[bookmark: _GoBack]1) Introduction; - ‘Everybody was Kung-Fu Fighting!’  The Bruce Lee / Kung Fu Legacy. 
In the early 1970’s Bruce Lee exploded onto the silver screen in glorious Technicolor and in spectacular fashion, displaying his talents in the Chinese fighting arts.
A celluloid Kung Fu sensation and film Star was born, kicking and punching his way into our imaginations. Theatres ‘sold out’ as eager crowds flocked to cinemas to witness this new phenomenon as the Kung Fu craze swept across the globe. 
Bruce Lee was an immediate success. He carried a powerful stage presence and his Oriental combat skills kept audiences spellbound, on the edge of their seats, as his gritty Martial art adventures unfolded. 
Though he appeared slight in stature he possessed a solid, athletic body with defined muscles that he wore like a suit of armour. His movements were graceful and stylish, combining lively acrobatic skills with a feline agility, performing a variety of breath-taking fighting techniques in dramatic style, including leaps high into the air, unleashing amazing and powerful jumping kicks. 
His hands were a blur of open hand chops and strikes that cut and thrust like deadly swords and were complemented by fierce punches from hammer like fists which were executed and delivered like rapid machine gun fire. The attacks and defences were accompanied with strange animal sounds: growls, cries and shrieks, adding to the allure and mystery.
He appeared flamboyant and loud in his external style and manner, yet he retained a humble and philosophical, quiet inner character, possessing a subtle charisma. The fusion of these ingredients, the Yin and Yang, shaped his appeal and fashioned the iconic legend that he was to become and an individual that many young men wanted to emulate.
As a teenager I was fascinated. My usually poor, erratic attention and generally short term and fickle interest captured...
This boy was stirred, awoken. 
Kung Fu and the Oriental Martial Arts hit the West in a Tsunami of high flying, jumping sidekicks!
Prime time TV aired the popular ‘Kung Fu’ action-adventure drama series, which ran between 1972 and 75 and was broadcast by the ABC network. It starred David Carradine, who played the fictional character of ‘Kwai Chang Caine’. The story concerned a gentle Shaolin monk and his escapades as he wandered across Americas Wild West armed only with his Shaolin Kung Fu skills and his Taoist/Buddhist philosophical and spiritual teachings / lessons. This attracted huge audiences and gathered a cult like following, reaching sixty three episodes. 
In 1974 a colourful parody of the Kung Fu phenomena hit TV channels. Children were treated to an amiable Kung Fu cartoon character; - ‘Hong Kong Phooey’! The show was about a dog who worked as a janitor at the local police station. But when danger threatened he would transform into a Martial arts Super Hero; - ‘Hong Kong Phooey’ in this guise he would indulge in lively antics and hilarious adventures utilising Martial skills to die for, all very entertaining and good fun.
Even the Pop charts and Disco scene were celebrating and singing about this new Oriental sensation. As Carl Douglas sang in 1974; - “Everybody was Kung Fu Fighting”. And they really were!
There was also a male fragrance, an aftershave marketed and named; - ‘Hai Karate’, exploiting the fad and competing with the popular brands of the time. I received regular supplies on Birthdays and at Christmas, as people assumed if you were a Karate student, surely this was an ideal novelty gift.
Karate and Kung Fu clubs/Schools blossomed overnight. The majority were run by unqualified instructors, ‘Fly by night’ characters, cashing in on the popular new trend. Suddenly Karate and Kung Fu Masters-Sifu and Sensei’s popped up at many gymnasiums and school halls advertising and marketing their self-styled, generally, counterfeit Karate/Kung Fu styles, trading on the public’s gullibility and ignorance and making a quick buck with money spinning schemes, offering instant Black Belts, personal tuition in secret Master techniques and instruction in the mysterious death touches etc. etc...
Growing up during these times no doubt had an effect on my character, thoughts and feelings.
I loved Kung Fu Fighting!
I took a keen interest in Oriental philosophy and Martial Arts, collecting, reading and studying many books on the Martial Arts, particularly Kung Fu/Karate, Japan and the Orient. 
And of course I joined a local Karate club too (A real one! An officially recognised Traditional Japanese Karate Style). My fate sealed...
The Karate club was set within a 3-4 storey bldg. Stairs led up to the first floor which contained two large changing rooms, male and female, toilets and showers. Another set of stairs took you up to the next level which led to the heart of the building;-the Dojo, presenting a large spacious wooden floored area in bright, airy surroundings. The Dojo hosted some striking posts; - Makiwara, for the student to practise hand/fist strikes. A mirrored section covered part of the wall on one side of the Dojo allowing students to study their reflected form and posture.
The rear of the Dojo had some leather punch/kick bags of varying weight and size hung from heavy chains, completing the Dojo’s furnishings and character.
Above the Dojo, climbing up to the final floor and level was a modern bar and club social room, sporting a pool table, darts board and a small wooden dance floor. This was a popular spot at weekends, the dance floor became an extension of the Dojo upon which many a beer emboldened Karateka performed an amusing Martial arts -‘Saturday night fever’- version of the Kata, grooving and grinding to the rhythm of the latest night-club hits with an assortment of exaggerated Karate movements enhancing the disco dance routines… All presented in a fun, light hearted way and very entertaining.
The Dojo offered classes in traditional Japanese ‘Shito-Ryu/ Shukokai’ karate, which were instructed by two talented British Karate Sensei’s who had moved to the Island of Jersey from the English mainland.
The two Sensei, Dereck Veitch and David Moss were graded 2nd Dan Black belts. (In the early 70’s these were particularly high grades and quite rare in G.B). 


Both were enthusiastic ‘Shito-Ryu’- (‘Tani Ha Shukokai’) stylists who ran a professional, popular and well respected Karate Dojo in the town centre, within a few years, achieving some quite dramatic results in this Martial discipline and up and coming sport and making quite an impression on their first outing on the International Karate competition stage: -Winning 1st place in the senior team Kumite at the European Shukokai championships, in Belgium, 1975.
Sensei David Moss     gained   1st place individual senior Kumite (Fighting)
Sensei Dereck Veitch gained   2ndt Place senior individual in Kata (Forms) 
Sensei Doug Joseph, then a young Brown belt, took 1st place in the Brown belts individual Kumite (Fighting).
Our Club/Dojo was also the fortunate host to regular visits and Karate courses by the Japanese instructor, Sensei: Tsutomu Kamohara (‘Tani-Ha Shito-Ryu Shukokai karate’), who ran several Karate clubs around the Normandy region of France and resided in the town of St.Malo. (An hour’s sail to/from Jersey across the channel on the daily ferry).His lessons were a real treat and a treasure to attend.
This was my introduction, foundation and initial schooling in Karate-Do, studying ‘Shito-ryu/Shukokai Karate’ under their guidance and professional direction. My interest and passion for Karate only further enthused.
Kenpo/Kempo Karate.
Another Karate club and style I often visited and trained with, around this stage of my studies, was the Kenpo Karate Club run by the highly qualified instructor Roy Mc Donald, who incidentally was the highest grade in this style of unarmed combat in G.B and who promoted the Kenpo style with great enthusiasm and passion.
The style had been created from the Karate studies of Ed Parker, of the United States, widely acclaimed as the ‘Father of American Kenpo Karate’. The early Kenpo style was fundamentally a Japanese/Okinawan inspired, rigid linear style, which later evolved to incorporate Chinese training concepts, adopting Kung Fu style techniques and methods which he had been introduced to during his studies. Ed Parker adopted and incorporated many flowing motions and circular movements of Chinese inspiration, this fusion greatly influenced the Kenpo styles character.
I found its self-defence techniques very valuable and complimentary to the Japanese style I studied, offering advanced insights into applications of attack and defence. Many of the advanced techniques I later discovered hidden within my own Japanese Kata’s.
A particular characteristic of this style was applying multiple hand attacks in rapid striking combinations, lots of open hand chops and strikes, rigid finger gouges, pokes and stabs, one knuckle strikes, back fists, punches, elbow, knee and kicking attacks, all complimented with a rich variety of locks, breaks and throws ,making it an effective and lethal form of self-defence.
In 1985, after seven years regular study and grading’s, I achieved my 1st Dan Black belt in ‘Shito-Ryu / Shukokai’, under the auspices of the highly skilled and knowledgeable English Karate Sensei Terry Pottage. Sensei Pottage ran many successful Karate clubs around the country and one of the top Karate associations in G.B (‘Kenyukai Karate Assoc.’). Sensei Pottage was himself an England squad International fighter and regular British Kata champion.
At this phase in my Karate study I felt a strong desire and compulsion to visit Japan to pursue my studies. I wished to enhance my understanding and knowledge of Karate and further my progress in the correct manner and direction. I believed it was essential to improve my ability and competence. After some thought and deliberation I made a life changing decision and decided I must go directly to the ‘source’ and seek out the Karate Dojos and Masters / Sensei’s in Japan.
This was a major decision and leap of faith, but this had been my dream since a boy and ever since my initial introduction to Karate and Japanese culture. The boy was now a young man of 25. It was time to make the dream a reality. Eastern ‘Sirens’ were calling... 
Giving up a secure job, my rented apartment, girlfriend, family and friends. I sold off most my possessions and whatever I could to finance my trip .With limited funds and a tight budget I booked a flight to Tokyo, Japan.
Armed with a tourist map of Japan, a guide to Tokyo and a small Japanese phrase book, I loaded my back pack with the essentials: my folded Karate do-gi, a towel, a tooth brush /paste, soap, a razor, my ‘Sony walk-man’ (a state of the art commodity in its day!), an assortment of music cassettes, some clothing, a good sense of humour and a fine sprinkling of wander lust.
Swash buckling adventures, fortune and glory lay before me (I hoped)... And I was gone, gone, gone...
On a wing and a prayer, I boarded a large ‘Egypt Air’ Jumbo jet and flew off across the heavens to the other side of the World.
The journey was of 28 hours, or more, duration. Travelling from my home town, Jersey in the Channel Isles to London, England and then onto Cairo Egypt, then to Bangkok, Thailand, then to Manila in the Philippines, before finally arriving in Tokyo Japan. 
I survived the gruelling long haul flight, an endurance test of sorts, cooped up within a confined and dehydrating metal tube of stale air. Its large wobbly wings flopping about in the thermal air currents, which I had watched anxiously from a window seat, silently praying they would not come unstuck as we hurtled across the skies. I seem to recall the rivets were of particular interest to me, as I tried to pass time, confined in the economy section, staring out the round window into endless blue sky and a golden horizon. Counting each rivet and wondering how they resisted popping under the outside pressure.
Eventually, jet lagged I arrived in Tokyo Japan, it was early morning and ‘The land of the Rising Sun’ was dawning and yawning in crimson red before me. I was exhausted but excited, a fine wreck of a man. Having crossed several time zones and being transported at high speeds on a Trans meridian travel adventure, my bodies internal clock and biological rhythms were somewhat disrupted. 

