.
                  
 Consistent support and gentle encouragement by Sempai to kohai is our responsibility and also should not be taken lightly


3.
                  
 How we interact and love each other during the most frustrating and painful times is a true indication of the strength of our dojo family bonds

Allow me to be specific and point out two individuals I feel embody an impressive level of consistency over time (though they probably don't care about my opinion - which only reinforces my respect for them):


Jonathan Weiner Sensei, Dojo Cho at Aikido of Charlott
 e
 ​
 : Jonathan is an example of someone who spent years training and then faced this question bravely - committing himself to life-changing behaviors and patterns that resulted in a healthier and clearly balanced leader. It's palpable when you watch his students at his dojo interact with each other, and with him, there is an expectation of work ethic. He sets the standard, and while many may not meet it - it's clear that he inspires them to try.


Dale Roznowski Sensei, Dojo Cho at Aikido of Hernando Count
 y
 ​
 : Dale is the perfect example of someone who started Aikido in the '90s with time spent in Japan where he practiced martial arts originated and simultaneously places ZERO expectation on anyone to show him deference for that experience. Why? Because he knows that it pales in comparison to the effort he puts in day-to-day now on and off the mat. He pushes himself harder today because his work ethic demands it, and as a result, he becomes an example to follow - whether he wants to be or not.

Chapter 17: Aikido Terminology

Let's go over a sampling of Aikido terms that you should know. Keep in mind that when you begin at the dojo, there is n
 o
 ​
 expectation that you will learn these terms anytime soon. For now, just focus on staying safe on the mat and having a good time with your new dojo family. These terms will become important later.

Ai (eye):

Harmony

Aikido (eye-key-dough):  Traditional Japanese martial art of non-violence

Aikiken (eye-key-ken):

The traditional Japanese sword as used in the pursuit of perfect Aikido technique

Aikitaiso (eye-key-tie-so):

Body exercises in Aikido

Ai hanmi (eye-han-me):

Stance where the same foot is forward as partner (e.g., left to left)

Ate (a-te):

Strike (e.g., punch or kick)

Atemi (a-te-me):

Strike to a vital point, usually denoting soft spots on a target

Bokken (bow-ken):

Wooden representation of a Japanese sword, used for practice 

Budo (boo-dough):

The way of battle/conflict

Bushido (boo-she-dough):

The tenets for how a warrior should conduct themselves in battle/conflict

Chudan (chew-dan):

middle; as in the middle of the body/torso

Dan (dan):  a black belt grading used in various martial arts, including Aikido

Dojo (dough-joe):

A place where a martial art is practiced

Dosa (dough-sah):

Exercise or basic practice

Fukushidoin (foo-koo-she-dough-in):

Certified Junior Instructor.

Gaeshi (ga-i-she):

Reverse; as in to reverse a technique

Gedan (ge-dan):

low; as in a low position or attack to the lower body

Gi or Dogi (gee): uniform used in traditional martial arts

Gyaku Hanmi (gee-ya-koo ha-n-me): 

opposite stance (e.g., left foot to right foot)

Hajime (Hah-Gee-Meh):

Begin

Hakama (ha-ka-ma):

traditional Japanese samurai pants, pleated and worn over the uniform symbolizing seniority in a dojo

Hanmi (ha-n-me):

a stance

Hanmi Handachi (ha-n-me han-da-chee):  attacker attacks from standing while defender defends from kneeling position

Hantai (han-tie): reverse or opposite

Hara/Tanden (hah-rah):

The center or lower torso. The collection of the largest bodily muscle groups used in most Aikido techniques

Hidari (he-dah-ree):

Left

Hiji (he-gee):

Elbow

Itai (ee-tie):

Ouch!

Irimi (ee-ree-me):

Entering

Jodan (joe-dan):  a high position

Jyuwaza (gee-yoo-wah-zah):

freestyle techniques

Jo (joe):  short staff, usually up to armpit in length of holder

Kaiten (kye-ten):

To rotate

Kaitennage (kye-ten-nah-ge):

Rotational throw

Kata (kah-tah):

Shoulder. Can also refer to a basic movement or form.

