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SHOTOKAN KARATE:

PRESERVING THE HERITAGE

by Jim Nail
The way of Funakoshi in modern times

Ginchin Funakoshi, who
brought karate to Japan
from Okinawa In 1822,
undersiood his art [aa
spiritanl 88 much as phys-
ical sanse. The woard
sholokan comas from
Funakozhi's pen-name,
“Shotlo,” which connofes the
souvnd of wind blowing
through pines.

Copyright Shotokan Kamate of Amaficl

“This Is authentic one.
Thesa slonas will not waar
away. The other ia fine for
people who do not know,
but the stones will not
last. Tha course of the
stream will change. The
stones will be worn away.”

The spaaker, a5 wa
walked through tha gar-
dens of the Japanesa Cul-
tural Genter in Los
Angeles, was Tsutomu
Ohshima, one of the last
studenis o Gichin Funa-
koshi, founder of Japanese
karate. With Funako-
shi as head instructor,
Ohahima had bean team
captaln of the prestiglous
Waseda University karale
club in Japan. Ha arrived
in tha United Statea in

1855 to found Shotokan
Karate of America, tha
first sholokan karals
association in thia coune
try. Since then he has
maintainad his organiza-
tion as the most tradi-
tional branch of Japanese
karate in the world—mora
pure, many would say,
than Japan's own Japan
Karate Association, which
was formed at about the
game time. "Karata Is a
crystal of the human
spirit,” Ohshima Is fond of
saying; its heritage |s a
gem he intends 1o pre-
sarve,

"I remember when
Masier Funakoshl was
teaching at Wasada Uni-
varsity. Ha was already an

old man. We had to carry
him up the stalrs to the
dojo, and after class we
had to carry him back
down again. The seniors of
the class did this. Bul
even though he was al-
ready in his 80s, his under-
standing of karate was in-
camparabla,

“For a long tima thera
was confuslon about the
right way to perform the
side-up kick. When Master
Funakoshl was showing
us how 1o do if, he Just
made a amall, low motion
with his foot, exactly lika
the front snap kick excepl
with the body facing o the
side. Many of us assumad
ha did the kick that way
because he was old. At
that time, we thought the
side-up kick should be
deliverad higher, with the
knee turned in, which look-
ed fancier but was harder
to do. That was the way |
practiced It when | came
to the United States.

“| practicad that way
for many years, but |
began o deveiop problems
with my back, Finally
Senior Obata, the first cap-
tain of the Kaio Univarsity
karale club, was visiting
this country (at my nvita-
tiony and | mentloned this
to him. | said, “You know, |
think there iz somathing
wrong with the side-up
kick, If you perlorm it
this way, 1 is very bad for
tha back,' Obata said, ‘Of
course. That's not the way
o do the side-up kick.
Didn't you see how the
Master did it?

“Master Funakoshl was
ghowing us tha right way
all along, bul we didn't
understand what was
wrong with our own way
until many years later, If |
had never questioned the



lechnigua | would never
have learned 1o improve it
but that doesnt maan |
queastioned It right away,
just bacause | foll like a
change. First | pracliced
almost 20 years.”

Such is tha spinit
fostered by Ohshima's
organization, the SKA,
which prides itsell on its
adherence lo the philos-
ophy and methods of
Funakoshi. The kata that
Onshima teaches are the
original 19 forms publish-
&d in Funakoshi's Karale-
gdo Kyohan, the “masier
text” of karate. Ohshima
was the first to transiate
the work inlo English; it is
required reading for all
SKA members. The Japan
Karate Association, Dy
contrast, uses essentially
the same kata bul has
deleted a Tew and altersd
a tew others. Maarwhile
Chahima has remained in
contact with his senéors in
karate—men Lke Obata,
Egami, Kamata-Watanabe
and others, the elite of
Japan's earfiest cadre of
kargleks—and a3 with the
sige-up kick, he will not
readily change any detail

Even the SKA's graging
systam retains its earhest
nature. When the bait sys-
temn was first begun there
werg no olficial color
distinctions al all. Every-
ol Siared with a white
beit, and the more senior
students’ beits grew dark
with age, gradually turning
biack. Funakoshi introduc-
ed tha practice of award-
ing brown beits 10 intar-
mediate students and
black beits to advancaed
students, o mark In-
dividual progress in some
external mannes. Only later
was a mulll-color grading
system Innovated by the

“Master Funakoshi was
showing us the right way all
along, but we didn't understand
until many years later.




“It's more popular to award a
belt every few months; we don't
want people who think the art is

an external accomplishment.”