I was disorientated in the Orient... (Is that possible?!)






Arrival in Japan;
My initial concern on arrival in Japan was communication.
A form of disability was upon me.
I was blind, deaf and dumb, to a degree. I could not read their language (Blind) I could not understand their language (Deaf) and I could not speak their language. (Dumb)
Challenging but interesting times lay ahead.
There were two signs at the Airport Customs & Immigration booths, at which the disembarked passengers would Q for visa entry to Japan. 
One read; - Aliens Q Here. 
The other read; - Resident -Japanese Q Here.
I was not Japanese so I joined the Aliens Q and how appropriate it was.
Reminding myself I must call my family and let them know I had arrived safely; - “E.T Phone home”, I mused.
Shuffling along amongst a long, winding Q of Aliens, a mixture of foreigners and non-Japanese, Orientals, Asians and Caucasians, the travel weary, but animated queue snaked and slid its way down a highly polished corridor, bathed in bright fluorescent lights.
My over active mind began doing colourful somersaults, still digesting the ‘Aliens’ label.
Up ahead in the near distance there appeared to be two vibrant little green men (globetrotting ‘Martians’ no doubt), a boisterous crowd of back-packing ‘Klingons’, some jet lagged ‘Daleks’ and  I... suffering travel fatigue. My head in transit between muddled dreamy thoughts and jumbled excited anticipation, feeling somewhat like a space cadet who had landed in a New World...
I was roused from my lurid imagination and its spacey, inter-galactic wanderings. A stern faced Japanese Immigration officer brought down a heavy rubber stamp, (“Bang”!) onto my passports open page, which declared in red ink; - a Tourist visa -valid for three months.
It was official, I was an Alien tourist




























2) YOYOGI YOUTH HOSTEL:-

The Tokyo suburb of Yoyogi rests amongst the shadows cast by the profusion of super hi-rise buildings that form the futuristic metropolis of Shinjuku. The sky-scrapers loom close by filling and dominating the horizon their massive columns reaching into the heavens and stood like formidable steel and concrete giants 

Yoyogi was home to a large sprawling campus that was the Yoyogi sports centre and National Olympic memorial centre. This complex was host to the 1960’s Tokyo Olympic Games and served as the international village and accommodation for the worlds athletes.

The facility was secured by very high metal fences that ran about its entirety, its vast boundaries protected by a formidable barrier which afforded the campus privacy and security. The entrance was via a large metal gate. The grounds were guarded 24/7 by a number of uniformed security guards who patrolled its grounds and vetted visitors, always welcoming, polite and friendly.

Within the complex were a number of block buildings housing a variety of administration offices, gymnasiums, training halls and sports clubs. One of these block buildings was the ‘Yoyogi Youth Hostel’. The address a destination and my first resting place on my arrival in Tokyo,

I had managed to find the locale after a bus ride from Narita airport into Tokyo’s Shinjuku and then taking a taxi the short ride to the hostels location. Stretching my legs, strolling up a steep, paved incline, which led me past several buildings to the administration offices .Here I could register my arrival and book a dormitory bed. I booked the maximum stay permitted, five nights, to give me some space and time to get over the jet-lag, the initial culture shock and generally orientate myself, literally! (I was generally disorientated for a day or two). My mind still foggy from the long haul flight and the unfamiliar world I had arrived in.

Presented with a fresh white, cotton bed sheet and a pillow case I was directed to my dormitory and a numbered bed, one of six in my room, which was virtually unoccupied. It was clean and tidy, bright and adequate.

Down stairs was a canteen providing sustenance in the form of a variety of vending machines offering light meals, snacks and drinks. Tables and chairs allowed one sit about and socialise with the other lodgers and travellers or watch Japanese television over a pot of noodles and some fizzy drinks.





























Peter Pan The Karate Man!??

Early one evening sat about the canteen, among a group of other travellers and Japanese students, the table we occupied was approached by a smartly suited gentleman and a stylishly suited lady, who joined our group and introduced himself and his assistant. Bowing and handing each of us his business card. He was a promoter and talent scout for Tokyo Disney World he explained, his credentials confirmed on his business card.

The Tokyo Disney resort had only opened two years earlier, in 1983 and was situated in Uraysu, Chiba, relatively close to Tokyo.

He spoke relatively good English politely enquiring on our reasons for being in Japan and lengths of stay. I explained I was here to study Karate and hopefully stay a year or two.

He explained he was recruiting foreign workers, particularly long term visitors who had the correct visa and wanted to earn an income to sustain their stay whilst in Japan, and regularly toured the Y.H looking for likely candidates.

After some small talk and general conversation he confided that he believed I would make a very good Peter Pan! (Who incidentally was a mischievous boy who could fly and never grew up ,enjoying swash buckling adventures on a small island in a never ending childhood).The impish character sounded very familiar, reminding me of someone…Hmmmm I thought, I live on a small island, I often dreamt of flying and occasionally I was a bit of a rascal…

My blonde hair and blue eyes were two major selling points I was to discover in Japans black haired, brown eyed world and it appeared much sought after and highly prized (!?) and I guess, I was still fresh faced and youthful enough to play the part…After some more discussion and a long Japanese pause of reflection, consulting his assistant, his notes. He told me, if I was interested in working at Tokyo Disney World he could arrange an interview for a job playing the role of Peter Pan, which he deemed would befit my particular ‘look’. I was at once flattered, embarrassed and highly amused. Could my fate be hurtling to ‘Neverland’? He told me he was confident the company would be very happy with my character and credentials and if I was interested and available, I should consider the offer, predicting it would be; - “a very fun work”. Then telling the gathering crowd of curious patrons;-“yes, he is a very great Peter Pan, I think so”.
Which gave everyone a chuckle and made me a little suspicious that I was being set up, expecting this was a big joke at my expense. But he wasn’t having a joke or teasing; he was actually serious and took down my details.
The offer so soon on my arrival in Japan was very tempting, I desperately needed a job, an income and accommodation to live in Japan. 

His female assistant kindly added her support smiling broadly and encouraging me saying;-“You would be wonderful Peter Pan!” Which made me blush.

I thanked them and took their business card, confirmed their details and said it was an interesting offer and of course, I would consider it.

I could see it all now. ‘Peter Pan the Karate Man’! In my green jacket and tights, a green pork pie hat cocked cheekily on my head with a red feather sticking out the hat band, a wooden sword in hand…The images were vivid, with the mischievous Tinker bell flying about my mind’s eye sprinkling fairy dust all over me it seemed…

I weighed it all up;-Accommodation, money, great friends (‘The Lost boys’) a beautiful young girlfriend; - ‘Wendy’. And of course I would get to meet ‘Snow White’ and ‘Cinderella’…The job had its perks!

I assessed the situation, took a reality check and concluded it really was not for me. I reminded myself I had come to Japan to become a Karate Black belt, not a role playing impish, green vested posturing ‘Peter Pan’!

I realised this was ridiculous and out of the question, realistically it was not viable. Tokyo Disney World was a long commute to Tokyo and the Dojo; my Karate studies would be seriously compromised.

I had to decline and allow that adventure and fantasy pass me by and return to reality. An interesting career move lost perhaps?? But on this occasion ‘Neverland’ would have to do without this ‘Peter Pan’.

RULES.

On exiting the Y.H we were obliged, by the rules, to hand in our room key. Another of many rules, was we were to be back on the premises by 10pm each evening and tucked up in bed for curfew and lock up/lock down. The dorms were locked at night as was the building and the main gated entrance, and the security guards kept a watchful and vigilant eye over their domain.

A small town nestled beside the railway tracks, across from the Y.H and sports complex, a busy little neighbourhood with a cluster of small shops .Here among the local shops I discovered a charming and cosy traditional Japanese Inn, a Yakitori bar that served delicious meats and vegetables grilled over a charcoal fire and served on bamboo, wooden or steel skewers (Kushi); Japanese kebabs. Red lanterns hung outside its entrance, advertising its presence as did clouds of fragrant smoke emitting from the vents and windows. These treats were often seasoned in salt, dipped in Soy sauce and mixed with the potent green, Wasabi mustard, which spiced things up somewhat, enhancing the flavours and experience .The Wasabi was particularly hard hitting on the nose, “Ouch”!! I cried out after trying this powerful mind blowing Japanese mustard for the first time, it really made an impression, my head felt like it may explode.
Washed down with an ice cold beer this cuisine was delightful. My favourite treats were Negima; Chicken and spring onion, Tsukune; Chicken meatballs, Tori kawa; Grilled crispy chicken skin, Muroran yakitori, which was actually pork and onion with mustard, and also I liked the Piman; Green bell peppers and Yaki-onigiri; Grilled rice balls. The grilled gizzards, cartilage, livers and hearts etc. weren’t so appetising and didn’t appeal much to me. Here I could enjoy a tasty feast, relax and celebrate a little. I was really here, in Nippon. (Japan). The bar was popular at night with tired business men (Salary men) who stopped by with work colleagues at this welcome watering hole at the end of a demanding day in the city.
One tradition I discovered soon after arrival in Tokyo and thought quaint was the offering of the traditional O Shibori, which was presented to customers on arrival at most eateries and bars in Japan, accompanied with a hearty greeting in the form of a chorus of “Irrashai mase!”(“Welcome!”). Expressed passionately by all the staff. The O Shibori is a small damp, cotton towel used to clean the hands and revitalize oneself. In the summertime they were generally served rolled neatly and refreshingly cold, during the winter months comfortably hot, always a novel, welcome and civilised gift before dinning.
Once, twice or maybe thrice I blew my budget and treated myself to some beer and a meal, enjoying the Japanese Yakitori bar experience, sinking cold beer on hot summer nights. 

