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Ninja: the very word conjures up amazing images in the mind’s eye. Cult movies, cartoon turtles or the vision of the dark-clad, masked master of deception and stealth: we all have our image of the ninja. Modern culture is awash with them; comic books, manga and anime films feature ninja heavily. They appear as powerful figures in Batman and James Bond and in popular video games such as Mortal Kombat and Shinobi. But who were the real ninja? Is there more to them than murder and masks?

In Japanese tradition, the ninja (also known as shinobi: I shall use the two terms interchangeably within the book) were covert agents and mercenaries, proficient in a wealth of skills, such as espionage, infiltration, assassination and martial arts. The first records in Japanese history show that they were highly trained warriors, with a reputation for enduring danger and hardship in the name of their mission. It was said that their sophisticated fighting techniques, combined with a high level of spiritual training, made them an invincible force. Perhaps the closest comparison to anything in the West would be the legend of Robin Hood – in effect, a band of warriors who used stealth to see justice done, then disappeared.

A traditional Japanese story that demonstrates perfectly this method of working is that of the female ninja, or konuchi, who had such skill in the art of human manipulation that she converted the second in command of the enemy to her cause in just two days. The story goes that she knew the enemy’s commanding officer viewed himself as an honourable man. He was lonely, thoughtful, and, watching him from a distance for weeks, she saw that he had a weakness for women. With this in mind, she drew up her plans against him. She appeared in his house late at night, apparently injured, crying that one of the generals had abused her and pleading for help. He must take her home. The commander was overwhelmed. His emotions and sense of honour were so strong that he didn’t question the situation, responding with his heart. But where was her home?

Home, of course, turned out to be far into enemy lines. A dangerous mission but he was a man of honour and had to get her back. He would deal with the evil perpetrator of the crime when he returned. He had to leave quickly without being seen, or the general would spot the girl and try to cover up his crime. He disappeared with her into the night on the back of his horse.

He felt such a hero with the grateful maiden clinging to his body. Soon they were setting up camp behind enemy lines. She held him close all night to feel safe, but in the morning they received bad news. It seemed that one of her friends had found out that the commander’s absconding was viewed as desertion. His own side were searching for him to arrest him for treason. He couldn’t go back. But he could, she pleaded, stay with her and work for her father, the commander of the local militia. He should stay, shouldn’t he? After all, she loved him, and his own commander had turned out not only to be a brute but so disloyal that he didn’t even trust him! After all his years of loyal service, didn’t her rescuer deserve loyalty?

Little did he realise, in his state of despair, that he had been the victim of clever manipulation.

Compared with their contemporaries, the samurai – knights who lived by a strict code of honour and conduct with regard to combat – the ninja favoured more subtle methods that often allowed them to achieve more in a short time than those engaged in lengthy combat. A serious lack of morals freed them from restraint.

Another enduring tale demonstrates how the ninja used their cunning and adaptability to overcome superior odds. In this one, a ninja was sent on a mission to destroy a whole regiment of enemy samurai. He had been poisoning the water supply with an undetectable substance. For months, the samurai had been trying to find a way to prevent this. No matter what they did, whether dividing the water supply, controlling access to it or even hiring other ninja to set traps, nothing stopped him and he attacked repeatedly, devastating their forces.

Finally, they put together a special unit designed purely to catch him. It consisted of expert trackers and the most experienced samurai warriors.

The next time he attacked, he was detected. They were now on his trail and this time he couldn’t throw off their expert trackers. After three days, he decided that if he could not be free of them, he would have to kill them, even though they massively outnumbered him. To do this, he would use the ultimate weapon: nature. He would utilise their number to his advantage but also their skills, equipment and personality. He alone would survive.

First he had to disarm them and arm himself. He started to move through the swamps, which meant that they would have to leave their horses and heavy equipment behind. Then he would circle back around them and gather anything of use they had discarded, checking the number of horses and the nature of the equipment, so that he knew what he was up against. He cut blades from the long nagatta or halberds they had left and carried on with his journey. As he moved swiftly through the night, he noticed that one samurai was out on patrol. This warrior had made a grave mistake: he had not adapted to the environment and had kept on his full armour. As he moved through the swamp, with the rain beating down on him, his bamboo armour filled with water and he sank at every step. It took little effort for the ninja to jump on his back and ease his face forwards into the water to drown.

