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AIKIDO IS A WAY
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TAKE CARE OF YOUR JUNIORS

Seiichi Sugano Shihan 8th Dan
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     Of all the titles bandied around within the martial arts these days, the word ‘master’ 
is among the most common. Nevertheless it is a word that should be used sparingly, 
as it bestows upon the recipient attributes that are by no means common. Being a 
master is a little like being famous, if you have to tell people you are: you’re not! 
Seiichi Sugano was a master of aikido. He never used the word in relation to himself 
of course, but that said, his skill in the dojo and his personal conduct outside of it left 
me in no doubt; when I was in his company I was in the presence of a human being 
who had mastered his martial art, and to a great extent, the art of living. 

     The aikido that Sugano sensei developed here in Australia, from humble beginnings 
in Sydney back in the mid-1960’s to the national organization it is today, has grown 
and flourished in every State and Territory due in no small way to the calibre of the 
students, as well as the quality of their teacher. Seiichi Sugano sensei’s physical 
presence in the dojo is no longer possible; and he will no longer ‘step onto the mat’ 
to sit in silent contemplation for a moment before engaging in vigorous training. 
Nevertheless, his spirit remains in the aikido of all those who shared it with him.

Mike Clarke
Shinseidokan Karate
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Winter School 2010 at Tallebudgera

Group shot by Darren Love ... other images by 

Nidan:
Justin Bree (Vic)
John Jamieson (NSW)
Tony Naughten (Vic)
Linda Whelan (Tas)
Lance Wilson (Qld)

Winter school 2010 Grading list:
Shodan:
Yusuke Komiya (Qld)
George Osvald (NSW)
Marcel Tjandeaatmadja (Vic)
Greg Tonowicz (NSW)
Lauren Walsh (WA)

Sandan:
Tristan Derham (WA)
Rae-Ming Ong (Qld)

Yondan:
John Litchen (Qld)
Darren Love (Qld) 
Lis Van Papenrecht (ACT)
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I can say unequivocally that this was an interesting winter 
school.
 At first it seemed we were not going to have as many 
attendees as expected, because there were few actually booked 
to stay in the camp. But in the last week a number of people 
indicated they would be coming, and on the Sunday and the 
Monday morning before the first class quite a lot more turned 
up. Most of these were staying outside the camp, coming in 
each day for training. The end result was we did have the 
numbers on the mat to make it a successful school.
 Right from the start Smibert Shihan explained what 
the situation was with Sugano Sensei’s ill health. Just as 
Sensei himself did when he came to winter school at Collaroy 
in Sydney three months after his amputation, to forestall too 
many questions he explained what had happened and what his 
situation was. I have reported on this in a previous newsletter 
as well as on Aikido Online. This time unfortunately Sensei 
was quite ill, and had to have dialysis treatment which 
obviously precluded overseas as well as local travel. There 
were also other problems and he needed to rest. He was, 
however, in good spirits and wished us well with our training. 
 The teaching for the whole school was, on behalf of 
Sugano Shihan, shared primarily by Smibert Shihan, Botterill 
Shihan and Janiv Shihan, with some afternoon classes taken 
by other senior students. We also had a very special guest 
instructor, Dr Peter Goldsbury from Hiroshima in Japan taking 
class on Monday Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Almost 
everyone attended every class throughout the week and trained 
enthusiastically; perhaps at times a little too enthusiastically 

which resulted in a number of minor injuries when people 
collided with each other or fell on top of someone else.
 A number of times during the week Smibert Shihan 
phoned Sugano Sensei and  during a call from the dojo all 
of us gave him a resounding cheer to send him some of our 
energy. Hopefully our enthusiasm communicated itself via the 
phone connection to make him feel better.
 I thought the teaching throughout the week was 
structured in such a way that we covered a broad area of 
training from beginner to reasonably advanced both with 
weapons and without weapons. The teaching was of a high 
standard and the attentive student would have gained a lot. 
 Highlights for me were Goldsbury Sensei’s classes 
plus his two lectures on Tuesday and Thursday evenings. I 
particularly enjoyed his futari nin gakko as this is something 
we do not do much of. He brought to us a different perspective 
from what we usually experience. Janiv Shihan’s Koshinage 
class was a delight. I’ve always liked Koshinage. Botterill 
Shihan’s explanations during his weapons training were 
invaluable and will give me a lot to think about, and as always, 
Smibert Shihan’s classes were full of energy as he got us to 
focus on instantly changing direction both while being Nage 
or Uke.
 There was so much that happened that it is difficult 
to write about so this issue contains more photos which I hope 
will show those who couldn’t make it just how much fun we 
had and how good the whole school was.
 Note how many people in the group photo on page 4 are 
smiling!