The Youth hostel curfew would come and go as I indulged in ‘one more, for the road’. The gates would be chained and bolted now and I was locked out...



























The Mayonaka (Midnight) Ninja.

I had discovered, the previous night, that being locked out the complex could be overcome by some athletic agility and lashings of Dutch courage. 

The high wire mesh, security fence that wrapped itself about the campus was an obstacle and challenge of sorts, its presence intimidating... to mere mortals. But fuelled on alcohol and somewhat pickled, my personality transformed...I became a ‘Ninja-Spider man’ type of character, a momentary superhero of sorts. The beer induced delusion making me believe I possessed extraordinary abilities and nothing could deny me my bed… I would breach this protective barrier that stretched before me. What could possibly go wrong I thought?

Lurking in the inky darkness and avoiding the security guards on their late night patrol, I awaited the all clear. Once they had passed and were out of sight, I emerged from the shadows and quickly ran up the embankment towards the barrier, gathering pace and momentum before leaping and throwing my body, arms and legs outstretched, onto the security fence that shook violently on receiving the sudden impact and full force of my weight. Like a stunned fly caught on a spider’s web, I hung shaking upon its vibrating metal frame until its shuddering back and forth slowed. I then rapidly began climbing, my feet pushing and my hands pulling me upwards, as I used the gaps in the fence mesh to lift myself skywards, up and up, then some more up, until eventually reaching the top. Catching my breath, then up and over I hauled myself, hanging on for dear life as I now dangled precariously on the other side. A few more breaths, composing myself, before finally clambering half way down the inside of the fence and then jumping onto a welcoming soft, grassy embankment below, cushioning my fall.

Landing with a thud and falling over in a forward rolling motion, before coming to an abrupt halt in a stumpy bush. Amongst the foliage I recovered my bearings and dusted myself down before melting into the shadows. Puffing and panting this *Gaijin Shinobi slowly disappeared and crept silently, cat like (?!?) into the sleeping dorm and was tucked up in bed by 1am, no one the wiser... Mission accomplished.

In this manner this young buck could enjoy a late night out on the town, though the homeward journey required some daring acrobatics to reach the sanctuary of the dormitory.

This strategy and merry arrangement was soon to be ended abruptly.

Late one night I was sat with a group of suited Salary men, washing away the day’s trials and tribulations with cold beer and warm Sake, which they insisted I must try. We spoke about this and that. Their English was basic but we managed a conversation. They were impressed with my tale of coming to Japan to study Karate. This meant I had to drink more Sake. Toasting me and encouraging me with “Kampais!!” (A drink toast equal to our ‘cheers’!)

After many toasts and Kampais one of the gents asked where I stayed. I explained across the tracks at the Y.H. He was surprised and said how it was very late and that the Y.H closed and was locked up at 10pm, it was now Midnight!

I rather the worse for wear and quite merry, my tongue loosened, told them it was not a problem, I had a way to avoid the security and get in. They seemed to come closer to listen like fellow conspirators. Their curiosity and interest stirred, they looked puzzled. But how, they asked, could I get in the complex, it was guarded and locked.

All now paying full attention as I, now unguarded, foolishly revealed my method.

I explained how I awaited the guards patrolling to pass. Then I would scale the fence, using the gaps in the wire mesh to put my hands and feet in, pulling with my hands and pushing with my feet, all the way up, over and down.

They were very quiet, a deafening silence followed as they looked in disbelief at me, then at one another. What’s up I thought?

The senior business man told me this was not good. It was dangerous and not acceptable. He then told me he was the director of the complex and these were his staff. Oh dear, I thought swallowing hard. I had betrayed myself! -‘Loose Lips, sink Ships’- as an old government wartime slogan warned the public about the dangers of carless talk... I had just torpedoed my own cunning plan. 

The director took out his business card with his title, embossed in gold lettering and wrote on the rear of the card a message and signed it, then handed it to me. Instructing me to go to the main gates, hand this to the guards and they would allow me entry, as he had written a Free Pass for me. And as a reminder; - “Please don’t climb the fence”, “Dame desu ne” (It is not good), he advised.

Somewhat embarrassed with a sense of guilt, I apologised and thanked them all exiting the awkward situation.

On reaching the locked gates to the complex I handed the card to the guards who read it and let me in without any fuss. Thanking them off to bed I went.
The next morning dawned and my slip of the tongue, in conversation with the business men the previous night, proved to be a fatal error.

I was promptly summoned to the Y.H administration offices where I was unceremoniously evicted. The Youth hostel manager told me to pack my things and leave, due to my unacceptable night time exploits and for not obeying the Y.H rules... 

I now had to find accommodation and quickly.

*Gaijin Shinobi- 

Gaijin- Foreigner / Shinobi- To steal away, disappear, signifying stealth and invisibility. (A pre-world War II term used for a members of a secretive feudal Japanese society, skilled in Martial Arts and hired as covert operatives before the word Ninja became fashionable).






























3) Gaijin House; - Magome House  
After my beer fuelled late night acrobatics, in the form of my Ninja inspired daring and desperate drunken fence climbing, which unfortunately resulted in my inglorious expulsion from the Yoyogi youth hostel, I was in a pickle. Homeless, shamed and sober I needed accommodation desperately.
Fortunately after some initial panic and manic searching I managed to find a vacancy in a Gaijin house (Foreigner guest house), offering long term budget lodgings, letting basic two person shared rooms. This was relatively inexpensive accommodation compared to the standard Tokyo retail and rental charges. The rent was still expensive for a budget traveller, but was the cheapest option available for long term accommodation. Here in a quiet suburb of Tokyo, Nishi-Magome, I made a home and base.
The Gaijin house was called; - ‘Magome house’ and was home to a variety of characters; - intrepid travellers, backpacking culture vultures, global vagabonds, some scholars and some students. The occupants were mainly British, North American, Australasian, though there was a South African, a Mexican, a couple of French and two or three Japanese University students who made up our International community and shared our home from home. From our modest communal residence we explored, experienced and immersed ourselves in Japanese culture and the mysteries of the Far East. 
Rooms were small, two people shared a room, sleeping upon a Futon on the Tatami matted floor. A small low level table separated the two single Futon’s and sleeping occupants. A sliding door cupboard was set within the wall at the foot of our Japanese beds (the Futon mattress) and was used for storage. The Japanese practise was that the Futon was rolled up each morning and put away in the cupboard until nightfall. In contrast to our permanent Western beds that remained made up, stationary and a permanent fixture. This Western custom was amusingly referred to as a ‘1000 year bed’ by the Japanese.
It was a simple, Spartan abode, but ample. Generally we only used this shared room for sleeping. Each room had a window that overlooked the yard, allowing light and some fresh air. Outside in the corner of the small yard was our open air launderette providing a washing machine and some washing lines to hang and dry our laundry.
Within the house the main focal point was the communal Tatami matted lounge which was light and spacious and accommodated a large low level, short legged dining table (Chabudai) in its centre surrounded by Zaisu Japanese floor chairs to rest upon. In the winter there was a Kotatsu table, which was particular to Japan, and is covered by a blanket .It has an electric heater underneath to keep you warm, with ones legs and feet cosy beneath the table. A television with a video player, set in the corner, was the main source of entertainment, offering English language movies. 
A small basic kitchen at the rear of the lounge allowed us cook a variety of meals, each room was allocated a set time to use this facility and to prepare food to avoid kitchen congestion and culinary chaos. Two toilets and showers on the ground floor completed our humble abode.
Characters.  
The lodgers were largely an interesting and colourful assortment of inquisitive globetrotting adventurers, with an occasional ducking and diving international drifter and desperado in the mix...
Two tales of Gaijin misadventure come to mind and worthy of re-telling.
Keith a young English man lived for a short time at the Gaijin house .Keith had an air of mystery to his character .He was often aloof and I noted he was hesitant and guarded during our relaxed conversations, when nonchalantly and innocently, questioned about his past, present or future. He appeared more secretive than cautious.
Out drinking beer one evening he roused my suspicions. During general good humoured chat I casually asked him what his surname was. He seemed uneasy and got a little agitated, paranoid even and asked why I wanted to know. Our previously free flowing and friendly banter abruptly stalled, the atmosphere noticeably cooling. It was an innocent query, but I saw it made him uncomfortable and so I didn’t pursue the question, ending his discomfort and shrugging it off saying it wasn’t important. Finishing our beers I couldn’t help thinking it was an odd reaction, particularly as he was not forthcoming with any candid information about his past or present.
I was puzzled as to why he was so evasive and guarded about his name and secretive about his past. My gut feeling told me he had something to hide. It didn’t really matter and I didn’t really care, it was none of my business. 
He didn’t appear to be dangerous, though perhaps I wondered if he was concealing or escaping some personal dilemma. Something was not quite right; an air of elusiveness surrounded him. A slippery character I concluded, my imagination speculating...
A few months passed and life in Tokyo was moving fairly predictably. I had my routine; - Karate training at the morning class, Karate training in the afternoon class, Karate training in the evening classes and then some more Karate training in my free time. These days I lived, dreamed, ate and drank Karate.
This strict regime was occasionally interrupted at week-ends by a well-deserved visit to an informal Japanese Inn or bar serving food and drinks, the very welcoming Izakaya and Yakitori bars, which were always a treat, here I could relax, reflect and celebrate my survival.
I had picked up some English teaching work at a language school in Roppongi three days a week, and three classes per day and also work at a language school in Shibuya instructing a few classes. My work schedule teaching English was mainly weekday evenings and weekend afternoons, nothing that would interfere with my Karate classes, Lord forbid!
The perplexing Overcoat...
The shady English man, who was known as ‘Keith’, had recently gone on holiday to Thailand. Returning to Tokyo donned in a heavy winter overcoat appeared odd, especially since he had departed from a sun splashed tropical holiday in SE Asia and was arriving in a hot and humid Japanese summer. 
The hefty coat and wintery wear caught the attention and curiosity of the immigration and customs officials. On questioning Keith and noting his travel details; - his point of departure Thailand and his point of entry Japan, the officials sensed something was peculiar. The Japanese custom officials considered his attire as rather unusual considering the two countries he was visiting were both suffering excessive seasonal heat and his garb aroused their suspicions. After a few general questions and Keith’s usual guarded and evasive replies, he was deemed a person of interest, (dubious) and requiring further investigation. 