Now he knew how thoughtless and unadaptable his enemy samurai were, which meant they would be slow. He led them through a ravine that forced them into single file. He climbed above them, doubled back and harassed them with falling stones and missiles. His stealth and ease of movement meant he was always one step ahead of them … or one step behind.

In the darkness, he slit the throat of a warrior at the back of the pack, a strong warrior wearing heavy armour, unused to night fighting.

I remember my growing awe as the story continued, the ninja using everything at his disposal to aid him. He wore them out, causing them to turn on each other and, one by one, slaughtered them all.

The story shows the ninja’s resourcefulness, that he had skills comparable with those of modern SAS or Navy SEALs troops. But this was ancient warfare, without precision weapons and technology. He had relied on sheer skill and fortitude.

Where had this elite fighting force learnt their arts and what were their origins?

Etymology reveals much about their actual way of being: the word ninja, in original Japanese script, is constructed in two parts: nin, ‘to do quietly’ or ‘to do so as not to be perceived by others’, so with ‘stealth’ and ‘invisibility’; ja, meaning ‘person’. So ninja means ‘a person who is stealthy and invisible’. Further still, if we look at the art of ninja, ninjutsu, ‘the skill of going unperceived’ or the ‘art of stealth’, we may translate ‘ninja’ as ‘one skilled in the art of stealth’.

As with many words, though, there can be more than one meaning: nin can also mean ‘to endure’, so we could say that ninja is the ‘art of enduring’. As we shall see, anyone who has done such training can relate to this.

The first mention of the word ‘ninja’ occurs in a text from 1367 called Taiheiki ([image: Image Missing]), an account of the Nanbokucho wars (the ‘wars between the courts’): ‘One night, under the cover of rain and wind Hachiman-yam was approached by the highly skilled ninja who set fire to the temple.’ It goes on to tell tales of warriors who used the kind of skills we associate with the ninja today.

Some scholars assert that the ninja may have been around as early as the twelfth century but, according to records, they were most active from 1460 to the mid-1600s, known as the Sengoku or ‘Warring States’ Period. Iga, a province now located in what is today part of western Mie Prefecture, became known as a centre for ninjutsu. With another town called Kōka (or Koga, now Shiga Prefecture), Iga was said to be the birthplace of the ninja clans. They wielded great power in the province, until they were effectively destroyed in 1581 when warlord Oda Nobunaga launched an attack on Iga with around sixty thousand men. Shortly afterwards the ninja clans scattered across Japan.

Primary source material on who or what the ninja were is hard to find: accounts of ninja activity are third-hand, and the exact evolution of the tradition is hard to ascertain. It tells us that they were reputed to use secret hand signs and words, which allowed them to channel magical powers, becoming invisible, reading minds, mastering and controlling the forces of nature. In their heyday, some Japanese people wondered if they were spirits or demons evolved from beaked goblins called tengu.

Interestingly, we have writings by the ninja, albeit from far later. These eighteenth-century historical records show us that ninja believed in the development of mystical powers and honed techniques of magic, divination and achieving enlightenment alongside their skills in assassination, illusion and stealth. It seems that the ninja didn’t see themselves as immoral, demonic assassins but as men of morals and virtue. In their eyes, they were secret heroes and protectors, who were restoring harmony to the world.

There is a great paradox. They would kill – with fire, poison and blade – trap, trick and frame others. How can this coexist with a code of ethics? Ninja texts talk of keeping good heart (seishin). How could this be compatible with a life of deception and violence? We have records of ninja sending young girls to seduce enemies purely so that they could gain access to the man’s bedchamber and leave the window open, thus allowing a team of fully armed ninja to enter the room and chop their target to pieces. Their path often involved hurting innocents to get to their goals.

When I started this adventure, I wanted to understand that paradox. Little did I know that, in a way, I was investigating the same paradox in myself.