Winter School 2010 
a brief report 

text and photos by John Litchen

Of course we all know Sensei has passed on since the above report was written a few days after winter school.  Many of us 
will miss him, his wisdom and teaching. However, those of us who knew him and who had experienced training with him 
directly in one of his many classes, or indirectly by being at his national schools must continue training, and continue to 
express in our training those ideals that Sensei often spoke about. Those ideals are succinctly expressed in his moral code 
(see page 2). 
We can always remember how gentle he was, and how he expressed himself through his Aikido rather than through words. 
It is these things that we should endeavour to pass on to new students, and to those who have started their way along the 
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This year marked the 45th anniversary of Sugano Sensei 
founding Aikikai Australia back in May 1965. Until it 
became clear that cancer would soon take his life he was still 
hoping and planning to attend Summer School in Melbourne 
(January 2011). In his absence, Summer School will now be an 
international event celebrating his life and achievements, not 
only here but world-wide.

While he readily shared his Aikido life, Sugano Sensei was 
a very private person and never happy when asked about his 
personal life or history. Little was ever published about his 
medical health because he expressly asked that we not do so. 
His decision to turn aside from medical intervention in his final 
days was brave and seemed to bring him great peace – which 
he then passed on to family, students and loved ones. His 
family was then with him when he passed away peacefully in 
New York on the 29th of August 2010. 

Soon after he died many dojos in Australia, the US, Europe 
and South East Asia, quietly dedicated special classes to 
Sensei’s memory. Then, on September 8th, his children and 
extended family held a commemoration event in the Function 
Room at Hotel Beacon in New York City. The hundreds who 
attended included many of the most senior trainees in the 
US and others from overseas. A table stood to one side as 
a kamiza where Sensei’s family placed his ashes (wrapped 
in a beautiful furoshiki) along with his folded hakama and 
obi. Speakers included Yamada Shihan, Harvey Konigsberg 
Shihan, Dr Gina Zarilli Sensei and myself. Sugano Sensei’s 
step-daughter Maya sang most beautifully and finally his son 
Jikou knelt in seiza before the kamiza to play an ‘elegy for 
the departed’ on shakuhachi. This was followed by a minute 
or so of deep silence which then exploded into thunderous 
applause for Sugano Sensei’s achievements. The formalities 
over, people then celebrated with drinking and reminiscing. It 
was a great party and a reminder that Sensei’s Aikido family 
is an enormous one.

Countless trainees around the world felt a special connection 
to him that was very real. From my own observation over the 
years I can attest that Sensei had a prodigious recognition and 
knowledge of the training of numberless people. We ALL felt 
we were special to him. And we were.

It seems to me that those who are dying ‘hand out gifts’ to 
friends and loved ones, to students, acquaintances and even 
medical staff who may be in attendance. Such ‘gifts’ might 
be in the form of a profound reflection on the meaning of 
your own life, or perhaps a realisation of how your loss of 
that person might impact on life in future. You don’t even 
have to be in attendance, because these things arise from the 
connection you feel and the loss you know is coming. Years 
ago Yamada Sensei described the young uchideshi that Sugano 
Sensei once was, as “a boy who loved to train”. I don’t think 
that changed over the years, so that one of Sensei’s greatest 
gifts to us all will be the model of his ongoing practise and 
commitment to study. I remember Sensei coming into the 
Sydney dojo years back with tears in his eyes and announcing 
that his teacher, O Sensei, had died. Then he trained… and kept 
training and studying. In keeping with this, Sugano Shihan’s 

45th Anniversary Summer School in Melbourne (January 
2011) will be an International Celebration of his life attended 
by instructors and students from around the world. His friend 
and senior, Yamada Shihan, will teach as the guest of honour, 
along with a large number of the most senior instructors trained 
by Sugano Sensei in Australia and overseas.

I first met Sugano Shihan after his arrival in Sydney in 
1965. Although I was already attending classes taught by a 
shodan from the UK, that meeting with Sensei clearly marks 
my actual Aikido beginning.

Sugano Shihan was essentially a private person. Apart 
from his childhood in Hokkaido and then becoming Hombu 
uchideshi in the late 1950 I heard very little about his early 
life.

He did tell me that to his generation of uchideshi Aikido 
was a calling, not a career.  Although he was a professional 
himself, he never sought opportunities to capitalise on his fame 
in martial arts circles here in Australia, choosing instead to 
focus on study and teaching. He once told me that it was OK 
to make money so that you could teach, but NOT to teach so 
that you could make money. Here in Australia, that distinction 
was lost on many other teachers of martial arts particularly 
during the 60s and 70s boom associated with the Bruce Lee 
era. Sensei soon became known here as a great master whose 
interest was quality, not quantity.