Much to his protests he was taken to a secure interview room and questioned further. A body search followed revealing he was carrying a weighty load of illegal contraband, several kilos of Thai grass (Marijuana) strapped tightly and press wrapped about his body, the big overcoat a ruse to conceal his bulky stash and smuggle it past customs and out onto Tokyo’s streets. 
Keith it turned out was an International drug courier, and the Japanese market was particularly lucrative. But this entrepreneurial quick buck, high risk smuggling enterprise was to cost him dearly. Keith got 4years in a high security Japanese prison and for other reasons I’m not clear about, was put in solitary confinement for most of that time.
The biscuit tin.
Another house mate, a cheery Canadian soul, Dave, was teaching English and generally hanging out, enjoying his Japanese cultural experience. On a return trip to Canada to visit family he was stopped at Narita airport by immigration, and questioned as to what was in his hand luggage. Particularly curious was a large biscuit tin, harmlessly containing exactly that, Japanese biscuits, a gift for his mother.
Dave being Dave, a happy-go-lucky character, saw everything as a laugh, a bit of fun, he was always quick with a joke or witty reply. 
When questioned as to what was in the tin by the inquisitive official.
Dave casually replied; - “A bomb”.
Not the wisest, wittiest or smartest reply to a security official and certainly not amusing at an International airport. The innocent biscuit tin did not detonate, but the word ‘Bomb’ and its implication exploded none the less...
The word ‘Bomb’ had hardly issued forth. The response from security was swift. Dave’s cheeky smile turned into a pained grimace as he was wrestled to the ground, arms locked and handcuffed and suddenly finding himself surrounded by blue uniformed security guards, guns pointing at his head.


Shaken, he was carted away by a small army of airport security staff and suffered a short, sharp shock: interrogation and internment. Along with a missed flight, a lost holiday, a lot of stress and plenty of time to reflect on the very essence of good humour, something at this point he had lost, as he sat uncomfortably in a secure holding room, contemplating his fate, handcuffed to a guard and in serious trouble. 
After a sobering, stern lecture and serious telling off he learnt an expensive lesson and received a costly fine, he was also required to write a letter of apology to the Japanese authorities, which had to be written in Japanese, requiring a lawyer and translator.
Dave didn’t smile as much after that particular episode and was understandably a bit more guarded and thoughtful before being quick witted, the possibility of being dim witted hung heavy.
The Happy Wanderer. 
My roommate was an interesting character and traveller extraordinaire, a keen photographer and writer who had authored a book or two in his spare time.
Ron Clough was an English man, originating from ‘The People’s Republic of Yorkshire’. Good company and a great raconteur. His travels were excessive and extensive; he had been everywhere and done everything it seemed!
His colourful tales kept me entertained, often spellbound as he recounted many vivid adventures and misadventures in the strange lands and cultures he had visited, explored and experienced. He was quite the travel legend.
I believe it was Ron’s tales of wanderlust that inspired the restless gypsy within me, stirring my own nomadic soul with romantic notions of travel and swash buckling adventures, fortune and glory... 
My own dreams later materialised and found me visiting many far flung exotic and erotic lands.(After Japan I eventually went travelling for several years, here, there and everywhere...Another book perhaps.)
Ron still impresses me to this day, via his most welcome post cards from his regular expeditions to dusty and distant corners of the globe, from some places I didn’t even know existed!





























MRS SUZUKI’S BI-CYCLE:-

Mr. and Mrs. Suzuki were the proprietors of Magome house, a Gaijin house (Foreigners lodging house) An elderly likeable Japanese couple who rented out a large wooden Japanese house affording basic budget lodgings and long term accommodation to mainly foreign travellers whilst living, studying and working in Tokyo. The Gaijin house was home to a variety of foreigners and Japanese living in an international communal house share.

Mrs. Suzuki was a happy soul always pottering about and smiling in what appeared a permanent state of bemused bliss. She found her foreign guests quite hilarious and an endless source of amusement.

I often found her in the yard cleaning and mumbling away to herself in Japanese and giggling uncontrollably about something or other, undoubtedly connected to her foreign lodger’s behaviour or such.

One particular evening she caught sight of one of the American lodgers (who had *‘gone native’) leaving the house. Distracted from her cleaning chores she stopped and examined the approaching guest’s attire... He was vested in an ill-fitting, flimsy cotton Kimono decorated in bamboo block printed images and wearing a pair of traditional Japanese Zori thong sandals (made from rice straw and lacquered wood) his hairy legs exposed and marching in long strides.

As he loomed closer she could see his black hair was greased back and fashioned in a Samurai style, with a clump of hair tied and folded at the crown in a ‘top knot’ (Chonmage), a rolled towel clasped under his arm and heading down to the local Sento, communal bath house…Mrs Suzuki looked puzzled at first and then amused on witnessing this bizarre, yet comical foreign vision that had appeared before her. It was all too much for this Japanese lady, Mrs. Suzuki could not contain her merriment any longer and was overcome by a fit of the giggles which suddenly possessed her, bowing politely and simultaneously caught in the spasms of crippling laughter her body folded in two as she greeted the passing American. Her senses truly tickled by the ridiculous image presented, erupting in cackling laughter, which she desperately tried to control, tears rolling down her face and excusing herself between the bouts of mirth saying;- “Sumimasen, sumimasen”(“Excuse me, excuse me”).

*(‘Gone Native’ indicates - a visitor adopting the cultural traits and mannerisms of the host country and the people about them. In Japan, foreigners so inclined, did this via a Western perception and interpretation of Japanese traditional dress and ways, the fusion of East and West, often advertised signs of cultural confusion)

Mrs. Suzuki had a bi-cycle. An old fashioned metal contraption that reminded me of the delivery cycles used by butchers and grocers in G.B before mini white vans invaded our streets. A large wicker basket sat below the front handle bars and resting above the front wheel, a welcome accessory, allowing one to carry shopping or such. I regularly approached Mrs. Suzuki to request permission to loan her cycle for an hour or so to do my shopping or tour the neighbourhood.

My Japanese was very basic at this stage and it was a particularly difficult language to learn, understand and appreciate with its sensitive cultural etiquette.

The word for Bi-cycle was Jitensha -easy, and the word for the regular earth tremors, (Earthquakes) was Jishin -easy. Something about the words ‘JI’ intonation, its pronunciation and composition often twisted my tongue and tripped me. The words similar structure, matched with my poor command of Japanese could turn my request into an absurd nonsense.
 
Approaching Mrs. Suzuki, her face already bearing a grin that spread as I got closer, anticipating what this foreigner wanted. Greeting one another I would then request the use of her bicycle, in Japanese (Mrs. Suzuki spoke no English).

Invariably muddling my Japanese words, Jishin (Earthquake) and Jitensha (Bicycle) I asked Mrs. Suzuki; - “Please may I borrow your Earthquake”…This was too much for her and she laughed loudly, as I realised something was lost in translation. To clarify I pointed to the cycle and then at my nose. (In Japan you point to your nose to signify oneself. In the West we point to our chest.)

Grinning widely and chuckling, she understood and permission was granted. I mounted the cycle and made my escape, peddling away and wobbling off. Mrs Suzuki’s laughter still audible and following me down the road.

Riding about my local neighbourhood, Nishi-Magome, was a great joy. I loved cycling as it gave me a sense of freedom as well as mobility on my two wheeled adventures. Touring about the small town I was an unusual sight and a novelty to the smiling and waving locals I met along the way.

Along the streets were many conveniently placed vending machines, open 24/7, one could purchase all manner of goods. My favourite vending machine was one that dispensed bottles of cold Japanese beer and cans of Chu-Hi, vodka like alcoholic lemon soda drink. This was when the basket on the cycle front became useful, as I loaded it with a cache of beer bottles. 


Cycling about, enjoying a beer was fun. Merrily lubricated and pedalling about the oriental suburbs and exploring its charms. A dangerous concoction one would assume an ‘un-holy Trinity’ of sorts; - Me–Beer–Cycle- But no accidents occurred and no one was harmed or injured on my journeys.

When my budget permitted I afforded myself the pleasure of visiting a local Yakitori bar, set within a small squat wooden building. Its façade decorated and illuminated by small white lanterns. A welcoming larger red lantern hung beside the entrance, glowing warmly amongst an array of colourful flags. 

On entering the Yakitori bar, through the Noren, (a short cotton, square curtain, hung traditionally over the front door and split in three sections that decorated restaurants, shops and homes in Japan) the staff would all welcome you with a loud and hearty greeting;- “Irrashaimase” “Irrashaimase” (“Welcome”! “Welcome”!)

Here amongst the cosy traditional surroundings one could enjoy some grilled snacks of skewered meats and vegetables and have an ice cold beer or two. The atmosphere was casual, generally working class. Socially similar to our British Pub and a popular port of call for those in need of some refreshment and escape from the hustle and bustle of the day.

It was a traditional venue and on entering one was expected to remove footwear and store them neatly in a pigeon holed box for customer’s shoes. Replacing their outdoor (street wear) footwear and slipping on a pair of bar room slippers, generally green in colour. 

When one visited the toilet one changed footwear once again, this time donning toilet slippers, (Toire surippa) usually red in colour, distinctly obvious from the green bar slippers. A footwear colour code for the clean area & unclean area.