Japanese martial-arts authorities declare that today there are no genuine ninja schools. The West, however, begs to differ. Thanks to Bruce Lee, we have hundreds of authorities claiming to be ninja grandmasters, dressed in outlandish costumes and affecting Japanese titles. This has been big business in America ever since the ninja boom in the seventies. Most modern Japanese would respond to someone coming to Japan to train as a ninja in the same way as a Westerner would if someone came to the UK to train as a knight.

As I will show, the schools and methods of training still exist. Of course, by the very nature of ninja, they are hidden and hard to find. It is hard to believe that an art such as ninjutsu, practised to such a high standard, would simply vanish.

However, thanks to the proliferation of organisations claiming to be ninja, the true ninja and his arts are hard to find. For any would-be seeker it is a matter of extracting the wheat from the chaff. The best way to find a true ninja must be to test him: what is he truly capable of?

If I tracked down the remaining living ninja masters, would all the myths turn out to be true? Could the teachers in Japan teach me to be very silent, to enter anywhere I liked, to be invisible? Would they know secret skills that would allow me to do supernatural things? Or would everything turn out to be a disappointment?

This book is the story of my quest to answer these questions. It is an attempt to know the truth by being the truth: the path to becoming a true living ninja.

To do this, I have dedicated myself to practising the ancient arts of ninja. In my quest, I have spent extended periods away from my home and my wife, invested money in my search and travelled across the world to seek instruction from many different teachers. I would test and question everything. In writing about my quest, I have sometimes had to change names and locations. Sometimes I have combined multiple trips to the same teacher into one for the sake of the narrative; and I have changed events to avoid revealing secret identities.

I found the challenges I faced along the way tested me to my absolute limit. Some parts of my journey were far more difficult than I had ever imagined. The art of ninjutsu is not just a martial art or system of physical combat: it is a form of spiritual training. It requires the student to rethink not only the way he views the world around him but also the way he sees himself. I do not view myself as a great authority on the art of ninjutsu, but as a beginner. My understanding of the art is always evolving. I attribute my successes to the kind attention of my teachers. Misunderstanding or areas of confusion are entirely my own.


Prologue
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I’d stood and watched as they rained blows upon him, totally rooted to the spot and unable to lift a finger to help. Outnumbered, my best friend cowered, now curled into a ball as they continued to kick, punch and drag him further into the wood.

They’d come from nowhere while we were walking home through a small copse near my house. Two, three, then more, the leader striding in front, lip like a bulldog, screaming at us. Something about us having pulled a knife on their mate? We had no chance to answer. They grabbed Josh by the neck of his sweatshirt and hauled him backwards, fists and feet already starting to flail. I ran – not towards him but away. What kind of friend was I? I could hear dull thuds as fists and boots met their target. My breath came in ragged gasps and I stopped and turned.

One of the guys had leather gloves on, a kind of pseudo biker-style with studs. He had Josh pinned to a tree and was screaming, ‘I’m gonna hit you! I’m gonna hit you!’ The boys’ faces were contorted. Spittle flew from the leader’s mouth as he continued to scream and kick. They threw Josh into a bramble bush, then dragged him out, thorns ripping into his arms and face. He managed to escape their clutches and ran towards a break in the trees. Like a pack of dogs, they headed after him, one threw a stump of wood, which hit him squarely on the back of the head. He crumpled like a rag doll.

I was so transfixed I didn’t hear the dull thud of horses’ hoofs on the moss-lined path behind. Only when a branch snapped did I look round – just in time to be knocked flying by a swinging whip. I picked myself up, as the rider circled for another swipe, and ducked into the undergrowth, my face smarting. I recognised her as the sister of the boy kicking my friend.

They left as fast as they had appeared. The last I saw was the receding back end of the horse vanishing down the bridle path.

Josh was still on the ground, covered with leaf mould and resembling a pile of old clothes. I ran over to him. He turned his head at my voice, eyes glazed but burning with resentment and silent accusation. In that moment I realised I could never stand to see someone beaten or hurt again.

For months after the attack on my friend, I felt waves of guilt. How could I have left someone I cared about to be beaten almost senseless? This experience, when I was just twelve, changed the way I lived my life for ever.


