
cus his lessons on 

two main fields of 

study - Tojutsu and 

Goshinjutsu. Yama-

gata Sensei's true 

passion was the 

sword, and for this 

reason nearly half of 

the classes were 

devoted to Tojutsu. 

He was also a strong 

believer in practical-

ity and, therefore, 

Goshinjutsu filled 

most of the remain-

der of our time. 

About 10 percent of 

the classes were 

spread among the 

remaining Matsubara 

Ke curriculum.  

Such a large amount 

of time was spent on 

self-defense tech-

niques and sparring 

that the mindset of 

practicality and effi-

ciency began to per-

vade every aspect of 

our training. This 

was especially true 

for sword training. 

Matsubara Ke To-

jutsu included hun-

dreds of techniques 

for every conceiv-

 

 

 

By Jaredd Wilson 

Martial artists are a 

sundry group, which 

is one of the fun 

aspects of our 

art.  Everyone has a 

different take on the 

same thing.  As an 

example, here is an 

interview conducted 

through emails with 

my first instructor in 

Martial Arts, Jason 

Backlund Sensei.  

AtemiCast:  Thank 

you for doing this 

interview with 

me.  As an introduc-

tion, could you de-

scribe the history/

origin of Yamagata 

Ryu, as well as what 

the official name of 

the system is?  

Jason Backlund 

Sensei:  When I 

began studying un-

der Yamagata Sen-

sei, he was a Soke 

Dairi (official repre-

sentative) of a style 

called Matsubara Ke 

Senpo (literally - 

Matsubara Family 

Strategy / but better 

translated as the 

Matsubara Family's 

Method of War 

Fighting). The Ma-

tsubara Ke had a 

huge number of 

techniques detailed 

in several scrolls 

including Tojutsu 

(sword techniques), 

Sojutsu (spear tech-

niques), Naginata-

jutsu (glaive tech-

niques), Bojutsu 

(staff techniques), 

Taijutsu (unarmed 

techniques), Goshin-

jutsu (self-defense 

techniques) and Ko-

tojutsu (knife tech-

niques). Unfortu-

nately, none of us 

had the time neces-

sary to devote to 

studying all of these 

techniques ade-

quately, so, as time 

went on, Yamagata 

Sensei began to fo-
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able form of attack and de-

fense. Yamagata Sensei began 

to see this method of teaching 

as flawed. He believed that 

groups of techniques could be 

distilled to their fundamental 

versions, and that mastering 

these fundamentals and prac-

ticing them free-form in con-

trolled-sparring situations 

would allow the students to 

naturally adapt to variations in 

an opponent's attacks. The 

difficult and time-consuming 

part was choosing which tech-

niques best fit this criteria.  

As this transition was happen-

ing, I was becoming increas-

ingly dedicated to my training - 

to the point that I stopped 

going to school and spent 

more time at the dojo than I 

did at my own home. Yama-

gata Sensei rewarded my dedi-

cation by working with me 

privately before and after 

classes. Eventually, Yamagata 

Sensei utilized me as his 

sounding board and assistant 

while he developed and cata-

logued his new method of 

teaching sword techniques. 

What began to emerge was 

not only a set of distilled Ma-

tsubara Ke techniques, but 

also a complete and distinct 

curriculum. Yamagata Sensei 

thought that this new curricu-

lum could become an addition 

to the Matsubara Ke curricu-

lum and presented it to the 

Soke, Matsubara Isao, during 

his visit to the Orlando dojo in 

January, 1994. Soke Matsubara 

was indeed impressed, but in 

addition to entertaining the 

idea of including Yamagata 

Sensei's curriculum into Matsu-

bara Ke Senpo, he also insisted 

that the techniques and, more 

importantly, the method of 

teaching them, be taught as an 

entirely new style. This new 

style became the Yamagata 

Ryu.   

Yamagata Sensei, then at the 

age of 64, had little interest in 

starting a new style, and in-

stead had planned to return to 

Japan the following year and 

retire. Having devoted a sub-

stantial amount of time to 

helping Sensei with his en-

deavor, I was excited about 

the prospect of opening a 

school and teaching Yamagata 

Ryu. Sensei, who had begun to 

encourage me to go back to 

school and continue my educa-

tion, proposed a deal - my 

reward for achieving a high-

school diploma would be per-

mission to open my own 

school. After graduating high 

school, I made plans to move 

to Gainesville and attend col-

lege. Yamagata Sensei re-

warded my efforts by issuing 

me a Menkyo Kaiden (license 

of full transmission) certificate 

that not only granted me per-

mission to open my own 

school, but named me as the 

Nidai Soshi (Second-

Generation Head Teacher) of 

Yamagata Ryu Kobujutsu 

(Yamagata Style of Ancient 

Martial Arts). The following 

year I opened the first Yama-

gata Ryu dojo in Gainesville.  

Regarding the second part 

of your question:  

The original name for the style 

was Yamagata Ryu Kobujutsu, 

which was composed of two 

equal parts: Yamagata Ryu 

Hyoho Kenjutsu (literally - 

Yamagata Style Soldier Method 

Sword Techniques / but better 

translated as the Yamagata 

School of Strategy and Sword 

Techniques) and Yamagata Ryu 

Goshinjutsu.   