It was a huge cultural mistake and faux pas to mix the slippers up i.e.; - To forget to change the red toilet slippers for the green bar slippers when returning from the toilet and entering the bar. This was the cause of great merriment for the customers who witnessed this and some red faced, humiliation for the sorry soul wearing the red toilet slippers in the green slippers bar, committing a slipper sin!

The Japanese are brought up with this shoe changing slipper etiquette and so it was usually the blissfully unaware and culturally challenged foreigner who would invariably break this custom and etiquette, literally putting their foot in it.
I occasionally made this mistake returning to the bar, red toilet slippers still on as I paraded about the Inn much to the patron’s alarm and amusement, gifting the regulars with a good laugh at my transcontinental clumsiness.

It could get worse. The combination of tipsy and culturally challenged Gaijin (Foreigner) wearing the red toilet slippers in the bar and then inadvertently adding insult to injury by trying to settle the bill in his poor Japanese usually got some attention and raised eye-brows.

As previously mentioned Japanese is without doubt a difficult language to communicate in and some words just sounded the same. Being in command of a fine smattering of basic Japanese could be a dangerous thing particularly when one’s mind was beer muddled things could spiral out of orbit!

The word for the Bill is; - “O Kanjo on ne gaishimasu”. (Please can I have the Bill).

The word for the Bathroom/Toilet is; - “O Benjo on ne gaishimasu”.

(This expression for toilet is in its crudest form. Not sure how I learnt it (!?!) Used only by men and only in very casual situations. Women will never use this word, as it was a vulgar and rather offensive term. It translated to; - Convenience / excrement i.e.; - ‘The Shit house!!’)

O Kanjo --- O Banjo--- O Benjo!!! It all sounded much of a muchness sober or slightly pickled.

So, picture this foreigner stood at the cashier till wearing the red toilet slippers and requesting, (in the crudest form of Japanese vocabulary); - “Please may I have the shit house”!

This caused seismic results, sending ripples of shock waves across the whole bar. The locals usual composure and customary tolerance tested to the limits they erupted in laughter unable to control their generally, strictly managed and well concealed emotions.

A highly embarrassing moment particularly upon the realisation of what you had just said. One sobered up quickly apologising profusely!

Though it had its rewards too, as the Japanese enjoy a good laugh but are respectful and considerate and once the laughter subsided they would insist on buying you a beer as a consolation prize to soften the blow. This cultural blunder could be exploited it seemed. Free beer for the foreign clown.
4) Enrolment at the Shotokan H.Q; - Sohombu     Dojo.  (The poster comes to life!)

As a young man of 16 or 17 years of age my bedroom and den was host to a number of large posters that decorated and festooned its walls, my ‘inner sanctum’ was decorated in customary teenage fashion. Being a keen and aspiring Karate student, alongside the compulsory ‘Bruce Lee’ action posters was one picture that really stood out and captivated my imagination it was my favourite.

This print featured a Japanese Karate expert sporting a neat pencil moustache and close cropped black hair, clad in an immaculate white Do Gi (Karate suit).His face calm but focused facing side on, both arms raised and crossed at his chest in an open hand (Shuto) guard position, alert and ready.

Beside this image and down the side, in the foreground, were the Japanese brush stroked Kanji characters reading; - ‘Kara’ and ‘Te’. Below the image and ‘Kara’ ‘Te’ characters was a brief explanation of the meaning of ‘Karate’- Empty hand.

The rest of the poster (the back ground) was host to a number of vibrant pictures of the expert performing a variety of unarmed combat techniques in what appeared perfect poise and pose. Though the strikes undoubtedly portrayed violent and ugly intent there was also an artistry, energy and beauty displayed in these dynamic acts expressing Karate as a graceful and spectacular martial art

I often starred at this poster in silent awe examining and marvelling at the images presented. I wished one day I would be able to perform Karate like this. This was one man I would endeavour to emulate he seemed to personify and project an ideal physical form of Karate. (Unbeknown to me at this early stage in my life was how significant this poster was to become).

Many years later at the age of 25, the poster faded and long rolled up and stored away in my family home attic, I found myself in Tokyo, Japan and more importantly had found my way to the Japan Karate Associations Hombu Dojo- the headquarters for Sensei Nakayama’s Shotokan Karate School.

It was situated a short stroll from the Ebisu train station, tucked away down a few small streets. A large metallic sign at the foot of a tall metal stairway stated in bold Japanese characters the Dojo’s presence and location. The Dojo was above up 3-4 flights.

This was a world famous Dojo and a magnet for Karate students from all over the world; it carried a much respected and fearsome reputation.

I had found the Dojo, I had arrived. At last I was here. I pinched myself to make sure it was all real and with a deep breath up the steps I climbed. Each footstep rang out on the clanking metal staircase announcing my arrival as I reached the top and entered the J.K.A reception and administration offices. (The Dojo was behind another door to my left).

On my initial arrival in Japan, I had re-searched a variety of Karate study options available: the styles, the Sensei’s (teachers) the schools and Dojo’s. At this time I was a keen ‘Shito-Ryu’ practitioner and had intended to pursue this styles path, but on discovering the J.K.A Hombu Dojo and noting the remarkable line up of top class Shotokan teachers available and its atmospheric traditional Dojo I was smitten. The training facilities were spacious and fully equipped, offering classes three times a day, six days a week and all instructed by the world’s foremost Shotokan Karate Masters. Seriously impressed I immediately realised this Dojo presented the greatest opportunity to study Japanese Karate with genuine specialists and authorities in this subject. It was a very fortunate discovery.

All the boxes were ticked on my wish list. This was more than my wildest dreams could have imagined. This was a Karate heaven to me.

In the office there were white Gi suited Karate teachers and student staff in track suits performing administration duties typing on machines, filing forms, stamping and signing bits of paper, answering telephones, sending faxes etc. It was a busy hive of activity.

I waited at the reception counter patiently when an imposing gentleman came over and greeted me, vested in his white Karate Gi and wearing a very worn and faded black belt which hung from his waist. The gentleman sported a crewcut, his black hair closely cropped and wore a neat, thin moustache. 

He seemed oddly familiar and my mind drifted.
I began explaining in my very poor Japanese that I wished to study Karate at the Hombu Dojo and enrol in its classes and how I had come to Japan especially to study Karate. He smiled and seemed impressed with my enthusiasm replying and advising me in fair English, which was much better than my present Japanese. Considerate to my queries he made me fill out some application forms, explaining what official requirements I needed to fulfil, the fees, the Dojo rules, expected conduct, the class times, etc. 

My mind was still wandering a little during our conversation, something was distracting me, niggling thoughts scratching and searching about my memories...Then the proverbial ‘penny’ rolling about my excited mind finally ‘dropped’, it was him.

Him!! The Karate expert, the one I had admired for so many years during my teenage wall poster days. This had been my favourite poster. For a moment it all seemed quite surreal, dreamlike I was back in my old family home a 17 year old gazing at the poster of this famous Master displaying picture perfect Karate. I stood there wishing - one day I wanted to be able to perform Karate like this.

And then suddenly I’m actually in Japan talking to this very same Karate Master and being accepted as a student and enrolled into this prestigious Japanese Dojo. It was as though the poster had come to life. The Karate Sensei had stepped out of the poster and emerged, his presence was made real, he had materialised it seemed.

I was not mistaken and I was not dreaming this was Sensei Masahiko Tanaka, (the legend) and the man who once inspired and called me to Karate from a poster. Was this proof of the concept of ‘Visualisation’ in action!? It seemed a strange coincidence, occurrence. But my life tended to be that way.

A little star struck and thinking how strange life was, a thousand questions rushed about in my head. I was excited and in my naivety I asked innocently how long it would take to reach Black Belt and on sudden reflection realised how horribly shallow my question sounded. I was instantly ashamed fearing I had given the wrong impression that I was a Westerner who wanted an instant Black Belt. I immediately wished the earth would open wide and swallow me up. 

Sensei Tanaka had a furrowed brow but wore a slightly bemused smile, his eyes narrowed and I received a sobering and profound reply; - “You want Black Belt? Here have mine, put it on and go and join the class”. 

His smile broadened a little more on recognising the horror no doubt on my face. I was in a state of mortified shock and mental panic on realising he had interpreted my question incorrectly and as a superficial desire.

I apologised for my verbal clumsiness and tried my best thoughtfully and intelligently this time to explain and clarify as to what I had really meant to ask. Time was of the essence, I was keen to study hard but had limited time and limited funds, of course I would stay as long as I could, as long as it took…I just needed to understand what was required to achieve my goal in a respectable time and plan my time and schedules accordingly.

It had not been my best performance in making a good first impression to a Karate Sensei I thoroughly admired. But after my explanation and showing remorse at ‘my foot in mouth’ question, Tanaka Sensei gave me some more forms to sign and counter signed them. The forms filled and all signed, he then looked me straight in the eye and said; - “O.K, we see how you get on”...

In my new crisp white Karate-gi, (white heavy duty, cotton Kimono) and white belt, I felt relatively safe, almost anonymous. This was to be a short lived sensation. I was entering the strict and tough, sweaty, bruising and bloody world of Japanese traditional Karate; this was the school of hard knocks.

As a fulltime Dojo kohai (junior/protégé) Karate student on a Japanese cultural visa I had to prove my worth and gain respect, study diligently and train every day. The absolute minimum attendance acceptable was two classes, six days a week. I had to prove my worth and gain their trust, interest, friendship, assistance and most of all gain their acceptance as a true practitioner of the Karate ‘Way’- Do.





