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By Mark Shuper

KI POWER

The Way of

Aikido

Breathing in Unison
with the Universe

The miraculous transcends the power of speech and
is where the workings of the mind are defeated. Thus,
in the art of the No, before the yiigen of a master, all
praise fails, admiration transcends the comprehension
of the mind, and all attempts at classification and
grading fail. The art which excites such a reaction on the
part of the audience may be called the flower of the
miraculous.

—Seami (1363-1443), “The Nine Stages of the No in Order”

T he schoolis located in the midst of

an industrial maze of factories and
warehouses. Lying on the edge of
Los Angeles’ Little Tokyo district, the old red
brick warehouse at 940 East Second St.
seems an unlikely home for a traditional
school of martial art—particularly once the
gray pall of a Los Angeles summer has setin.
But once through the doors of loft number
seven, one is acutely conscious of having
left Los Angeles and the industrial surround-
ings behind—and of having stepped into
another world.

For the Aikido Institute of Los Angeles is
truly a dojo—a sacred place of the Way that
not only offers training in a traditional Japa-
nese martial art, but exposure to the culture
that nurtured the art as well. With the excep-
tion of the Olympic-grade floor mat, the dojo
resounds with quiet tradition. A suit of Japa-
nese armor graces one corner of the practice
area. The tokonoma, the traditional alcove, is
an exquisite study of delicacy and strength;
A spray of iris provides a splash of blue; a
portrait of Ueshiba Morihei, the legendary
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O-sensej, founder of aikido, peers from be-
neath a bamboo screen.

Indeed, when the Aikido Institute of Los
Angeles first opened its doors in the spring
of 1984, it created a great stiramong architec-
tural designers and critics. A long-envisioned
labor of love on the part of chief instructor
Daniel Furuya, the dojo and attendant quar-
ters are studies in traditional Japanese car-
pentry. The architectural critic of the Los
Angeles Herald Examiner hailed the dojo as
the finest example of 16th century Kyoto
style woodwork to be found in the United
States.

Furuya, who holds the rank of yondan in
aikido, is a recognized authority on East Asian
cultures. In 1969, Furuya journeyed to Japan,
having been invited to study at the aikido
hombu dojo in Tokyo by Morihei Ueshiba.
Ueshiba died shortly after issuing the invita-
tion, and Furuya studied the art under the
tutelage of the master's son and successor,
Ueshiba Kisshomaru, the current Doshu
(headmaster) of the aikido hombu dojo and
the International Aikido Federation.















a way towards harmony with nature. Being a
deeply philosophical and religious man,
O-sensei found a great deal of peace, enlight-
enmentand contentment in the countryside,
which firmly shaped aikido practice and his
philosophy.”

The third leg of aikido's philosophical triad
is Confucian thought. “The Founder, when
he retired to the countryside at the outbreak
of the Second World War, essentially lived
the life of a Confucian gentleman-scholar.
He would rise in the morning, and his day
would be filled with practice, farming, and
contemplation. The Founder always main-
tained that understanding farming was cen-
tral to understanding aikido. Farming, his
direct connection with the natural rhythm of
the earth, was a key factor in the development
of O-sensei's philosophy of aikido—as were
the Confucian principles of humanity, righ-
teousness and love.”

“Of course,” Furuya continues, “aikido is a
living art. Itunderwent many changes during
its development. Stories abound of the early
days, of the “Hell dojo” and the severity of the
training. But the Founders course was a
spiritual one, and by the time of his retirement
to lwama, aikido was assuming its present
form.

“I would like to add that aikido in the
Postwar period has greatly been shaped by
the Doshu, by Ueshiba Kisshomaru. The
Founder was the source of inspiration, and
his philosophy and his presence were and
are the guiding lights of aikido. But | also feel
that not enough credit is given to Doshu for
his great labors in formalizing aikido and

continuing the growth of the art along the
lines that the Founder envisioned.”

Aikido and the Spiritual Premise

“I mentioned earlier that aikido—that mar-
tial art—fulfills basic human spiritual and
psychological needs. | think that was true of
martial arts training in 11th century Japan; |
believe that is true today—even more so. |
also believe that this has attributed to aikido's
international growth, a growth that even the
Doshu finds remarkable.”

Furuya pauses a moment, reflecting on
that statement. “Aikido acquaints us with a—
well, forwant of a better word—a “softer” side
of ourselves that is often lacking in this
modern world. Man has controlled the phys-
ical environment, human beings have taken
astonishing technological leaps forward. But
that hasn't changed human spirit, human
psychology, human needs. If anything, the
increased technological nature of society—
in the West and in Japan—has caused a
deepening erosion of the human spirit.

While technology has arguably improved
our modern lifestyles, it has led to spiritual
materialism. Moreover, we're now surrounded
by artificial things and substances. We are
no longer in touch with natural objects, with
their softness and tactile surfaces.

“When | completed the dojo, for example, |
had a startling insight: No one knew how to
walk on wood floors anymore! People have
become so used to walking on hard, artificial
surfaces that walking on a wood floor was a
revelation! It was flexible, it yielded to their
weight, it made noise! Learning to walk on a

wood floor again suddenly focused the stu-
dents’ attention on their bodies and their
surroundings.

“Spiritual materialism also leads to an ‘I
want this’ or ‘| want that' consciousness, an
ego-centered mentality that is consumed
with possessing objects. We're out of touch
with our bodies and our minds—aikido is a
disciplined program to reunite them, to liber-
ate us from possession, from spiritual mater-
ialism, and to make us free, spontaneous
natural beings.

“Once, of course, there was a great gulf
between Eastern thought and Western
thought. The Western approach has always
been materialistic in the main. Take medicine:
in Western medicine the physician sees the
body as a machine; he diagnoses and treats
the injured part without regard to the total
overall structure. Eastern medicine—I'm in-
terested in Tibetan medicine atthe moment—
never had that view. An organism was a
microcosm of the universe. Treatment in-
volved the total organism, not just an ailing
part. The Western approach leans to the
mechanistic and differential; the Eastern
viewpoint has always been integral—the part
can never be viewed separately from the
whole.”

Furuya reflects a moment. “The techno-
logical nature of the 20th century has de-
stroyed much of that cultural separation. The
nature of spiritual materialism, and the refuge
in technological solutions and advances, is
as commonplace, if not more so, in Japan as
in America. Aikido, martial art, is a way back
to a spiritual wholeness—a wholeness of
mind and body.”
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As the late afternoon shadows fill the
Aikido Institute of Los Angeles, Furuya gives
ashort laugh. “Fifteen years ago, when | was
ready to return to America from Japan, Doshu
told me he wanted me to teach aikido in Los
Angeles, and that he wanted me to build a
real dojo.

“Now, after 15 years, | have finally done it. |
do hope one day he will visit and see that |
have followed his request” Furuya gives
another short laugh. “Perhaps you could say
now that I'm semi-retired. This school is a
fulfillment of my teacher's request, and itis a
gift to my students. | hope that one day it will
be self-sustaining under their direction.

“As for myself, | would like to acquire land
in the country and try my hand at farming.
There are many new approaches to farming
today that do not rely on technological
means of instant growth, wonder fertilizers
and “improved’ scientific strains. Indeed,
Fukuoka, in his One Straw Revolution, has
demonstrated a very ancient and traditional
way of raising rice crops with tremendous
yield. He maintains that a farmers day
shouldn’t be consumed with farming, that he
should have time for contemplation and
relaxation.

“Farming. | would like to try my hand at that
in the country—and spend my days practic-
ing aikido, farming, and devoting myself to
my Zen studies.”
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