Our training was tough, and particularly because Sensei 
spoke so little English. His favourite word in class seemed 
to be more meaning more extension of ki required- usually 
heard when you were halfway though a technique and unable 
to move him at all. Yet for all that he seemed to expect of 
us, he was incredibly gentle and kind. He seemed possessed 
of superhuman strength coupled with an amazing talent for 
movement yet I never ever saw him show ego and never saw 
him hurt a single person. His Aikido reflected natural body 
movement and the example he set was one of integrity and 
training.

He also told me that Aikido was based on commitment and 
trust for students have to be able to trust those they train with 
and especially their teachers. During the 70s he explained that 
Aikido was not a sect like the Maharishi cult where people 
were expected to think according to doctrine but rather a way 
for people to become more themselves. He described Aikido as 
a  Way to cultivate human beings.

After 13 years here in Australia, Sensei moved to Europe 
and some years later, to the US, where he was based at Yamada 
Shihan’s New York Aikikai for over 20 years. He travelled 
widely, teaching in many countries including Australia, where 
he remained our Shihan, mentor, teacher, guide, inspiration 
and friend throughout all the years, a model of Aikido practise 
for his students whether they were beginners or had trained 
with him for decades.

My own 45 years as his student has only come to an end 
insofar as Sensei won’t be there teaching me in person, but the 
inspiration of his leadership and the model of his behaviour,  
the earnest, continued, endless study of the Way of Aikido 
will remain alive in me for as long as I continue to breathe. 

SUGANO SHIHAN’S WORK CONTINUES
Even saying farewell we look to the future.
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Irimi  - top, at Clifton Hill 2008 -bottom, at Tallebudgera, Gold Coast 

Am I on my own in this? Absolutely not: 
for numberless students world wide all felt a 
personal connection to him. This connection 
was real and profound. 

Sensei showed us the meaning of loyalty: 
by his loyalty to the Ueshiba family, to his 
students and to the ideals of Aikido. His loss 
of a leg some years back merely slowed him 
a little - nothing more. It was a challenge he 
said and addressed it head on so that he was 
teaching on an artificial leg within months of 
the operation. Moreover, after coming to the 
mat on crutches he could then put them to one 
side and miraculously move as if he still had 
both natural legs! No one who saw this will 
ever forget it; and his students will always 
remember. His loyalty to us meant that he 
always tried to be there for us.

How do you measure the success of a life so 
devoted to personal study and public service? 
Sugano Sensei’s legacy passes to all his students 
so that, even while saying goodbye, we now 
look to the future. Australia’s Summer School 
(January 2011) will be an international training 
that celebrates the life and achievements of 
this remarkable man. His ashes will then be 
scattered on the high ridges of Mt Banks in the 
Blue Mountains near Sydney during Winter 
School in July 2011. This means a great deal, 
because it was at misogi and yagai kan geiko in 
the Blue Mountains that he pointed us towards 
Aikido’s deeper context within Nature. This 
symbolic completion of Sensei’s life-journey 
will mean a great deal to those who attend, 
because it was at ‘mid-winter mountain 
training’ and other ‘mountain trainings’ on 
Mt Banks, under his guidance, that so many 
found a deep and perhaps profound meaning 
to Aikido.

In New York I came to a better understanding 
of just how committed Sensei was to the 
younger generation of Aikido students in the 
many countries where he taught. Those whom 
I met have all the dedication, idealism and 
commitment of earlier generations. They are 
certainly all that we were - and more. They 
are not only the present but also the future. 
Inspired by Sensei they ensure that he has not 
passed from our dojos but remains - to inspire 
us for years to come.

Tony Smibert.



  Training at National schools was and still is very dif-
ferent from the training we do during regular classes.

  Sensei often challenged us with highly focussed mo-
ments as he demonstrates here with two attackers. 

  I remember at the last national school that I attended 
with Sensei in Melbourne he asked us to form  groups of 
three, that is two Ukes to one Nage. If I remember right 
he nearly always did something like this at every na-
tional school. Selecting one response such as iriminage 
from shomen uchi meant the three participants had no 
need to think of what to do but simply had to react to the 
moment of attack. In this case he asked us to attack hard 
and fast without pause so Nage could learn to move and 
harmonise with his attackers. After thirty seconds or so, 
which seems interminable if you are Nage, he called a 
pause during which the three participants had a moment 
to consider stillness.

  I find it extraordinairly difficult to focus on nothing in 
the middle of furious activity. But if you can focus on 
absolute stillness, the hope is that it will carry on into 
the activity when you are being Nage, and that all the 
furious attacks delivered to you will become nothing as 
you remain calm while moving to avoid and  deal with 
each attack.  While in this state of ‘no mind’ the only 
thing then that matters is dealing with the moment of 
contact. Whatever else that is going on around you be-
comes faded, peripheral, and of no consequence.