THE DOJO; - Sohombu Dojo.
Japan Karate Association H.Q. Ebisu. Tokyo. (Circa1985).
The J.K.A ‘Hombu Dojo’ was based in Ebisu, a major district of Shibuya-Ku, Tokyo  and was the chief training hall, Headquarters and administration centre for the Japan Karate association (Shotokan style).The Dojo commanded a large space by Tokyo real estate standards and resided a couple of stories above the busy streets below.
A large expanse of polished wooden floor stretched out, welcoming and presenting a fully equipped Traditional Karate Dojo, offering classes in classic Shotokan Karate instructed by the schools and styles top Karate exponents and Masters. The training hall was able to accommodate thirty students comfortably.
The Dojo is a Japanese Martial arts training hall were students study and practise one of the native Martial disciplines; Karate-do, Judo, Aiki-do, Kendo etc.
The Japanese word Dojo translates to: ‘Do’- Way/Path and ‘Jo’- Place. It is a place where one comes to seek personnel mastery through the study of a Martial Art. 
Before one stepped onto the Dojo floor, there was an elevated viewing area with three or four rows of seats. (The Dojo in a previous life had been a Ten Pin bowling alley.) Here one could watch a Karate class in action, if permitted. (The Senior instructor’s class was off limits, students and members of the public were not permitted to watch).
At the rear of the observation area was a large glass cabinet displaying much silver and gold ware in the form of many trophies, giant cups and medals representing the J.K.A association’s and Dojo’s successes and titles achieved over the years, all very impressive. The Sensei had a rest room beside this area, where they relaxed and planned their classes.
Descending a couple of steps a student would take off his footwear and place them on a shelf for storage.
In this area hung two full length heavy weight, leather kicks bags. Here at the edge of the Dojo floor, a student would bow to the Kami-Dana (Shinto Shrine) and step onto the Dojo floor and training area. 
On the left hand side far wall was a large section of mirrored wall that covered approximately twenty foot square, offering true and honest reflections of one’s form, posture and technique. Here a student could practise and see their image clearly exposed and adjust themselves as necessary. The mirror could be quite cruel but was always truthful and revealing, it told no lies and it was a useful ‘tool’ to correct and perfect ones Karate form- ‘The Master is a Mirror’... 
The rest of this section of wall was host to some very welcome open windows that allowed natural light and a fresh breeze to circulate about the Dojo when it got sweaty and stuffy, heaven sent and freshening during the hot, humid suffocating summers.
The opposite wall, on the right side, immediately before stepping onto the Dojo’s wooden floor, there stood two large vital point charts which displayed almost life size images of the human body, drawn in bold black outline and set upon a light sepia background. Modestly designed anatomical charts, but clear and informative .The major vital points were marked upon the images, illustrating and highlighting the vulnerable striking points. These were the targets a Karateka should aim his strikes to hit to maximise the attacks effect and to obtain the most devastating results.
One image showed the anterior (front) section of the body and the other the posterior (rear) section of the body.
Along the remainder of this section of wall ran a neat row of five or six wooden striking posts, approximately five feet in height, set into the Dojo floor. Some flexibility in the post was permitted by a small wooden wedge in the posts base, allowing it some movement on impact. The posts were topped by cloth padding which served as the target and impact area. These striking posts were a traditional Karate tool known as the Makiwara. 
Makiwara meaning;-. ‘Maki’ = Roll, ‘Wara’ = Straw (Straw rope). 
A traditional method was to wrap the padded cloth (Strike pad) in coarse rice straw rope, tied and wrapped tightly around the pad and then secured about the post. 
This tool was for conditioning the Karate students hand and fist strikes, punches foremost, but also back fists (Uraken) and open hand strikes (Shuto) could be performed on these posts. 
This practise strengthened the hands and wrists and developed the two lead knuckles of the punching fists (Seiken), making them stronger and calloused from the repeated strikes. This severe training made them as hard as iron over time, fashioning a Karateka’s fists/knuckles into dangerous weapons.
Centre stage along the far wall and facing all who entered the Dojo (The Dojo front/centre) was the ornately carved wooden Shinto shrine- the Kami- Dana, the Spirit alter or Spirit house. This was the Dojo’s focal point (Shomen).
In the Shinto belief system this was the residence of God or Spirit.
Paper prayers were held within the shrine. On either side there were arrangements of green cuttings from plants, (i.e.; -From the Sakaki tree etc.) Three small bowls containing salt, rice and water, were left as offerings.
A thick heavy knotted rice rope hung at the Shrines front and another rope above. Rice paper cut and shaped into lightning bolts hung from these ropes.
High on the wall, to the shrines right, was the Dojo Kun in bold brush stroke Japanese calligraphy. These were the five principles and oaths of the Shotokan Karate student. These were recited with passion at the end of each and every class prior to our bowing out.
On the shrines left hand side, on the wall above, hung a portrait of the founder of Shotokan Karate, Master Gichin Funakoshi and some brush stroke Kanji characters  of Japanese wisdom. Below the portrait was the large National Japanese flag, the red ball (symbolising the Sun) set centre on a white background.
The changing rooms and showers were accommodated behind the Dojo hall, through a doorway, right of the Kami-dana.
Special Morning Class; - During my studies in Japan I regularly attended the ‘Special Morning Class’ at 10am Monday to Saturday inclusive. These classes were lessons in excellence and instructed by the leading lights of Shotokan Karate, the world’s finest pedigree of Karate Sensei. The line-up of J.K.A Sensei available for classes was not just impressive, it was awesome.
A typical class was led by a senior Sensei and assisted by no fewer than two or three high grade coaches who were regularly in attendance. 

A Karate student was spoilt and in a single class of usually ten to fifteen students, one could be tutored by a host of remarkable experts. For example a lesson in excellence given by the great Tanaka Sensei leading at the front of the class, with Imura and Ogura Sensei’s assisting methodically at the sides whilst Aramoto Sensei and Koike Sensei lurked at the rear of the regimented rows of Karate students, analytically observing and correcting any errors or weaknesses.
All classes were taught in Japanese and we were fortunate that some foreign students studying the Japanese language would assist in translating the important concepts and details we should understand into English. A few of the Sensei’s had a grasp of some basic English vocabulary and used it as best they could to impart their knowledge and expertise in the subject at hand.
These were strict, structured, tough and intense classes that covered all perspectives concerning the Art of Karate. 
The students received constant attention and professional advice and were corrected relentlessly, nothing escaped the Sensei’s attention, everyone and everything was adjusted and refined until they performed precisely and as instructed, excellence was the only acceptable result.
Each week a particular topic or aspect of Karate was studied. The whole weeks training and each and every class would focus on this specific subject and it would be studied in great detail and depth. Both the physical practise and mental theory combined and explained, so that the student appreciated the subject revealed in its entirety.
The topic and selected speciality was posted upon the Dojo notice board declaring the particular weeks study in Japanese and English. A student could see what the weeks Karate training would entail and prepare themselves accordingly.
The classes were always exceptional. Each lesson was of one hour’s duration and I can assure you, under these instructors’ tutelage, demands and expectations, this was an exhausting hour that required total commitment and effort, a focused strong will, a keen concentration and bucket loads of stamina and physical strength.
All classes without exception were disciplined, highly charged and generally sweaty, bruising often painful and sometimes bloody affaires.
Visiting Karateka would arrive from all over the world for short stays in Japan, to experience Japanese Shotokan Karate at the Hombu Dojo. 
Some a few days study, some weeks, some months and some years.
Disappointingly I encountered a few visiting Karate students who found the training too hard and retired, giving up after experiencing only a few classes.
It was a demanding study and you had to immerse yourself in the Art completely. Half-hearted approaches were not tolerated or acceptable.
This Dojo was not for the feint hearted or weak. This was intense Karate study, the Japanese way. It was tough and demanding but a real treat for the dedicated Karateka.
Some students were unfortunately over confident and keen to impress their peers and the Sensei’s and no doubt make an impression, this was a fatal mistake. Egos and attitudes should be left discreetly at home, or at least outside the training hall.

‘Pride comes before a fall’, as the saying goes.

On more than one occasion I witnessed one of the ‘New kids on the block’, entering the Dojo with a proud swagger, exuding an air of confidence, heads held high. Unfortunately they usually exited the Dojo with their legs held high... as they were unceremoniously carried out, humbled learning the hard way.
Better to be ‘humble’, quietly confident and keep your feet on the ground.

Some pride in our Karate psyche was natural and acceptable and if positive represented dignity, our self-esteem, acknowledgement of achievement and a comfort with the self. But one had to be aware of the pride that manifested itself as superiority or an over confidence which exposed the individual as conceited and arrogant.


‘With pride there are many curses. With humility there come many blessings’. Quote ;-( Ezra Taft Benson)




















5) THE HOMBU DOJO;- 
ASAI SENSEI: 

I arrived at the Dojo early each morning to attend the Special morning classes, which began at 10.00am affording me time to warm up, wake up and prepare for the days lessons.
These classes were highly charged and carried ‘a must attend’ status. Dedicated and enthusiastic Karate students were treated to a premium class of outstanding Karate.
I dutifully attended these Special classes six days a week, each and every morning throughout my two and a half years study and stay in Japan.
Though my Karate training and study was not of a religious nature or a spiritual quest, some mornings before the day’s classes had begun and the Dojo slumbered in a gentle calm it radiated an ambience not unlike that of a Temple or sacred place seemingly in a state of blissful meditational peace, the shafts of sunlight beaming through the open windows bathing everything in a glorious golden glow.
Changing into my Do-gi and entering the training hall, generally the first person I would encounter here in the dawn’s flourishing soft light and dissolving shadows, was a smiling and silhouetted Sensei Asai, busy pounding the Makiwara ,stirring the early morning silence with substantial punching thuds.
We would greet one another with the obligatory Karate; - ‘OSS!’ a courteous bow and “Ohayo gozaimasu” (Good morning).
I would join Asai Sensei beside one of the five or six Makiwara striking posts that stood upright and stretched in an orderly row along one flank of the Dojo’s side walls.
Here facing the wooden striking posts I would practise my punches and hit the post repeatedly and rhythmically with heavy and solid, thump-thump-thumps, hundreds of times, gradually increasing the speed, intensity and power. 