1

In the Beginning

[image: Image Missing]

Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be in peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy, but know yourself, your chances of winning or losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and yourself, you are certain in every battle to be in peril.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

‘Martin?’

Thump-thump … thump-thump … thump … thump. I lay rigid in bed wondering why every morning my heart would beat like an out-of-step soldier. I was afraid it would go too fast or just stop. The room was getting light, the sun creeping round and under the gaps where the curtains never quite pulled together. I didn’t want it to be light: I wanted to bundle back down, for time to reverse and night to fall again.

Ever since Josh and I had been beaten in the woods, getting up in the morning terrified me. Before it had happened I’d often lain in bed dreaming of being Batman or Spidey, transformed from geeky kid to high-swinging hero. In my dreams I’d always won, always been able to beat the bad guys: that was how it was meant to happen. Days later my face still hurt from where I’d been hit and I rubbed it. I hated the idea that I wasn’t actually a superhero – I hadn’t even managed to hit any of the boys who’d chased us.

In my heart I was Batman or Superman. I wanted to right wrongs. Now, in the waking world, my mouth was dry, stomach churning in anticipation of another day of fear.

‘Martin! Breakfast!’ Dad’s voice echoed up the stairway. He really had no idea. To him, my desperate attempts to avoid school were futile: he just wanted to get to work. I trudged downstairs.

Mum was more sympathetic – we’d talked about the fight. ‘What about self-defence classes?’ she asked suddenly, glancing up from a textbook propped on the table.

I looked at her blankly. The toast I’d been chewing tasted of nothing.

‘Or there’s a martial-arts class starting at the college.’ She looked expectant.

I swallowed and nodded. OK.

We went to watch a class and I ended up joining in. Soon Mum had decided to take part too. From that moment I was hooked, and over the weeks my confidence grew, though Mum never again moved from the seats surrounding the training hall.

The class wasn’t huge – there were five or six of us in a room for fifty. It was normally used for college gym classes and basketball, so the walls were high enough for climbing ropes and hoops. Kicks, punches and martial-art ‘shouts’ (called ki-ups) filled the room. The instructor’s voice boomed into corners, ricocheting off the ceiling: ‘Hana, dul, set, net, dasot, yasot, ilgup, yodol, ahop, yeol!’

I looked at Mum, confused. ‘It’s counting,’ she mouthed. ‘One, two, three, four …’

I spent a long time watching and memorising the moves: powerful squats with vicious punches from the hips, sweeping kicks. Then one day I saw people doing something that made my jaw drop. They were practising a move that enables you to fall without hurting yourself, known in martial arts as a ‘break fall’. This was a form of somersault, combined with a break fall, involving a run-up, a jump, then flipping in the air and landing flat on your back. I had watched a few of the black belts perform it repeatedly, with no sign of pain or winding.

I had to try it. The class was coming to an end so I took the opportunity – run, leap, kick feet backwards to make a spin and, wham, onto the mat. That was it in theory but when I tried it I missed the mat. Pain, anger and humiliation flooded me, and I lost it. The instructor came to help me up but I reacted with pure rage.

He was having none of it and grabbed me by the back of my tracksuit pants. I swung at him, arms flailing, months of frustration and fear pouring out. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ He had me almost in a headlock, then shoved my face into his armpit. Jeez, I was trapped! All I could do was breathe slowly and keep still, which had the desired effect of making the anger slip away and calming me down.

When I emerged from the armpit, the rest of the class had disappeared. Mum stood stony-faced in the doorway, slipping her arms into her jacket, ready to leave. ‘I don’t believe you did that,’ she hissed. ‘I thought you’d grown out of the “tigers” – you’re your own worst enemy!’ She gripped my arm, practically pulling me through the double doors.

It dawned on me that, very publicly, I had had one of my tantrums (known in my family as ‘tigers’) but something had shifted inside. Instead of feeling frustration at the world and an underlying rumble of anger, I realised I now had an outlet.

Riding home on the back of Mum’s moped, I thought about how my love of superheroes, ninja turtles and mythical characters could blend. If I couldn’t be Batman or Hercules, I could at least be the best martial artist possible. I’d always been pretty disciplined – or maybe that should be obsessive – but that could work in my favour … or could it?
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