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THE LEGACY OF
GICHIN FUNAKONHIE

An Interview With Shotokan Karate's Tsutomu Ohshima Conducted by Jim Rosenthal

Relaxing in his home in the Los Feliz
section of Hollywood, California, Tsulo-
mu Ohshima treats his pet pit bufl with
the same mixture of love and discipline
he doles oul to his karate siudenis.

One minute fraining his young dog 1o
be obedient with a move akin lo the
bowling prowess of Earl Anthony, and
the next moment balancing the discl-
pline with compassion and love, Ohshi-
ma demonstrates his ability 1o be slrict
and yet kind.

Ohshima, founder of Shotokan Kara-
te of America (SKA), was one of the last
students of Glchin Funakeshl, the onigl-
nator of Japanese karate. Ohshima
studied under Funakoshi for five years
(1948-1953) while attending Waseda
University in Tokyo. One of Funakoshi's
most devou! followers, Ohshima was
sefecled caplain of the Waseda Univer
sily karate club, where he pracliced with
other prominent disciples of Funakoshi.

fn 1955, Ohshima leff Japan to slart
the SKA in Los Angefes. As the first man
to teach karate in the United States, Of-
shirma was responsible for esfablishing
the credibility of this art to Westerners.
Despite a flurry of changes in many oth-
er karate organizations in the last three
decades, Ohshima's group has remain-
& stable and prosperous. For the first
time in many years, Ohshima speaks
candidly about his relationship with
Funakoshi, his split with Hidetaka Nishi-
yama, and his atlitude about life and the
martial arts.

BLACK BELT: As the captain of the ka-
rate club at Waseda University, | would
imagine you had a lot of contact with
Gichin Funakoshi. What impressed you
the most about him?

TSUTOMU OHSHIMA: Master Funako-
ghi was a very genulne person. Ha mada
such a great impact on karate bacause

““If you lose the
ability to be hum-
ble, you will never
reach the highest
level of karate
training. *’

49



Tsutomu Dhshima trained af Waseda University under Gichin Funakoshi (far right
abovel who brought karale from Dikinawa to Japan. While sl Wasada, Dhshima [left
bolow) was named capiain of the karate club and was a fierce competitor.

“Pride, dignity
and confidence are
what Gichin Funa-
koshi tried to pass

along to his stu-
dents.”’

he siressed the mental aspect of train-
ing. When | was al Waseda he would
watch us practice on Saturday affer-
noons. He neveriold us wa weran't prac-
ticing hard enough. In fact, he fell we
practiced a blt oo much, He always
said there is no use hurling yourself
whan you are young. But of course we
iried 1o hurt curselves anyway, He
taught us how to be strict with ourselves
and he set a wonderful example by be-
ing very honest. His honasty and sim-
plicity wera something we took for
granted, but it was very important. He
also showed us how to ba humble. He
said if you lose the ability to be humble,
you will never reach the highest level of
karate training.

BB: What was tha extent of your training
with Funakoshi?

OHSHIMA: Most of my time with him
was al Saturday altérnoon practices,
when he would supervise tha training
and lecture us and tell stories. He taught
maostly by example, | remember he once
challenged me to attack him. Here ha
was, an old man, and he's asking me to
attack him. | thought . . . all right, I'll just
jump on him and he'll fall down. But
when | looked at his faca, | realized ha
was able to do anything he wanted 1o
do. His confidence made me feel like a
slupid young punk or something. So
when | did aitack him, he reacted with
great fluidity and blocked my technique.
BB: Did Funakoshl favor particular teche
nigues in training axercises?
OHSHIMA: No, not really, He never gave
mea the impression that he was tellingus
he was the master and we should follow
him and copy what he was doing. He re-
fused to accept that attitude in his stu-
denis. He said that everybody should
walk on the same path with him, and if
you make a mistake, he'll comect it. He
knew human beings and the human
mind vary wall, He had the full confi-
deance of an honest and humble person
who believes in giving his best effort for
the martial aris and karale. His pride,
dignity and confidence are what he tried
to pass along tohis students, morathan
this technigue or that.

BB: What are your personal recollec-
tions of Funakoshi?




OHSHIMA: It Is unfortunate that, at the
time | was his student, | did not realize
ha was such a greal man. Many people
ask me questions aboul him and, the
tact is, what comes across most s that
he was a decenl and simple parson.
After | laft Japan and started teaching In
the United States it suddenly occurred
to ma that | had hundreds of gquestions
to ask him, yet | never asked him any
questions when | trained with him. |
simply said “Yes, sir' when he address-
ed me.

BB: Did Funakoshi ever say that karate
could lead to a type of spiritual attain-
ment?