Katatori (kah-tah-toe-ree):  shoulder grab with closest hand

Katate (kah-tah-teh):

Wrist

Katatetori (kah-tah-teh-toe-ree):  wrist grab

Katana (kah-tah-nah):

Japanese samurai sword

Keiko (cake-oh):

Practice session or training

Ki (key):

Vital bodily energy; stamina; endurance

Kihon (key-hone):

Basics. Very important!

Kinonagare (key-noh-nah-gah-reh):

Fluid form of a technique

Ki Musubi (key-moo-soo-bee):

Blending with opposing vital force

Kiai (key-eye):

spirit yell

Kiza (key-zah):

Live toes

Kokyu (coke-yoo):

use of breath in technique

Kokyudosa (coke-yoo-dough-sah):  seated technique to align breathing and bodily movement

Kohai (koe-high):  junior student under the mentorship of a senior student (see Sempai)

Koshi (koe-she):

Hip

Koshinage (koe-she-nah-geh):  hip throw

Kotegaeshi: (koe-teh-gah-eesh-ee):

wrist turn out throw

Kumijo (koo-me-joe):

Combative forms with jo staff

Kumitachi (koo-me-tah-che):

Combative forms with bokken

Kyu (key-yoo):  non-black belt rank

Ma'ai (mah-eye):  distance and timing

Men (men):

Head

Menuchi (men-oo-chee):

strike to the head

Migi (me-ghee):

right side

Misogi (me-so-ghee):

ritual cleansing of the body/mind/spirit, often through cleaning the dojo or any sacred space

Mitsuke (me-tsu-ke):

Where your eyes are focused

Mokuso (moe-koo-so):

Meditation often done at the beginning of class

Morotetori (moe-roe-teh-toe-ree):  An attack holding a single wrist with both hands

Musubi (moo-soo-bee):

Blending

Nage (nah-geh):

person performing technique

Obi (oh-bee):

Belt

Omote (oh-moe-teh):

front side

O'Sensei (oh-sen-say):  great teacher; usually referring to Aikido's

founder, Morihei Ueshiba

Oye Waza (Oh-yeh Wah-Zah): 

Advanced Techniques

Randori (run-doh-ree):

defending against multiple attackers

Rei (ray):  respect or bow

Reiho (ray-hoe):

Etiquette

Ritsurei (Ree-Tsu-Ray):

Standing Bow

Ryote (ree-oh-teh):

both hands

Ryotetori (ree-oh-teh-toe-ree):  both wrists grabbed by hands

Samurai (sah-moo-rah-ee):

a retainer of a feudal lord in medieval Japan

Sempai (sem-pie):

a senior student who has taken on the responsibility of guiding a more junior student (see kohai)

Sensei (sen-say):

a teacher

Seiza (say-zah):  traditional Japanese sitting position

Shidoin (she-dough-in):

Certified Instructor.

Shihan (she-han):

Qualification as Aikido instructor of the highest rank

Shiho (she-hoe):  four directions

Shihonage (she-hoe-nah-ghe):

four directions through

Shikko (she-koe):

walking in a kneeling position

Shodan (show-dan): first degree black belt

Shomen (show-men):

Head of the dojo, front of the dojo

Shomenuchi (show-men-oochi):  attack to head, usually bridge of nose Suburi (sue-boo-ree):  a solo practice using wooden aikido weapons

Suwariwaza (sue-wah-ree-wah-zah):  techniques performed from a kneeling position

Tachitori (tah-chi-dough-ree):

disarming an opponent holding a sword

Tachiwaza (tah-chi-wah-zah):

Standing techniques empty handed

Taijutsu (tie-jih-tsu):  body arts, usually referring to any empty-handed techniques

Tai no Henko (tie-no-hen-koe):

warmup exercise focused on blending with a wrist grab

Tai Sabaki (tie-sah-bah-key):

body movements

Tanto (tahn-toe):  wooden knife

Te (teh):