  If you are Uke the hope is that after the moment of 
stillness your attacks with be focussed and more precise 
no matter how fast you deliver them. These short bursts 
of hard and fast practice interspersed with absolute still-
ness are for me some of the best moments to be experi-
enced at National schools.
  The groups could be mixed with anyone of any level, 

 
Futari Nin Gakko Irimi-
nage

Kokyunage from a Sankyo hold

but more often than not they were all kyu grades, then all 
shodan, then nidan, sandan, yondan and above. This was 
interesting because those observing whose turn had been 
and gone or who had yet to practice could see the differ-
ences in the various levels of each group. They could see 
how much better they needed to be, or how much they had 
improved from the year before and so on.

  Other groupings of three were everyone over a particular 
age such as under thirty, then the over forties, fifties and 
above. Again differences in ability to move smoothly to 
cause the greatest effect could easily be seen amongst 
those who had been training the longest.
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Editorial



  In the images above Sensei is clearly very focussed 
and aware of exactly where both his attackers are and his 
response is expressed with complete calmness and a mini-
mum of movement. Sensei remains absolutely relaxed as 
he moves with a quiet assurance that leaves his two ukes 
flying all over the place

  Everyone will of course have their own special mo-
ments, but those described above are the ones I will  al-
ways remember.
   John Litchen
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Sugano Sensei was born in 1939 in Otaru, Hokkaido and 
entered Hombu Dojo in 1957. He had been studying judo for 
six years when he read about Aikido in a magazine and went to 
Hombu Dojo to begin his training. After about a year, he entered 
the uchi deshi program.

“I wanted to be able to pursue Aikido exclusively,” he 
remembered. That period was very intense for Sugano Sensei; he 
was completely focused on training and on O Sensei. “To me, O 
Sensei was the zenith. My training was geared entirely to striving 
toward that peak.”

Beginning in the early 1960s, Sugano Sensei began 
accompanying Yamada Sensei to the American Army bases to 
teach Aikido to American soldiers. “Going to those military bases 
was a lot of fun because it was like suddenly walking into the U.S. 
It was hard to believe you were still in Japan,” he recalled. Yamada 
Sensei also invited the younger Sugano Sensei to spend time at his 
family’s home, which was near the beach.

Despite his proximity to many of the legendary masters of 
Aikido teaching at Hombu Dojo in the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
Sugano Sensei said he wasn’t really conscious of the high-level 
teachers around him, but O Sensei made an indelible impression. 
“The first time I saw him, he appeared to me as a religious master 
or leader rather than a martial artist. In his movement there was 
some energy moving but not visible, so you feel there’s nothing 
there, yet you feel this sort of strong core of steel. Yes, I thought of 
him very much more like a religious leader. He expressed himself 
with the physical form, but it was a quite a different thing when he 
was throwing each of us.”

Although Sugano Sensei points out that none of O Sensei’s 
students adopted the Omoto Kyo religion that O Sensei so strongly 
believed in, it was through his spiritual and religious beliefs that 
O Sensei transmitted Aikido. His approach changed Aikido from 
a traditional martial art to something new, according to Sugano 
Sensei. “I think Aikido is so unique because O Sensei broke with 
so-called traditional martial arts concepts. As I studied Aikido, 
I tried to always get back to that point. It's not just how you do 
techniques. Generally in the martial arts, there is a system of 
fighting technique, but he broke with that concept, and that to me 
is the most important part… He made me more aware that Aikido 
was something I had to continue to search for. He didn’t provide 
any system; he had some system so that you’re always following 
up, but he wasn’t providing it. The individual person had to search 
for himself. Maybe what one person wants, another doesn’t. For 
me that could be the influence I got from him. Even where we’re 
teaching technically no one is just like him. He was a unique 
person so no one could really copy him. So, perhaps the biggest 

45 years of Aikido 
Instruction in Australia

1965 - 2010

Seiichi Sugano, 8th Dan Shihan
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influence from him is probably to make each person free to search 
for something individually.” 

Sugano Sensei’s own path has led him to live and teach in 
different parts of the world. In 1965, he moved to Australia, 
staying for thirteen years and establishing a strong base of Aikido 
throughout Australia. He then he moved to Belgium, and began 
teaching throughout Europe before going to New York City in the 
late 1980s where he Joined his lifelong friend Yamada Sensei to 
teach at the New York Dojo. 

Over the years Sugano Sensei studied target shooting, fencing, 
zazen, yoga, and graduated from an acupuncture college while 
living in Australia. More recently, his interest turned to the study 
of drawing.

In 2003, he lost his left leg below the knee to a bacterial 
infection. However, he did not let this change his approach to his 
life, and like his old friend and colleague, Yamada Sensei, Sugano 
Sensei continued to travel the world, teaching Aikido.