Sensei Asai had his own personnel and traditional straw padded Makiwara, which he had made himself. A firm padded cloth which was wrapped tightly in straw rope, giving the pad a pliable but robust surface. This striking pad would then be tied around the wooden post, about 5’ high, near the top.
I had recently acquired some lengths of Wara, (Japanese rice straw rope) and had bound the coils of knotted straw rope about a cloth striking pad, making my own traditional Makiwara.
Today would be its initiation and first test. Tying it to the top of a striking post, I was ready to try it out .I was very pleased when Asai Sensei noticed it and curious came over and examined it, looking it over, feeling and pressing it and then for good measure tested it with some very powerful reverse punches and a variety of open hand chops and strikes.
I stood by proudly as Sensei christened my Makiwara with his expert hands/fists.
I was happier still when Sensei smiled and told me it was very good.
Sensei Asai was always very helpful and generous in sharing his expertise and often advised me on the correct technique, posture and movement necessary when practising on the striking post. I was very fortunate and gained priceless guidance on Makiwara practise, which was a regular morning warm up exercise for us both prior to class.
Sensei emphasised the importance of speed in the pull back of the opposite arm when punching (Hikite), teaching me how it counter balanced and helped project the punching arm by compensating the strike with an equivalent force. He explained how the back of the fist should be in line with the forearm when striking with the index and middle fingers (Kento), keeping the shoulder low and the armpit tensed. (A distinguishing feature of a good Karateka is to have a strong and tight, contracted armpit).
When training on the Makiwara one usually stood in a standard stance, Zenkutsu dachi ,performing Gyaku-sukis on the spot or alternatively stepping forward in Zenkutsu-dachi with a punch - Oi-suki .
Other striking methods with the fist and open hand (Shuto) could also be practised and in a variety of other stances, but the basic practice of Gyaku-suki and Oi-suki in Zenkutsu-dachi were the accepted standard.
I learnt the stance must be rooted and evenly balanced with firm legs, taunt buttocks and to use of the hips rotation correctly, gathering and utilising power from the abdomen.
This concertation of force contributes towards strengthening the stomach muscles (Seika tanden) and creates the conditions for a natural Kiai (Spirit shout) to occur. 
I learnt that the punches journey should begin with relaxation and end in tension, executed with the correct timing and tempo.
The relaxation allows the strike to be light and fast, then as the fist reaches the target and just prior to impact it was imperative to twist the forearm, lock the wrist and tense the whole body, striking hard with our entirety.
The Karateka should project the entire force, his whole bodies’ power and energy from the toes to the fist into the strike. The punching two lead knuckles must aim to penetrate and go through the object (pad/opponent).
After much training my punches got faster and my fists got stronger and harder, particularly the two leading knuckles that became insensitive and calloused from the repeated strikes upon the straw pad. My punching power improved immensely. Makiwara practise not only strengthened the punch but also ones mental attitude. (Physical power- Tai- ryoku and mental /spiritual strength Seishin-ryoku).
It probably would appear odd to non-Karate persons, possibly to practising Karateka also (?) but I took a pride in my conditioned calloused knuckles. Sensei Asai’s two leading knuckles were particularly scared, calloused and were as hard as iron. They were swollen and protruded distinctly from his closed fists, conditioned over many years from repeated practise and testament to his serious martial training, a badge of Traditional and serious Karate practise.
Occasionally Japanese people would comment on noticing my knuckles and ask if I practised ‘Karate’, (“Oo!! Karateka desu ka?”) They understood and recognised the signs.



Asai sensei was a great inspiration and a man I admired and respected immensely.
In 1961 he became the ‘Grand Champion’ at the All Japan Karate Championships. Winning 1st place in both disciplines of ‘Kata’ and ‘Kumite’ beating the World’s top exponents and experts, no mean feat!
This he performed in front of the Crowned Prince of Japan who was in attendance on this auspicious occasion.
Asai Sensei’s dynamic style matched with a boundless energy brought him many successes, top titles and championships over a long and distinguished career.
The head of the Japan Karate association, Master Nakayama is recorded as stating; - “Tesuhiko Asai’s ever changing movements, sometimes resembling a dance performed in the air, leaves spectators gaping with admiration”.
Famous for his agility, jumping high and dropping low, with spectacular spins, turns and twists all accompanied with a lightning fast speed and generating immense power as he moved in his distinct and unique way.
Asai Sensei had developed a style of his own and his dynamic, graceful Karate held a subtle beauty, but none the less was practical and lethal if applied.
His Karate was truly a Martial Art, a Zen poem in motion.
There were certainly Chinese influences to be witnessed in the circular movements, the acrobatic leaps and bounds and his famous open hand techniques.
He had studied ‘White Crane Kung Fu’ from a Master Chan, who became his brother in law, when Asai Sensei married Master Chan’s Sister.
Asai Sensei was foremost a Shotokan Karate exponent, though as an advanced Senior Karate expert he explored and developed his own form and ideas. 




A pioneer of Japanese Karate.
As the technical director to the Japan Karate Association he was a much in demand and sought after Master.
On the rare but privileged occasions Sensei took a class at the Hombu Dojo and I was fortunately in attendance, we would be treated to a Master class in Karate. With all the Asai ingredients that made his classes so enjoyable and informative. He stressed the importance of strong hips, an agile, supple and flexible body, vigour and a spring in one’s movement, speed and power matched with refined skill and he encouraged a fearless spirit.
As a teacher he was inspiring and enthusiastic.
On one of my early morning arrivals at The Dojo I was the very fortunate one man audience to Asai Sensei performing Kata.
A Kata I did not recognise and unknown to me. It was spectacular and his movement hypnotic, flowing in a dramatic dance like routine and what I interpreted as open handed blocks, strikes and sweeping movements, all smooth but sharp.
I wasn’t supposed to watch, it would be considered rude I felt, as I was a low grade and had not been invited to this performance. I busied myself and stretched my limbs taking cautious glances; I dare not to disturb his form or concentration.
When he finished his exercise, and obviously aware I was in attendance, he bowed and smiled, as I did, acknowledging one another.
I couldn’t resist and muttered, “The Kata, It is beautiful”.
Humbly, still smiling, he said words to the effect that it was his own Kata.
My own Kata seemed rather robotic and clumsy in comparison, but I had gained an important insight into a natural flowing rhythm that one should strive to emulate and incorporate within their version and delivery of the Kata.  



























6) Earthquakes. Natures Rock n Roll... 
Shake, rattle and Roll
Tokyo is no stranger to earthquakes and the whole island nation of Japan is prone to regular seismic movements as the country is regularly, shaked, rattled and rolled by this earth shaking event. ‘Live Science’ reports that an estimated 1,500 earthquakes strike the nation every year. Minor tremors happen almost daily, deadly earthquakes are, unfortunately, a frequent event.
Prior to the disastrous Mega quake that occurred on March 11th 2011, there was an earth tremor approx. once a week, since that devastating quake there is now one every 2-3 days
The Mega earthquake, on that fateful day of March 11th, 2011 moved Honshu (the main island of Japan) 2.4 m (8 ft.) East and shifted the Earth on its axis by estimates of between 10 cm (4 in) and 25 cm (10 in), 
The earthquake and subsequent Tsunami were devastating .It was the most powerful earthquake ever to hit Japan, and the fourth largest in the world, since modern records began in the early 1900’s, reaching a giant 9.0 on the Richter scale. 
Tsunami- Tidal Waves.
The earthquake created powerful and devastating Tsunami .The tidal waves reached heights of up to 40.5 meters (133 ft.) in some areas and the waves travelled up to 10 km (6 miles) inland. 
The earthquake and Tsunami was responsible for extensive and serious structural damage in north-eastern Japan. The road and railway systems were severely damaged, a dam collapsed and thousands were made homeless. The Japanese prime minister Naoto Kan is quoted as stating;-; -  "In the 65 years after the end of World War II, this is the toughest and the most difficult crisis for Japan." 
The Tsunami hit Fukushima and its Nuclear reactor plant causing nuclear accidents, multiplying the disasters effect.
Government officials in Tokyo acknowledge that a "Super earthquake" is long overdue. There hasn't been a major earthquake event in the Tokyo area for 89 years. 
This was not a comfortable notion to contemplate from the upper floors of a Skyscraper and looking down upon a Tokyo that appeared in miniature far below, or when travelling deep below the cities surface within the very bowels of Tokyo on the underground train system. I tried not to... 
Shakin’ all over!
The first earthquake I ever experienced was in early 85’ at Magome House, sat about a table chatting to other lodgers. Our conversation was disturbed by what sounded like someone wearing hob nail boots racing with heavy strides across the wooden landing above us, making the wooden walls and ceiling tremble intensely. These were my initial thoughts as we peered above and about us trying to make sense of what was happening. An American girl who was busy talking on the house telephone, beside us, and who was obviously more knowledgeable about these kinds of events, declared excitedly to the person on other end of the line; - “Oh my God! We’re having an Earthquake!”
My reaction was rapid, adrenalin pumping at the sudden realization; I went into survival mode, fight or flee. No one to fight, so flee! Exiting my chair and the house almost simultaneously and out through the open doorway close by. Panic! The house was shaking violently and the widows rattling like crazy.
Not a pleasant experience. As an Earthquake virgin this was a worry. 
Earthquakes in my earth tremoring mind and body meant total disaster imminent; I’d seen the Hollywood movie block buster in the late 70’s, aptly named; - Earthquake!
Intuition told me to seek space, open space. Less could hit me, fall on me, crush me and or bury me alive...The movie had prepared me well, to be totally unprepared.
Escaping the wooden house that was shuddering like a large wobbling jelly I faced a new dilemma; - Outside the open space I craved was before me...But the scene was not very appealing or comforting. The whole land seemed to be having an epileptic fit.
My mind racing; - What if the powerful spasms split the surface, ripping open the earth. Huge cracks and fissures appearing and devouring houses, towns, cars and people...Like in the film!
Decisions, decisions...
I looked ahead for my escape, the road ahead was a long wonky highway of seemingly fluid and flexible bitumen rising and falling up and down, its momentum rolling in waves to the tremors beat, all quite surreal. The lamp posts and street lights on tall poles waving from side to side, bending back and forth swaying erratically like drunken sailors trying to dance.
There was nowhere to run, nowhere to go. I froze and took stock. It was hopeless I was helpless and there was nowhere to run. And then when I believed doom was imminent …it suddenly stopped as suddenly as it had started. The earth shuddered once or twice more and then a strange stillness and silence.
It was over, I had survived and Tokyo was still standing...I returned to my lodgings and made a cup of tea, how very English I thought and just like the fictional British secret agent 007’s (James Bond) favorite tipple ;- a dry Vodka Martini; - I was ‘Shaken not Stirred’… I sipped my tea, calming my heart beat and secretly wishing I had a Vodka Martini to settle my nerves.
The next day I read in the local newspapers it had been a 5.5 magnitude tremor, not huge but big enough. Some damage had occurred but nothing too serious.
I got used to the regular restless earth moving moods and came to accept them.
Though when earthquakes occurred and I was high up among the clouds, entombed within a shaking hi- rise building in Shinjuku teaching a busy class English, it did seem my being and destiny was indeed fragile and at the whim of the tremors mood and severity. I took little comfort watching my students all instinctively disappear under the classroom desks for protection, (A response and drill taught and practiced from childhood in Japan) it didn’t fill me with confidence and absent a parachute and the courage to leap out the 20th floor window ,there was little else one could do. The only alternative was absolute panic and running about the classroom like a headless chicken and screaming ... So following my pupil’s example and the standard Japanese government earthquake safety procedure I would do likewise and crawl under my desk. 
The Skyscraper shook wildly with its human contents all crouched and huddled under desks trembling awaiting their fate. Once the danger had passed everyone would reappear from under their desks, smiling, we had survived...
Earthquake Kumite;-
One day at the Special morning Karate class we were engaged in some enthusiastic sparring, the beat was steady on the Dojo floor as we bounced about ducking and diving, the punches and kicks flying about .The tempo seemed to pick up and I thought; - Someone’s going for it! The pounding on the floor seemed rather intense and we all stopped sparring and noted our Sensei’s moving to the Dojo sidewalls and one or two sheltering under the doorways (Supposedly the safest place, as one of the strongest parts of a building during an earthquake). 
‘Jishin!’ Earthquake! Someone called and we all moved to the side of the Dojo and waited...the wooden floor rose and dropped a little, buckling under the rolling waves of pressure and then fortunately it stopped, life continued. We paired up and continued our spar.
Over the past few years the Japanese government has enforced measures to make buildings more resistant to earthquakes in known disaster zones. They have also enacted several measures to make sure households are prepared for earthquakes. An example of this is the Japanese government's order to all households requiring them to keep a survival kit, consisting of water and food to last a few days, a flashlight, a radio and a first aid kit. Residents are advised to position heavy objects safely, not where they could easily fall and cause harm during an earthquake or hamper search rescue response.
If you survived the earthquakes monstrous vibrations, then the next menace had to be considered...  a Tsunami, (Tidal wave).  Towns, cities built near the coast were under threat and vulnerable from tidal waves triggered by the tremors.