Hand

Tegatana (teh-gah-tah-nah):  knife hand, used in striking

Tekubi (teh-koo-bee):

Wrist

Tenchinage (ten-chee-nah-geh):

heaven and earth throw

Tenkan (ten-kahn):

pivoting and stepping back, turning

Tentai (ten-tie):

To pivot

Tsuki (soo-key):  punch or thrust, can be done empty-handed or with a knife (see tanto)

Uchi (oo-chee):

Inside

Uke (oo-keh):

Attacker

Ukemi (oo-keh-me):

receiving a technique, in Aikido it is the study of attacking, receiving technique, and safely falling to the ground

Ura (oo-rah):

Behind

Ushiro (oo-she-roe):

Back

Ushiro Eridori (oo-she-roe eh-ree-dough-ree):  grab collar from behind

Ushiro Hijidori (oo-she-roe he-gee-toe-ree):  elbow grab from behind)

Ushiro Kubishime (oo-she-roe koo-bee-she-meh): wrist grab and choke from behind

Ushiro Ryokatatori (oo-she-roe ree-oh-kah-teh-toe-ree): 

grabbing both shoulders from behind

Ushiro Tekubitori (oo-she-roe teh-koo-bee-toe-ree): grabbing both wrists from behind

Waza (wah-zah):

technique(s)

Yokomenuchi (yoe-koe-men-oo-chee):

attack to the side of the head

Yudansha (yoo-dan-shah):  black belt level ranking

Zanshin (zahn-sheen):

relaxed awareness focused on leveraging peripheral vision and unbroken concentration

Zarei (Zah-Ray):

Kneeling bow

Zazen (zah-zen):

sitting meditation often beginning with the command: Makuso!

Etiquette Phrases/Greetings/Counting to 10

Onegaishimasu (oh-neh-guy-she-mah-sue):  please; used to begin class; a way to get someone's attention

Domo Arigato Gozaimashita:

Thank you very much; said at the conclusion of class

Sensei, Domo Arigato Gozaimashita:  Thank you very much; said at the conclusion of class by students to their teacher

Yame (yah-meh):

Command to stop what you are doing and line up or get ready for the next technique

Ichi:

One

Ni:

Two

San:

Three

Shi:

Four

Go:

Five

Roku:

Six

Shichi:

Seven

Hachi:

Eight

Ku:

Nine

Ju:  Ten

Chapter 18: USAF Examination Requirements

5th Kyu (Gokyu)

Shomenuchi Ikkyo (omote & ura)

Shomenuchi Iriminage

Katatetori Shihonage (omote & ura)

Ryotetori Tenchinage (omote & ura)

Tsuki Kotegaeshi (tenkan)

Ushiro Tekubitori Kotegaeshi (omote & ura)

Morotetori Kokyunage (omote & ura)

4th Kyu (Yonkyu)

Shomenuchi Nikyo (omote & ura)

Yokomenuchi Shihonage (omote & ura) Tsuki Iriminage (irimi, tenkan & tenshin variations)

Ushiro Tekubitori Sankyo (omote & ura) Ushiro Ryokatatori Kotegaeshi (omote & ura)

Suwari waza:

Shomenuchi Ikkyo (omote & ura) Katatori Nikyo (omote & ura)

Katatori Sankyo (omote & ura)

3rd Kyu (Sankyu)

Yokomenuchi Iriminage (3 variations)

Yokomenuchi Kotegaeshi (omote & ura)

Tsuki Kaitennage (omote & ura)

Ushiro Ryokatatori Sankyo (omote & ura)

Morotetori Iriminage (2 variations) Shomenuchi Sankyo (omote & ura) Suwari waza:

Shomenuchi Iriminage Shomenuchi Nikyo (omote & ura) Hanmi handachi:

Katatetori Shihonage (omote & ura)

Katatetori Kaitennage (uchi & soto mawari**)

* Instructor's option depending on age and ability.