One of my favourite photos of Sensei (reprinted on the back 
cover) was taken after he returned to teaching barely three months 
on from his amputation. He walked to the dojo at Collaroy in NSW 
using walking sticks for support, but after tentatively stepping 
onto the mat without them he then astounded everyone with his 
ability to move freely. As the class progressed his movement 
became more assured and elegant, and the photo on the back of 
this publication was taken almost immediately after that first class. 
The joy and delight on Sensei’s face was clearly evident. 

I have written about this for Aikido Online as well as for 
our own newsletter (see Spring – Summer 2003–4) which had 
the same cover image. I might explain that the circle, triangle 
and square in the background are the symbolic shapes Sugano 
Sensei once explained to us which directly relate to the technical 
aspects of Aikido. Triangles represent hanmi posture, he said, 
while the square is perfect because each corner has to be 90 
degrees. Squares represent precision. You have to be accurate to 
make a square. In any technique you are aiming for accuracy and 
precision. The circle represents movement. These three elements 
encompass every aikido technique. (See interview with Sugano 
Sensei about Arms Training in Aikido Online. There are several 
extended interviews with Sensei archived on this website which 
are recommended to all students.)

The handwritten style of calligraphy in the background is 
copied from a Doka by O Sensei which states:  Progress comes to 
those who train in the inner and outer factors. Do not chase after 
secret techniques, for everything is right before your eyes. ..JL..

My thanks for the photos on these pages  go to Margaret 
Carter and David Scott Sensei.



‘Aikido should create energy. If you only focus on what you see in the physical form you tend to become static.

‘I never have any plan to teach. Whatever comes out is the result of my experience and knowledge. 
There is no intention to lead anyone in any direction. I want it to come spontaneously.’

‘O Sensei created Aikido to break through the traditional concept of martial arts. It was a simple thing, 
his idea, harmony with the universe.’

‘In Aikido we should still be searching for what Aikido is and why we are practicing.’

‘Aikido is an opportunity for continual growth and learning rather than a way to display superiority over 
others.’

‘In Aikido we are more concerned with self-control… in trying to develop ourselves physically and 
mentally rather than aiming at fighting.’

‘I think Aikido is unique because O Sensei broke with so-called traditional martial arts concepts. Generally 
in martial arts there is a system of fighting technique but O Sensei broke with that concept and that to me is 
the most important part. He made me more aware that Aikido was something I had to continue to search for. 
He didn’t provide any system; he had some system so that you’re always following up but he’s not providing 
it. The individual person had to search for himself.’  The biggest influence from him (O Sensei) is probably 

‘to make each person free to search for something 
individually.’

Aikido in Australia page 12



Aikido in Australia page 13

 ‘It is very important to carefully observe what the teacher is showing, how the teacher is applying technical 
points. The basic principles are distance and direction. With any technique you need to know the clear distance 
and direction. Those you can apply to any technique in your training. Without those there are no techniques.’

‘To many younger and newer students of Aikido you need to have attentiveness and patience in your 
training, because much of the teaching is non-verbal. You must watch carefully when your teacher shows 
you the technique. This is the method of Aikido training.’

‘You need to be patient then slowly your understanding of Aikido and yourself develops.
You must remember that this development begins the first day of your training, and it never ends.’

‘If you are always thinking about how to throw someone or how to defend yourself, obviously you develop a 
certain attitude, or a certain mental process.
If you’re training to learn about harmonizing with others, obviously you develop good coordination of your 
body even if you are not looking for it and a technical efficiency is there.’

‘To understand how to approach training, individuals have to find what they want to get out of Aikido.’
‘The way you are coming to Aikido very much depends on what you want to get out of Aikido, rather than 
Aikido giving you something.’

‘O Sensei broke with the idea of fixed kata by spontaneously moving.’

‘Ikkyo is there, but each time you do Ikkyo it is not exactly the same, as opposed to 
kata which requires the technique to be this particular way, with precision. A part of 
Aikido training is that each time it repeats not quite the same. In aikido there are so many 
different things, that is why I very much focus on the study of distance and direction. As 
far as details of technique, how to do the technique, everybody has a preference…but no 
matter how you do a technique you must have a concept of distance and direction.’

‘When I am teaching I try to get people to move spontaneously… My movements 
may be quite different from one class to another. If you look at a teacher who has 
strong style, most of their followers have the same style. With me this has not 
happened, as I don’t have such a thing.’

‘As a teacher I am trying to help a person discover and develop feelings from 
within themselves.’

