
Meeting the Masters: Morihiro Saito (1928-2002) 
 

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. 

 

Thanks to Kanai Sensei’s great 1970s Summer Camp staff, 

often headed by Fran and Norm Waksler, many notable Aikido 

masters visited New England. One of the most notable among them, 

in my opinion, was Morihiro Saito, an uchi-deshi (inner student) of 

O-Sensei Morihei Ueshiba, and the caretaker of O-Sensei’s dojo in 

Iwama Prefecture. As with Sensei Nobuyoshi Tamura, I first became familiar with Saito Sensei through 

his many books. Unlike most Aikido books that simply show the same techniques with different uke, 

Saito’s emphasized details, showed improper ways students often perform techniques, and therefore 

attempted to teach rather than simply illustrate the waza. 

He was the same way in person. Even though he did not teach in an academic style, he was 

careful to emphasize details and demonstrate why he had us do techniques a certain way, sometimes 

showing how he could counter an inappropriately performed waza. His classes were an excellent 

mixture of practice (i.e. repetition of the movement) and instruction about the niceties of the movement. 

Instead of feeling physically worn out at the end of class, I felt like grabbing an uke and working 

privately on the details he had shown. 

His demeanor was not harsh as some sensei’s had been, nor was it disinterested as others had 

been; he was pleasant without being overly jocular. And he was personable enough so that some of the 

young women were trying to get him to commit in advance to dancing at the Saturday evening party. He 

kept refusing, but reports have it that he did indulge in a little rug cutting.  

He was especially noted for his 31-count aiki-jo kata, which he taught at the camp one morning. 

Luckily, I had already practiced the form in Kanei Sensei’s dojo and by imitating the book, so I could 

remember enough to piece it together with the help of 2 other aikido-ka, such that we felt we owned it 

pretty well after only one session of his instruction. I knew of course, there were details that he could not 

teach in a large class setting. In fact, several years later, one of my aiki-ju-jutsu students in Texas 

introduced me to a friend who had lived at Iwama for a few months and could attest to the details that 

Saito Sensei was fond of. This student’s bokken suburi (wooden sword swinging) and the size of his 

wrists also attested to the intensity of the weapons training Saito Sensei had required.  

What I remember most about Saito Sensei, and what I found most encouraging, however, was his 

emphasis on a provable reason for doing a technique a certain way. He insisted, for instance, that when 

you entered in front of an attacker in preparation for shiho-nage, that your inner hand slide under uke’s 

 



arm and grasp the lower edge of uke’s hand. This not only prevented you from jamming yourself when 

stepping underneath his arm, it also off-balanced uke more, thus preventing his ability to resist or 

counter. From that time forward, I looked at all my techniques with that sort of detail in mind. Rather 

than performing faster, harder, or with attending atemi (striking), I wanted my aiki-ju-jutsu to function 

effortlessly without expecting any sort of cooperation from uke.  

Ironically, he was an Aikido master who moved in the large circles typical of his art, but who 

was giving me the incentive to further my minimal motion aiki-ju-jutsu. Thank you, Sensei! 

 