OHEHIMA: He didn't have to explain
anything because his example proved
karale could lead to a higher level of ad-
vancement, His exislence itsell was
beautiful; he was a beautiful, honast
human being and that is enough to ac-
complish in life, but it isn’t easy. | try to
follow this example, bul it |s very dil-
ficull. He wasn't ona 1o give metaphysi-
cal explanationa for everything. He was
very practical and was influenced by the
teaching of Contuclus, who never talked
about greal mysteries or spiritual is-
sues, Funakoshl, ke Confucius, was
more interested in the realistic world of
people, ideas and evenls.

BB: Are the 18 forms published in Funa-
koshi's book the basis for your shoto-
kan karale?

OHSHIMA: Not exactly. Master Funako-
shi never raally taught tha fen-no kala
{(kataol the heaven)orthe three falkyoky
{first cause) forms. When he got to To-
kyo from Okinawa In the early 20th cen-
tury, Master Funakoshl was pressed (o
reveal how many kata he knew. If he sald
he knew 20, someone eise would say
they know 50. The same thing happenad
to me when | got to the Uniled States,
Paopla ask how many kata you know,
and the more you say the more they
think of you. That is ridiculous. Mastar
Funakoshi sald that to practice kata Is
not to memorize an order—even the 15
kata are too much. You must find the
kala that work for you, understand
them, digest them, and silck with them
for life. That Is a very honest approach.
Life is too shorl to understand every-

Sl

Ohshima (center abore and left below) teaches his classes In a highly traditional man-
ner. “The fundamental edement is that we are strict with curselves,” Ohshima says.
“Wa look at who we are with honesty and try to admit to our own weakness."”

“Find the kata
that work for you,
understand them,
digest them, and
stick with them for
life. *’
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Dhshima turned his school orver to Hidelaka Nishiyama [abova) in 1961 and lell For
France. When Chshima relurmed a year later, he was fold Nishiyama had created o
newer and better sholokan karate.

“*Nishi yama said
he had reached
higher than Funa-
koshi’s level and
was correcting his
mistakes. *’

thing. Masler Funakoshi didnt want ua
to just load up on leaming many kata.
The principla behind the kata is the
most important thing. We must keep try-
ing 1o reach a higher level of mentalify.
BB: Do you have philosophical differ-
gnces with tha Japan Karate Associa-
thon (JKA)T

OHSHIMA: The point of the JKA was o
support Master Funakoshi and o open
s tramning methods to the public.
Thal's what the JKA was supposed to
be all aboul. | don't have any problem
with that. | was in the ariginal JKA—
not the new JEA—and my name is prob-
ably in their books somewhere as a
member. | was never kicked out or any-
thing and | never consldarad the JICA my
anemy. Unfortunately, | invited Mr. (Hi-
detaka) Nishiyama to run my school
in Los Angelas in 1961 and he promised
me that my organization would not be-
long to any organization of Japan. |
didn’t care how he ran it as long as he
was consistent with Master Funakoshi's
teaching and respactful 1o my studants. |
never said when | came back he'd have
to give it back to me—when | give, | give.
BB: What happanad when you ralurnad
to the school in the latter part of 19627
OHSHIMA: When | came back | was told
that Ohshima's karate was the old sho-
tokan group. Nishiyama sald he had
raached higher than Funakoshi's level
and was correcting his mistakes to cre-
ate a new karate. One of my old stu-
dents said | should go back to Japan to
laam the new technigues bacause it's
all been changed. Nobody but Nishi-
yama was saying such things. | am a
traditional sholokan practitioner. |
didn't want to make this kind of faction-
alism. | wanted evaryona to work togath-
erand that's why | invited Mr. Nishiyama
totake over my school while | was away,
My dream was 1o have everyona spraad
Master Funakoshi's teaching In har.
mony, but | invited the wrong person 1o
fulfill that dream.

BB: Wha! makes your shotokan organi-
zation so traditional?

OHEHIMA: The tundamental element is
that we are strict with oursalves. We
look at who we are with honesty and try
toadmit to our own stuptdity, blindnass,




weakness and cowardice.
BB: Is this what it means to be “facing
onesall?"

OHSHIMA: Yes, we ara facing ourselves
when we have the courage lo admit to
our own faults. We must stop blaming
others and deal with overcoming our
own waakness bafore we can be happy
and fulfilled.

BB: It has been said that lsarning how to
fight is the lowest achievemeant of kara-
ta, Do you agree with that?

OHSHIMA: It's a question ol reaching a
higher level of fighting. In kendo (way of
the sword), once you've reached a-oer
taln level, the masler and the pupll face™=
each other bul they do not make con-
tact, evan though they try to engage” -~
Some people call this mutual escape, =
but to me it's a mutual getling even with
the oppenent. You get into the oppo-
nent's body and mind to overcome tha
conflict. | try to aspire to this mental
leval, reached by the top martial artists
In anclent times,

BB: How did most Americans react to
you when you introduced shotokan 1o
the United States?

OHSHIMA: Most people viewed it as a
typa of hobby or something to do that
was different from what everybody else
was doing. So youcan imagine that they
weare shocked to realize thal this s a
serlous businass. Mayba they thought |
wis a crazy guy or something.