‘O Sensei was searching for something and following his ideas. We 
should continue to search for that same thing he spent his life looking 
for. To me, the obligation to O Sensei is to follow the development 
and try to find what you are looking for.’
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I met Sugano Sensei about forty-years ago in Sydney. At that time 
I was already involved with judo and karate and had just come to 
Australia having completed my military service in Israel. I had been 
introduced to aikido already through a meeting with one of Chiba 
sensei’s students from Europe and was very impressed. Knowing I 
was coming to Australia I made inquiries about aikido here, and when 
I learnt there was a Japanese aikido teacher in Sydney, I decided to 
track him down and visit his dojo as soon as I arrived. I was in my early 
twenties then, and thought I knew something about martial arts, but 
when I stood in the doorway of his dojo and watched him teaching, my 
jaw dropped! I was truly amazed by what he was doing and I just knew 
I wanted to train in aikido from that moment on. I stood there in the 
doorway for an hour and a half watching sensei teach. He never came 
over to me or acknowledged my presence, but he knew I was there of 
course. Eventually he did come over and speak to me, and that’s when 
I asked if I could learn aikido from him. 

When my training began I launched into it with everything I had, 
I was very ‘hands-on’ due to my military service and the karate and 
judo training I had already done up to that point.

I was very privileged to be allowed to train with the seniors straight 
away. I think this was because I could already fall safely and roll as 
a result of my judo training, and sensei was happy to have me in that 
small group. 

Outside the dojo too, Sugano Sensei taught me a lot, although to be 
honest, at the time I wasn’t always aware of the lesson he was teaching 
me. I remember the day I asked him for a lift to training. It was extra 

40 Years with Sugano Sensei  
Hanan Janiv Shihan
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Sensei...watching...and perhaps wondering what Graham Morris was doing...                            ...above and below, winter school 

training at a different dojo being held on a weekend, and sensei would be 
driving right past my place on the way to the dojo, so I asked him for a lift. 
He said yes, and asked me to be on a certain street corner at a certain time. 
I couldn’t see why he couldn’t just stop at my place, but he insisted I meet 
him on the corner: so I did. He gave me the lift, and when we got to the dojo 
and got out of the car, he handed me his bag and his weapons and walked 
off. I wasn’t sure what was happening but followed him into the dojo where 
the training went ahead as planned. Afterwards I expected he would drop 
me off outside my door, but no, once again he stopped on the corner. I had 
unknowingly become his helper. He had chosen me for the task as a way of 
teaching me. I suddenly had a bigger role to play in the dojo than just a regular 
student; I now had certain responsibilities too. I didn’t realize the significance 
of this role until the first time I travelled to Melbourne with Sensei as his 
helper, and found I didn’t have to pay for the training.

In those days I was training three or four times each week and even at that 
time I felt enormously privileged to be a student of Sugano Sensei. He may 
have seen something in me that was worth his time and effort, and I shall 
always be grateful for that. I remember his smile in the dojo and the sense of 
real joy at being in the midst of training; it’s something I have inherited from 
him, as I too love to be ‘on the mat’. I believe we had a very special bond, and 
I can say that I grew to love the man who was my Sensei. 

 I went to New York to see him and we spoke about all sorts of things. 
Even as his death was coming closer, he was interested in the process and 
seemed to be analysing what was happening…he was just incredible. My 
father died when I was a young boy, and even though Sugano Sensei wasn’t 
that much older than me, he was in many ways like a father to me; but more 
than that he was a friend, and a mentor, and an inspiration. I was lucky enough 
to know him as a person, and not just as my aikido teacher; he had a very 
beautiful nature.
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40 Years with Sugano Sensei  
Robert Botterill Shihan

I was only eighteen years old when Sugano Shihan came to Melbourne to teach and introduce 
Aikido. 

I met him first in the Melbourne dojo on the first weekend course he did there, and, as he was 
staying at the home of Tony’s (Smibert Sensei) parents, I got to talk with him and get to know him 
a bit more there too. Sugano sensei was still a young man back then, in his twenties, and had begun 
to travel around Australia to teach aikido, so people like me, outside Sydney, began to meet him and 
experience his instruction. When we first met I already had some years of training in judo and karate 
behind me, it was a time in my life that I had given over to training. Actually, I saw the gap between 
leaving school and starting University as the ideal time to really “get into it!” as far as my training 
and ‘living’ was concerned, so that’s what I did. It was the 1960’s and there were many, lets call them 
‘distractions’, around for young people back then.

My strongest memories from that time concerning aikido was the intensity of the training we 
did over the weekends when Sugano Sensei came to visit. We thought we were training quite hard 
anyway, but then sensei would come and the training would just take-off to a different level. We 
would train ourselves to exhaustion and end up with raw knees where the skin had been rubbed away. I 
always thought I was fit as a young man; aikido training never had that big ‘macho’ feeling associated 
with the karate training of those days, where you started off with two-hundred push-ups, and then got 
serious. With aikido it never looked like it needed strength and fitness, and yet, within ten of fifteen 
minutes of training with Sensei I was “buggered!” I was use to hard training, but somehow, those 
weekends with Sugano Sensei would sap my energy like nothing else.
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During training everyone got to practise at some point 
with Sugano Sensei, and even after training he was always 
approachable and willing to explain and demonstrate a point 
you might have missed; he really wanted us to understand. 
His teachings were massively different to the way I had been 
thinking in terms the generation of power, and how to move 
people around. None of his teaching, of course, was based 
on muscular strength and this was a big issue for me at the 
time, because back then I was young and strong, and believed 
strength was generated in a particular way. Learning aikido 
from Sugano Sensei really challenged that belief. These are 
among my strongest memories from those early days.