In addition to the Matsubara 

Ke curriculum, our Dojo in 

Orlando also held classes by 

instructors of Jujutsu, Aikido 

and Judo. Part of the Matsu-

bara Ke Taijutsu set included a 

group of techniques referred 

to as Inyoho (Yin Yang 

Method), which was very simi-

lar in nature to Aikido and 

other styles of what is today 

called Aikijujutsu. My interest 

in these techniques and Yama-

gata Sensei's take on them led 

me to include a large portion 

of them in a separate curricu-

lum, which I briefly taught in 

Gainesville under the name 

Yamagata Ryu Aikijujutsu. My 

interest in this curriculum 

waned, and I eventually 

stopped teaching it as a dis-

tinct class. As my interest in 

Aikijujutsu was fading, I was 

beginning to rekindle my inter-

est in Jujutsu and Judo. Atemi 

waza (striking techniques) had 

always been a dominant part of 
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Yamagata Ryu Goshinjutsu, but 

I wanted to teach more grap-

pling than had been in the 

original curriculum. Since this 

was getting outside the realm 

of what Yamagata Sensei had 

developed, I decided to start a 

club, which I called Kobushin 

Kai (Society of Ancient Martial 

Spirit) with additional tech-

niques in its curriculum. Today, 

approximately 60 percent of 

Kobushin Kai's curriculum is 

taken directly from Yamagata 

Ryu Goshinjutsu, and the re-

mainder is a combination of 

Jujutsu and Aikijujutsu tech-

niques that I have learned from 

various sources over the years. 

Since I no longer teach Yama-

gata Ryu Goshinjutsu, Yama-

gata Ryu Hyoho Kenjutsu is 

now a stand-alone style. There 

is a certain amount of irony in 

this, as it was my insistence 

that Goshinjutsu be included as 

part of the Yamagata Ryu cur-

riculum, and Sensei, who origi-

nally wanted the style to focus 

solely on Kenjutsu, only agreed 

reluctantly after a significant 

amount of respectful badgering 

on my part.   

AC: So your official rank/title 

is as Soke?  

Backlund Sensei: Soke, as I'm 

sure you are aware, essentially 

translates as head of a house 

or family, and its use in the 

Japanese martial arts stems 

from the fact that many styles 

used systems of family succes-

sion to transfer leadership 

from one generation to the 

next. I was first referred to by 

this title when I moved to 

Gainesville. At one point, I was 

invited to join an international 

body composed of the heads 

of various martial arts styles, 

which referred to its members 

as Soke regardless of their 

official titles. As it is such a 

widely understood and ac-

cepted term, I fell into the 

habit of using Soke as my title 

and even signed a number of 

documents as such. The title 

that Yamagata Sensei con-

ferred upon me is Soshi (Head 

Teacher), an uncommon term 

in the martial arts. At the time 

when I was considering joining 

the aforementioned organiza-

tion of "Soke", I did not have a 

healthy respect for the differ-

ence between the two titles.  

As I became more involved in 

the martial-arts community at 

large, I discovered that there 

exists a group of Koryu purists 

that take offense to Americans 

using the title of Soke, and I 

have come to see their point. 

Soke describes a relationship 

with a family, and usually is 

conferred upon a blood-

relative of the previous head of 

style. At the very least, Soke of 

legitimate Ryu are almost al-

ways Japanese. While I am the 

head of Yamagata Ryu, I am 

not a blood relative, nor am I 

Japanese (I guess I should point 

out that my father is half Japa-

nese, which I guess makes me 

a quarter, but that detail would 

be irrelevant to most purists).  

Over the years, I have learned 

to see the wisdom in Yamagata 

Sensei's choice of title. Even 

though Soke and Soshi both 

effectively mean the same thing 

in terms of day-to-day respon-

sibilities, they are very differ-

ent in what they represent. 

Koryu, led by Soke, are family 

endeavors that span genera-

tions with carefully protected 

histories. Our style is a techni-

cal study of Japanese sword 

techniques stemming from 

historical teachings but in-

tended to treat its subject mat-

ter as if it were still relevant 

today. In other words, Koryu 

are snapshots of history, and 

their techniques are essentially 

frozen. Yamagata Sensei ap-

proached his art by essentially 

saying - hypothetically, what if 

we were still engaging in 

sword fights today? What 

would be the best way to train 

students to fight and defend 

themselves? From that per-

spective, Yamagata Ryu is a 

Gendai Bujutsu headed by a 

Soshi, not a Koryu headed by a 

Soke. 

 Atemi Cast:  Looking at the 

nature of weapons involved in 

the art, I'm going to assume 

that this is a traditional bushi 

art, and not a modern budo.  Is 

this a correct assumption?  

Backlund Soshi:  I would clas-

sify Yamagata Ryu as a Gendai 

Bujutsu (modern-age martial 

art). It is not a Koryu simply 

because it was developed in 

the 20th Century. However, it 
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Our style is a 

technical study of 

Japanese sword 

techniques 

stemming from 

historical 

teachings but 

intended to treat 

its subject matter 

as if it were still 

relevant today. ñ

Jason Backlund 

Sensei.  