Besides teaching black belt
practice at the SKA's central
dojo In Los Angales,
Ohehima Instructs students
of all levels a1 Cal Tech
University in Pasadena. “t Is
not sasy to bring any art
form Into & new soclety,'” he
Bays.

naw genaration, But
Chshima will have nothing
to do with thal

The SKA awards only
three colors of belt—
white, brown, black. White
is for students of eighth
through fourth kyu, Brown
is for fourth kyu through
shodan, a period that will
last three or four years for
most people. The highast
belt ranking awarded is
godan (fifth-degree black
beit), which is the highest
rank Funakoshi awarded
during his lite and the
highest Ohshima has ac-
cepted. It (a felt that hand-
ing out higher ranks than
Funakoshl ever did would
insull the founder's mam-
ory. "We lose a lol of

potentlal students that
way," says Tom Muzlla,
one of about 15 yodan
(fourth-degree) black belts
in the association. "Il's
more popular o award
some kind of belt every
tew months or s0. That
way, the beginneér changes
colors every so often, and
maybe he feels more |ike
he Is making progress. Bul
wa don't want pecple who
think the art is an external
accomplishment. We want
to lrain people who can
understand that the real
struggle is against your-
sell."

Twice & year Sholokan
Karate of America olfers
what iz called “Spacial
Training." Essantially, the

Iralning consisls of a
threa-tofour-day camp,
modeled after the training
camps held In Japan
under the guidance of
Funakoshi and his senjor
students. “Thase are the
most important events for
any karate student,” says
the SKA studenl hand-
book, "for thay allow him
to push himsell to his
limit." Indeed thay do. Stu-
dants rise at 5:00 a.m,,
practice technigques a
thousand times each,
angage In kumita agalnst
up to 40 consecutive op-
ponents, run, practice
some more, stand in the
horse-riding stance for an
hour and a half, and 30 on,
for a four-day sesasion the



studen] handbook does
not exaggerate 1o call “the
most demanding and
Strenuous meantal and
physical experience of
their lives. ~ Students who
lsave Special Training for
any reason other than
amergency are thrown oyl
of the SKA and never per-
mitled 1O rejoin

“Pecple may want 1o
leave Special Training
after a day or 80." Muzila
Eplaing, “Decauss [hey
are afraid they might get
hurt. Well, the fact is, they
really might get hurt slight-
ly—bruises and such. But
it they give in (0 their lear
thay will be hurt worsa.
Bruises neal, mental scars
da not. If you're not willing
to give yourself 100 per-
cent o the training, then
we don't wanl you—be-
causa the idea of all this
Is to forge a new power in
yoursell, a new menial
leval, The ability to fight is
raally just the lowest
achievemant of karate,
almost a side-benafit."

This refrain is heard
again and again al the
SKA. And something must
be working right, because
Ohshima's students are
clearly all achievers. Of
the 550 or s0 black beits
hé has awarded, 120 are
also Ph.D.s. “You see,”
says Onshima, “we are try-
ing 1o bring something
priceieas 1o people Having
a biack Delt in karate is
not @ trivial thing. It is not
a8 badge only of phrysical
accomplishment, but a
sign that a person has
achieved a certain mental
level These peopie have
lsarned 1o face them-
salves, and tha! carmies
Over 1D The real of Their
Ives

“Do you think | would

“Karate is a way, a little
lower than religion perhaps, by
which anybody can reach a
higher level of mentality.”

be teaching this an if |
thought it was nothing but
kicking and punching?” he
asks “Looi, | went o
Waseda University, the
cides! university in Japan,
| could have had any kind
of good job, | didn't have
1o teach karate. But karate
ks more than fighting.

1 &M 2 MO0Sm man

| about religion; | have many

doubits. But karale is a
way, & litlle lower than
religion perhaps, by which
anybody can reach a
higher level of mentality.
Even if they are not
spintual enough or in-
lellectuaily molivated
enough for religion or phi-
losophy, they can fing
spirmiual aftairmeant

throwgh training hard in
the traditional way, leam-
ing to face themselves 100
percent.”

So karale is a crystal of
the human spirl. Its tradi-
tion and practice are a
cultural gem. And many
aspecis of the art are aes-
thelically pleasing, asicoe
froem &y potential combat
vilue—1he cleanliness, the
purity of form, the power
of technigue, the mutual
reapeci between studenis
and instructors. Bul that
sn'T al

“Karale is an anciant
discipling.” says Dhahima.
“It comes ariginally from
China, from the Shaoiin
temple, which the Japan-
238 call the Shorin temphe.