At the annual summer-school last year Sensei lead the 
training as he always did. He was getting older, but apart from 
that there were no signs of the events unfolding in his life. 
When he became seriously ill, the three shihan travelled to 
New York to see him. Rather than just paying our respects to 
someone who was dying we needed to learn more about what 
Sensei wanted. 

Sugano Sensei had been given the option of ongoing 
medical intervention to extend his life although the final 

outcome, unfortunately, was never in doubt. Still, I think 
where many would choose to cling to life; sensei chose to 
face his death in a dignified way. Sugano Sensei was a very 
private person, he never talked about religious matters or how 
he felt about things like that, so I don’t know why he made the 
conscious choice to refuse medical treatment. If I had to guess, 
I would say he thought about it and then came to the conclusion 
it was his time to die, so he prepared himself to go with dignity. 
He didn’t seem to me to be even particularly sad either; it was 
more like he was focused on being in the midst of the event that 
was unfolding before him.

I’ve been incredibly fortunate to have had Sugano Shihan as 
my Sensei for over forty years, he not only taught me aikido but 
gave me, and others, the time to ‘grow up’ and become adults 
within the aikido world. He made sure we have all we need to 
continue now that he is gone. We have strong connections with 
Japan and other countries, and we have the technical ability 
to pass aikido on to the next generation; we have these things 
because of the way he taught us and encouraged us. I think the 
best way to honour the memory of your Sensei is to continue in 
the same way he taught you, and this is what I intend to do.
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Four Aiki Kai (Australia) Students were selected to 
participate in the IAF demonstration of Aikido at the 
World Combat Games in Beijing September 2010.

The International Aikido Federation (IAF) recently asked 
Aikikai Australia to propose four students to participate in the 
international demonstration of Aikido at the World Combat 
Games in Beijing. They would represent Australia in a non-
competitive demonstration of Aikido by trainees from around the 
world. The IAF criteria was that the trainees should be between 
25 to 40 years of age (some flexibility was allowed) and ranked 
between Shodan and Yondan with the capacity to demonstrate a 
spirited range of Aikido alongside similarly energetic nages and 
ukes from other nations.

The whole issue of Aikido as a 'sport' was a major 
consideration so the decision to attend and participate, even as 
a demonstrating organisation, had been heavily debated at the 
IAF. When the decision was finally taken it was with the support 
of Doshu.

The purpose of the exercise was to be educational 
– to demonstrate what Aikido actually is, including the contrast 
between aikido and the competitive forms of other popular arts. 
Having noted that participants would have to maintain a high 
level of form and vigour in their demonstration (and be able to 
train and take ukemi safely with students from other countries) 
the TTC selected the following people from amongst the 
wonderful examples of trainees from that generation. (None of 
the participants were told they were under consideration.)

Those selected were Chris Seto-Payne 4th dan, Jikou Sugano 
4th dan, Felicity Peters 2nd dan, and Nancy Ho 1st dan.

Editor’s note: 
I would like to thank the following people for allowing me 
to use photos from their collections...Graham Morris, David 
Scott, Margaret Carter, Nancy Ho, and anyone whom I may 
have forgotten or alternatively failed to thank.
In particular I would like to thank Louis Van Thieghem for 
letting us use his wonderful portrait of Sensei on the cover.
Our thanks also to Mike Clarke from Shinseidokan Karate 
for allowing extracts from his article  on Sensei that appears 
in the December 2010 issue of Blitz Martial Arts Magazine.
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which was a spectacularly colourful affair.  There was a parade 
involving representatives from the 13 martial arts, and the briefness 
of the female muaythai outfits was quite a distinctive contrast to the 
white gis worn by most of the other martial arts. The musical and 
acrobatic performances were a balance of modern and classical, with 
leads from China and range of European and Asian countries.  The 
crowd became very excited when Jet Li, the international ambassador 
for Wushu, and Jackie Chan made their guest appearances.  Jackie 
Chan sang much to the delight of the crowd.  

The Aikido Demonstrations on day three and four were held at the 
Agricultural University Gymnasium, which had excellent facilities, 
including a double judo mat stage where we did the demonstrations, 
and an equivalent area out the back for us to do our warm up.

It was a new experience to do aikido in front of a crowd of 
approximately 5,000 on day four. The crowd clapped after each 
demonstration, and in particular after some techniques involving 
high throws and break falls. Media cameras were positioned either 
side of the stage and vertically above, which facilitated some great 
footage of the demonstrations.