BB: What was the reaction to your
organization’s “special training,” with
its rigorous ritual of practicing tech-
niques thousands of times and sparring
with as many as 40 opponents a day?
OHSHIMA: This Is now a special feature
of the SKA because many Japanese in-
structors balieva if they do what | do in r.
my special training, evary American stu-
dent will quit. And at first people had
trouble adjusting to the hard training. I
1959 it was somewhat oxperimeniai
Bul | wantad to introduce a genuing Bl
mosphere of the martial arts, andy "ﬁf B
of my American students took toitinthe § W
tradition of the ploneer spirlt. Special g ¢ 2y
training Is a beautiful thing becausa the

mental altitude creates a good &IMOS: .., Onghime introduced shotokan karate to the United States In 1858, pecple Initially
phere. Everyone pushes themselves, had difficulty adjusting to the hard training. “Maybe they thought | was a crazy guy of
Contmued on page 118 something,” Ohehima says.
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“In our organiza-
tion, the white belt
is king. The black
belts are the first to
clean the dojo.”’
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irles very hard and leams a greal deal. If
they are mentally alert, human belngs
can do great things. | always say at the
end of each special (raining that
whather each siudent conlinues with
karate or quits the naxi day, It doesn't
matier. They have proven through the
speclal traling that they can dao it.

BB: How do Funakoshi's teachings ra-
late to the way you run your organiza-
lion?

OHEHIMA: The SKA does not alavale 1S
senior members at the expense of the
white belts. In our organization, the
white belt is king. The black belts are the
first to clean tha dojo (tralning hall) on
Sundays, for axample. | do not believe in
making a stupid feudalistic system for
American society within the dojo. I'm
irying to promote an ldealistic human
relatlonship—the way scclety Is sup-
posad to be. The parson with the higher
rank and power should sacrifice himself
for the benefit of the others, This Is a
traditional virtue of the martial artist
and embodies Master Funakoshi's
teaching on baing strict with onesall.
BB: You've apparently learmad a lot
about traditional martial arts values
from your grandfather, who was a samu-
rai. Do you apply any of the samurai
culture to your life as a karate teachar
and practitioner?

OHSHIMA: Well, | try to introduce the
best part of the samural way of life tomy
mentality. | try to compela with my
grandfather’s legacy because his men-
tallty was strong, pure and clean. He
was willing to sacriflice his own selfish-
ness o benafil other people. A mone
symbolic way of saying this is that he
was ready to die at any time. Many pao-
ple like to always explain whal they are
doing and to make excusaes. Bul | judge
a man by what he does In his life—it's
important that he be genuine.

BB: Would you say then that the martial
arls toyou are a way ol belng genuine as
a human baing?

OHSHIMA: Yes, that's right. | tell my
black bells not to hesilate to be weak in
front of good people. Soma peopla think
a martial artist has to be tough agalnst
avarybody—that's not true at all. A mar-
tial artist has to be strong against bad
people. But we must also be able to
know and understand the fealings,
moods and mantalities of good and bad
indlviduals befora we can comprehand
when o be strong and when o be gen-
tle. ™~

11 Vietery Faes, F.0. Bos TTIL Burtass. C& FAHTTE

—
Watch For

The All New

p OHARA PUBLICATIONS, INC.

Magazine

E
1= — 4
CUSTOM EMBROIDERED
PATCHES
SIZE 50-99 100-159 200 +
3 $1. 3 en. $1.248a 5114 ea.
3vs®  1.50ea 13882 1.29ea.
4" 16dea, 152ea 141 ea
§%* 1B84ea 1.7iea. 1.60ea.
5° 208ea. 184ea. 1.82ea
= QNE-HALF PAYMENT IN ADVANCE
* SEND A SAMPLE OF DRAWING
s« DELIVERY WITHIN 45 DAYS
HE5U
P.0, Bax TI018T = San Joss, CA 951 794018T
{408 FBc-oaes

MARTIAL ARTS
* Gift Wrap-
e = Ml Dcasslaons

= Gesd ler all Bryles

Jeiiorl Sy 307 & 39
3 Seats par Beal. 1) Rea (1) Oeeen (1] Dol

Founa of Tha Afta
PO Do 348

5800 BEniping inoh oed Hsrfirgron Pack, Ca BOTES

SILENT WALKER
*TRAINER"

Laer them A58 of Silasl Waiking, & Sl of tne NESLIA
and irus Warriom fkor Cantudies, Ak saen 40 Televaion

B regn, CHer r Dilee] Waser Trainar todey! &
Bpacisd Migh lacudar Fim Syrlace, Fum and Chad-
lemping Comen With Speeoad insFucbonL
I ot Tha
.00 Eroppereg ok dss mum:“
It ro Fan Ga #oda8

# BELATERFLY KHIFE COME £3.00




	001
	002
	003
	004
	005
	006
	007