SOUTHERM CHINESE
EXPERAT {nama unknawnf

1

GUSLIKLEME (Okinawmn)

Early 1600s

SAKUGAWA (Dkingwan who travelsd 19
— R G FARSEET KR FALD)

l

ANRD ITOSU

i
i
i 1684
. KD SHO KUN [Chinsss axpart
1 == whi e O
i 1 Oicina v
| TWAH [Crinsse 5
| rmilikary attachea) :
i
i i
i o
1 P
I
i
' o’
SOSHU MATBUMURA (Drinawan)
ANKO ATATO [Okinawan)
GICHIN FUMAKROSHI [1058-105T)
{Briteghl karsle ram
l Ol nawa to Japan in 1822
TSUTOMU OHSHIMA Brought katae (rom
Japar to Undted States
1 in 1945
EHOTORAM HRARATE OF AMERICA
LEQENEY
e = i TMCT T0SCHAT
Inflyarced

Then, at some unknown
time, bul surely very long
ago, the art was brought
to Okinawa, where Il was
modified and further davel-
oped, and finally through

Funakoshl it came to

Japan. It is an ancient
disclplina, filterad through

four cultures—India,

China, Dkinawa and Ja-

pan. In that time, all the
excess has been stripped
away; the badrock of tha
art has been exposed.
These movernants of ka-
rate are more than one
man's idea of how to fight.
They are the product of a
long cross-cultural evolu-
tion. The movemenis are
more than the most effi-

KATA

. Ten Mo Xata Omala
Talkycsu Shodan
, Talkyokd Nigan
Talkyoau Sandan
. Helan Shodan

. Haian Midan

. Helan SandEn

. Helan Yodan

. Helan Godan

10, Tekkl Shodan

11, Tekki Midan

12, Tehki Sandun
13. Basaal

T4, Mywanky

15, Hanpaisu

16 Jutte

1T Empl

18, Gankaki

18 Jlon
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ORIGINATED MEANING OF NAME

Funshoshi Kats of Universa
Funakoshi Firal Caeza One
Funakoahi Firat Canes Twa
Funakoshi First Cause Three
Sharkn Peazaiul Mind One
Shorin Pescetul Mind Two
Shotin Pescaidl Mind Thres
Shotin Procatul Mind Four
Shann Peacsiul Mind Five
Shoked Horse Acling Cne
Shoked Horma Riding Twao
Shoked Horse Riding Thres
Sharin To Ponatrate & Fortroas
Shorin To Lok 81 the Shy
Enokpl Halt koo

Shodin Tan Hands

Shotin Flying Swallow
Bhotin Grane on a Fock

Shoked-Sharin  Name of a Buddhis)

Saint or Tempia
(e repi)

ciaht control of the human
body. They are part of a
spiritual path that is based
on physical realily.

“With rallgion, you deal
always in abstractions. It
is easy to lose your way,
lo become proud or con-
lused. But In Karate there
Is the axperience of the
total moment. When you
are lacing an opponent,
wailing for his atlack, your
mind emply, your body
relaxed and awake, you
axpearienca something that
cannot be pul into words,
because it has nothing 1o
do with words. It Is ax-
periance. When you as-
sume the maditation pos-
ture, your back completely
stralght, your posture
slable and balanced, you
come into contact with a
fealing that is much more
than just a cultural
treasure (though it is thal
also), and more than just
the ability to fight. This Is
what the art of karate has

o olter.”

Ohahima brought this
santiment with him from
Japan al a time when
radition was at Its lowes!
ebb in Japanesa sociaty,
ghortly after World War |I.

"The alomic bomb
changed many things for
the Japanese,™ ha ex-
plains. “Befora the war, wa
wera very proud of our
traditions, not just the
mariial arls, bul our
soclaty’s whole spiritual
heritage. Also, of coursa,
we fell that the old martial
artists and tha samurai
weara [ha besl fighting men
in the world. But than wa
were shocked into baliay-
ing that the foreign tach:
nology was stronger. Whal
could the martial artist do
against a B-527 5o, after
the war, the Japanase poo-
ple lost respect for
themselvas and thair old
ways. The new generalion
adopted the Wast's
materialistic attitude. They
worked hard, they copied
Weslern ways, Weaslem
technology, they abandon-
ed the old. | was just the
opposite. During the war, |
was something like a
gsupar-libaral, | felt that tha
war was a bad thing, that
Japan could never win
against the glant USA. But
then, after the war, when |
saw how our people no
longer respected thelr own
culture, | felt there was
somathing that had to be
saved.

“You can say what you
wanl about the ancien!
samurail. Perhaps thay
were cruel, perhaps they
were missing some things
that we consider impor-
tant. Bul they had shining
spirit. My grandiather was
a samural, and | could sea
it in him. Thase ware
honest peopla, truthful and
couragecus. They weare
willing to face thamselves,
they could overcome their
fears, and they did not
have to hide from anyonse,
This was a mental devel-
aopment the modern age
can learn from.” o
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