The standard of aikido was high. It was inspiring to see so 
many polished performances from around the world.  Particularly 
memorable were the Russian three person morote tori kokyu nage, 
the Finnish back to back kokyu nage throws, the precision and grace 
of the very poised French and Netherland performances, and the 
stunning demonstrations by Yokata Shihan and Tissier Shihan.  It 
was also great to see such a variety of performances from countries 
including Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Korea, Lebanon, Mexico, Poland, 
Portugal, Slovakia, South Africa, Sweden and Taiwan.  

The demonstrations from Belgium and Malaysia were probably 
most similar to the aikido we practice in Australia.  We were 
surprised by the number of the yudansha from Sweden, Portugal and 
Netherlands who had done one or more of their yudansha gradings 
under Sugano Sensei. And many shared their memories of Sugano 
Sensei with us.

The feedback from the officials regarding the aikido performances 
was very positive.  We were told of the 13 martial arts present, that 
aikido received a proportionally a higher level of media coverage, 
(perhaps it was perceived as being more interesting to watch?) and 
that the Chinese Government is keen for the IAF to return and run 
seminars and help with the spread of aikido in China. 

One of the highlights of the trip was meeting aikidoka from all 
around the world.  We were lucky to have a little spare time for sight-
seeing, and had some most enjoyable outings to the Summer Palace 
and Great Wall, with aikidoka from Mexico, Argentina, Poland and 

   Jikou, Chris, Nancy and Felicity were very lucky to have 
the opportunity to attend the inaugural World Combat Games 
in Beijing in August 2010 as athletes representing aikido, and 
Tony Smibert Sensei as an aikido official. Unfortunately, due to 
the sudden unforeseen circumstances regarding Sugano sensei’s 
health, Jikou and Smibert Sensei were unable to attend. 
    With great excitement Chris, Nancy and Felicity headed off to 
Beijing, on flights with some of the athletes and officials from the 
other 12 participating martial arts, including karate and wrestling.  
The other athletes were interested to hear about the nature in which 
aikido was participating in the event, as a demonstration martial art, 
in contrast to their competition martial arts. 

It was a long flight and we were hit with the humidity when 
we landed Beijing. We were relieved to be met at the airport by 
smiling volunteers on arrival, and bussed to our designated hotel 
the Beijing Friendship Hotel which was a large hotel, where 1,000+ 
athletes were staying.  We were efficiently processed, given photo 
ID badges and directions to our hotel rooms.  The level of security 
was high, and we were required to go through X-Ray machines at 
all times when entering the hotel.

The first two days were spent preparing for the demonstrations 
with the other aikidoka. We practiced our assigned techniques in 
allocated time slots at the training venue, the Beijing University 
Gymnasium.  The facilities were excellent, with four judo sized 
rings.  One of the key points in the practice sessions was that the 
demonstrations were to show a progressive development of aikido.  
What this meant that block one demonstrations were to show 
fundamental techniques in a slow and precise manner with pauses 
between every technique.  Block two techniques were done at a 
comparatively standard pace, and block three included advanced 
freestyle and weapons techniques, and ended with the shihan 
demonstrations. We did our block three freestyle demonstration in 
collaboration with Ireland.

On the evening of the first day we went to the opening ceremony, 

Chris and Felicity waiting for the opening cer-

Portugal.  It was inspiring to 
hear about all the rich and 
varied things they were doing 
with both kids and adults 
classes to keep the wonderful 
spirit of aikido alive.

This report and photos from
Chris, Nancy and Felicity



Bits and pieces from over the years. 
What is remarkable about these images is that so many of Sensei’s 
students have remained his students  from when he first came to 
Australia. I apologise for not properly crediting the various photog-
raphers for their efforts. Many of these images were taken by name-
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less people over many years and were passed on to me by others 
who had them in their collections. They do show the consistancy 
in moverment and dynamism that Sugano Sensei always exhibited 
over his many years of teaching in Australia.
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Winter School  - Gold Coast - 2007
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We all have different memories of how Sensei 
moved and how he demonstrated concepts and 
applications.
These two sequences taken from his last visit to 
the Gold Coast in 2007 to conduct  Winter School 
clearly show that using a prosthesis made  no dif-
ference in his ability to move, and to create marvel-
lously effective Aikido.
It is regretable that those students who could not 
or who have not had the opportunitiy to attend 
Sensei’s national schools will have missed his influ-
ence and his teaching, and will not be able to look 
back on those times for a point of reference for 
future practice. 
They will have to rely on other seniors who have 
been long time students and who have attended 
many if not all of Sensei’s national schools to guide 
them.
Hopefully sequences such as these presented here 
will help us to remember, and although Sensei al-



Seiichi Sugano Shihan

1939    --  2010