**Uchi & Soto mawari–Both inside (Uchi) and outside (Soto) movements.

2nd Kyu (Nikyu)

Shomenuchi Shihonage (omote & ura)

Shomenuchi Kaitennage (omote & ura)

Yokomenuchi Gokyo (omote & ura) Ushiro Tekubitori Shihonage (omote & ura)

Ushiro Kubishime Koshinage (2 variations)

Ushiro Tekubitori Jujinage (omote & ura) Morotetori Nikyo (omote & ura) Hanmi handachi: Shomenuchi Iriminage

Katatetori Nikyo (omote & ura) Yokomenuchi Kotegaeshi (omote & ura)

Jiyu waza and Randori (2 attackers)

1st Kyu (Ikkyu)

Katatori Menuchi – 5 Techniques

Yokomenuchi – 5 Techniques

Morotetori – 5 Techniques

Shomenuchi – 5 Techniques

Ryotetori – 5 Techniques Koshinage – 5 Techniques Hanmi handachi:

Ushiro waza – 5 Techniques Tanto tori

Jiyu waza and Randori (3 attackers)

Shodan

All 1st Kyu Requirements

Tachi tori and Bokuto waza

Jo tori and Jo waza

Henka waza***

Jiyu waza and Randori (4 attackers)

Nidan

All Shodan Requirements

Tachi tori (2 attackers)

Kaeshi waza****

Jiyu waza and Randori (5 attackers)

Sandan

Subject of examination to be determined by examiner at the time of examination

Yondan

Subject of examination to be determined by examiner at the time of examination

Conclusion

It is my sincerest wish that this book becomes a useful tool for dojos around the world to help introduce the philosophy, practice, and benefits of Aikido to their students in both adult and children's programs.

If just one person becomes a lifelong member of an Aikido dojo family due to reading these pages, then I consider my mission accomplished. Aikido is tha
 t
 ​
 powerful a force in my life; as I know, it is in so many others' lives.

I have been blessed to have trained with and learned from some of the most incredible martial artists in the world, and over these last 28+ years in the martial arts, I hope that what I've gleaned is helpful and useful in your daily, weekly, monthly, yearly, and lifelong practice.

As I write in every one of my dojo's blog posts and videos: "If there is anything here that you find useful and beneficial, please feel free to use it and incorporate it into your own practice. If not, feel free to discard it and know that I love you and there is nothing you can do about it." As fellow Aikido, I cherish you deeply as part of our larger human family and look forward in earnest to the next time I see you on the mat.

[image: ]


Reuven Lirov, Dojo Cho & Chief Instructor

Pinellas County Aikikai

Pinellas County, Florida, USA
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About the Author

Reuven Lirov was born in New Jersey to immigrant parents Yuval and Mazal. From the age of four, he began training regularly in traditional Japanese martial arts due to his father's background in Sambo and then

Judo, along with his two older brothers, Roy and Erez. He began competing shortly after that and maintained his practice until the age of 19. After searching for a more longitudinal practice, Reuven found Aikido

Schools of New Jersey and Richard Stickles Sensei, 7th-Dan Shihan. Through this incredible teacher, he was blessed to be guided by some of the most talented and dedicated martial artists who would become his Sempai for years to come. Spending two years as an uchi-deshi and helping the dojo in its transition to a soto-deshi program - Reuven then went on to complete both a Bachelor's and Master's degree in Neuroscience and Clinical Psychology (respectively).

After a move south, he spent a year training with

James Soviero Sensei and the amazing community in Red Bank, New Jersey. One more move would take him to Florida, where he spent two years training with

Gina Boccolucci Sensei before a move west would lead Reuven to found Pinellas County Aikikai with his now-wife, Theresa. Founded in 2014, Pinellas County Aikikai continues its mission of developing serious traditional martial artists in the Tampa Bay Area thanks to its adult and children communities. Pinellas County Aikikai is one of the few dojos globally with a Board of Directors made up of its most committed members, regardless of rank or seniority. In true Arthurian style - the Board of Directors works equally and together to strengthen and grow the dojo, including community works supporting Pinellas County.
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