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Dianne and Michael Alexanian

Thunder in Yokohama

The large meeting room of the Condominium Community Centre
was silent, like mists which envelop Mt. Hiei so much of the time. Two
Americans, dressed in black Hakama and bleached white Gi sat with
anxious anticipation at the table to one side of the nearly empty room -
empty except for several of their Japanese friends and the gentleman
seated in seiza across from them.

Slowly, deliberately, the seated gentleman brought his left hand up
to raise the sayu (scabbard) of the Katana (sword) thrust through his Obi
(belt) at his left hip. As his right hand came up to take hold of the Tsuka
(kilt), the two Americans leaned forward so as not to miss even the
slightest movement. Suddenly, the seated gentleman exploded into a series
of cuts and stances which would have been a blur to most people. To the
two Americans, it was hardly a blur at all, but a virtual ballet of man and
steel moving as one; the Zanshin (awareness) so intense as to immobilize
them in their seats.

My wife, Dianne, and I, both students of laido (the art of skillfully
drawing and using the Japanese sword), had just witnessed the first Kata
of the Tamiya Ryu, as demonstrated by Tsumaki Kazuo Sensei, eighth
generation protector of this style, soon to follow his father, Tsumaki
Seirin Soke, as Headmaster.

We had just begun our second week’s stay in Yokohama, visiting
with friends of Diannc’s father. Tacko-san had arranged a meeting with
Tsumaki Sensei because she knew, through our letters, of our involvement
in laido and our desire to practice our art while in Japan. Nothing could
have prepared us for what we experienced that evening in the Community
Centre. As we observed Tsumaki Sensei demonstrate the first seven Kata
of his style, we were transfixed by his fluidity of movement, his grace, and
his perfection. Imagine, if you will, our surprisec when Tsumaki Sensei
asked us to come forward so that he could instruct us in the first Kata of
Tamiya Ryu, known as “Inazuma” (Thunder).

Time became as water to us both. As we listened, watched, and
learned, we felt very privileged to have such specialized instruction in an
art which is rarely practiced in Japan, let alone the United States. Just
when we thought we had been filled to the brim with happiness, Tsumaki
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