
 

 

Meeting the Masters:  
Madame Keiko Fukuda (1913-2013)   

 
Over 50 years of training in budo, I have 

been lucky enough to meet or train under many 
notable martial artists. This year, I want to share my 
impressions, some deep set, some fleeting, about the 
men and women I met on the way. 

 

For some reason, Keiko FUKUDA, the 

highest-ranking woman in judo was always known 

as Madame Fukuda. On the mat, she might be 

addressed as Sensei, but if we were talking about her, it was always Madame. I hope this was a 

sign of respect because she certainly deserved it. 

I trained with her one time in the early 1970s as a brown belt in judo, who had taken over 

the judo instruction of Bushido-kai from my then teacher Larry Garron. Tohoku Judo in 

Somerville, my judo alma mater, sent us a notice that there would be a Ju-no-kata (Forms of 

Pliancy) seminar in Brockton, Massachusetts. In those days, judo schools seldom taught the 7 

kata of judo, and if any were taught, they were usually Nage-no-kata (Forms of Throwing) or 

Katame-no-kata (Forms of Grappling) since both were needed for promotion to lower dan-ranks. 

Two of my student, Paula Canelli and Debi Fillmore, came with me to the seminar where I 

reconnected with training partners and sempai from Tohoku.  

I knew that Madame Fukuda was the granddaughter of Hachinosuke FUKUDA who had 

taught a young Jigoro KANO Tenjin Shin’yo Ryu and that she was one of the first students in the 

joshi or woman’s division of the Kodokan in 1935. I did not know she was under 5 feet tall and 

could speak English. At this time she was godan (5th degree), the highest rank given to women at 

the time, and plenty high enough in those days since there were few male sandan (3rd degree). 

[As a side note, she was raised in rank several times over the years, but still there was a gap of 29 

years before she was elevated to kudan (9th degree) by the Kodokan. She passed away at 99 years 

of age.] 

I seldom mention rank or titles in these essays but I have mentioned hers, not only 

because it took a while for the Japanese authorities to overcome their own glass ceiling, but also 

because it was the subject of a personal, if fleeting, conversation I had with her.  

The seminar was divided into two segments. The first was on Ju-no-kata. Madame 

Fukuda would demonstrate with her uke and then direct her uke to demonstrate on another 

woman so she could publicly correct her. Then we students would do our best to imitate. There 



 

 

were at least 70 people in the Brockton Y so it wasn’t always easy to be sure one’s emulation 

was on point. Madame Fukuda and assistants got out among the students to some extent, but we 

were in the rear, so we were corrected only a couple of times. The second seminar was on a 

newly-created women’s goshin-jutsu (self-defense) kata that Madame Fukuda and others were 

contributing to and testing out. She taught the movements in segments, but one could easily see 

how they would flow together in application.  

Between seminars, I was returning from lunch as Madame Fukuda was coming down the 

stairs as I was going up. Of course, I stopped and bowed. She looked at the two stripes on my 

shabby brown belt. “You are ikkyu?” she asked with a smile. “Nikyu, Sensei,” said I bowing 

again. She cocked her head. “How long you are nikyu?”  

“Six or seven years. I have been helping juniors in the dojo.” 

I am sure I have mistaken her exact words, but it was something like, “That is good, but 

now go for rank. Too much helping others and you don’t help yourself. Help yourself and you 

can help others.” I bowed yet again, “Yes, Sensei,” and we both went back to the gym.  

Despite the wisdom of her words and her vast knowledge of judo, she never complained 

about being ignored by the Kodokan for 29 years. Thank goodness they caught up to reality and 

ranked her kudan before her passing. 