7) SHIINA SENSEI: (Monday ‘Special’ Morning Class)

Monday 10am heralded the first of the six days per week Special morning classes.
The Monday morning class was usually led by Shiina Sensei and generally assisted by Hanzaki Sensei, Koike Sensei and Izumiya Sensei.
Shiina Sensei was a relatively new and young Sensei at this time (1985) and recently enrolled into the prestigious and elite Japan Karate Associations infamous instructor’s course.
He was a big man by the usual Japanese standards and my misconceived Oriental perceptions, appearing to be quite the Dojo Titan, carrying the height, breadth and the overall stature of a commanding character. I once overheard another Sensei teasing, in a fun way, but inadvertently complimenting him, on how he would have made a great Sumo wrestler...
But Shiina Sensei had chosen Shotokan Karate, Sumo’s loss, Karate’s gain.
The power he generated was awesome and his flexibility and speed belied his size. This man was on his way to be a J.K.A great.
Classes were always demanding and exhausting, predominantly based around Kihon (Basics) practised intensely over and over. Hundreds upon hundreds of times, amounting to thousands of punches in a variety of forms: Oi-suki, Kizami suki and Gyakusuki, back fists (Uraken) and basic blocks;-Age-uke, Soto-uke, Uchi-uke, Gedan-barai.
Kicks involved; - Mae-geri, Yoko-geri-keage and kekomi, Mawashi-geri and Ushiro-geri and at various heights, Gedan/Tudan/Jodan.
There was variation and many other techniques studied and utilised, but these were the core basic punches, kicks and blocks and the fundamental building blocks in our Karate foundation.


The basic drills using the above Kihon techniques were mixed and combined to create a variety of combinations as we progressed and they gradually became more complicated with increased speed and power as we advanced up and down the Dojo floor relentlessly executing patterns of defence and attack non-stop to an endless count it seemed.
Sensei barked orders between the counts. Encouraging or admonishing us depending on our performance and attitude. Alert, immediate, explosive reactions and responses were expected. Absolute commitment and a strong spirit in each technique was the minimum requirement. And just when you thought it was over, Sensei would say “Mo ikai!!” – “one more time!!” 
A favourite saying of his I seem to recall.
Shiina Sensei’s agility, flexibility, speed and power had me regularly in awe.
One morning prior to the class commencing I was given a very powerful and privileged demonstration of Shiina Sensei’s kicking expertise.
I was at the back of the Dojo practising an assortment of kicking techniques on the heavy leather kick bags that hung from metal chains.
Mae-geri (Front kick) was quite feeble. Yoko-geri (side kick) was rather pathetic. My Mawashi-geri (Roundhouse) kick was a little better than the others and I made some impact with my heartiest attempts and the bag eventually moved gaining a little motion. Producing decent and solid impacts that folded and swung the stubborn bags eluded my best efforts, frustrating and humiliating my endeavours. The bag appeared to mock me.
Shiina Sensei watched my attempts from across the Dojo. Noticing my frustration and lack of power he came over, moved me to the side and told me to watch and proceeded to demonstrate the correct technique.
Balanced on one supporting leg, with his kicking legs knee raised to the correct height required, he executed a perfect Mae-geri, his leg snapping out and striking the bag seemingly with little effort, the previously immovable bag flew skywards on impact as the ball of his foot hit and sunk into the leather with a powerful thump, his kicking leg instantly retrieved, controlled and snapping back after the strike ready to unleash the next attack. “Wow!” I silently exclaimed and how do you do that I pondered. 
Sensei, still balanced on one leg awaited the bag to fall earthwards and swing his way and as it returned he unleashed another kick, sending the heavy bag upwards towards the ceiling again. He did this repeatedly, eight or nine times, striking the bag in perfectly timed and coordinated kicks. The bag flying back and forth from the force unleashed.
It was an impressive display and lesson, leaving me with the impression that a kick from this Sensei would K.O a charging elephant!
Sensei then showed me some Yoko-geri (Sidekicks) strikes and finally Mawahi-geri (Roundhouse).The chains holding the heavy bags rattled and the leather bags groaned and moaned seemingly in pain, folding on impact and with a heavy thud from each of the powerful strikes.
“Wakari-masuka”? Sensei asked me. (“Do you understand”?)
I nodded and bowed. “OSS! Hai wakari masu Sensei!Domo arigato gozaimasu” 
(Oss! Yes, I understand teacher .Thank you very much”).
On another occasion during one of Shiina Sensei’s exhausting classes, I was in the front row (as was my regular habit and place) in a class of about ten students. 
We practised multiple block, kick, punch combinations and then put these into set drills x 100’s upon 100’s. Hundreds and thousands of repetitions were normal and the usual insane quantities demanded during each class, excessive counts were customary during Karate practise here. The attack and defence patterns synchronised with the endless counts went on for most the duration of the class as we obsessively pursued more speed, more power... more, more, more and then... some more more! 
It seemed an eternity, I felt exhausted but ‘hung in there’. I felt my strikes were O.K. my Gi arms snapping and cracking with each punch, though my tightly clenched fists were weakening, fatigued from the strain of effort and the constant repetitions of the repeated blocks, punches and kicks. My opposite arm was starting to fall short and the elbow not as tight to the body as it should be, it was not in the correct ‘pull back’ (Hikite) position, sagging somewhat .
Shiina Sensei eagle eyed as ever, noticed the little finger of my returning fist was not formed in the correct manner, the finger was not locked tight enough within the fist.
Sensei told Aramoto Sensei to take over the class. Taking me to face the Makiwara post and under his guidance how to form a correct punching fist and practice on the striking post. The thumb must fold and lock the two lead, bent fingers into the palm with the other two digits folded and wrapped tight, locked within the formed solid fist, the two lead knuckles protruding to form the striking point.
The dry blood stained Makiwara was to be my opponent for the rest of class. 
An hour or so of the repeated punches on the wooden posts cloth pad and blood was running down my arms. The skin from my two lead knuckles, on both fists, was history and long gone.
Sensei stood beside me the whole lesson encouraging me with; - “Mo ikai!!” (“One more time!!”) Followed by a light slap on the shoulders, warning me to focus, keep those fists tight, concentrate, hit hard.
A painful lesson but I certainly learnt the importance of keeping my fist tight the fingers locked and the fist correctly formed. Never again would I dare allow my fists go limp during class.
Sometimes later, in other classes, Shiina Sensei would come over to me and threaten; - “Makiwara?!”, If he felt I was weakening or falling back into bad habits.
Although our lessons were fundamentally based on intense basics the three ‘K’s; - Kihon-Kata-Kumite, all classes ended with Kumite, (fighting/sparring).
This was a chance for us to put the lessons into practical use and apply the techniques learnt in a combative situation.
From time to time we got to pair up and spar with one or other of the Japanese Sensei’s, always without exception this proved a very humbling experience.
At one class I found myself facing Shiina Sensei...I was carrying a very painful knee injury from a previous class and was struggling a bit. My injured knee was supported by tightly bound crepe bandages. 
Before beginning our bout I explained briefly in my best Japanese, which I had specifically learnt to make this very clear, as the injury was debilitating and very sore. “Hiza o kega o shimashita.” I explained that my knee was injured, lifting my Gi trouser leg to show the red, blue and purple bruising and bandage, making my plight quite clear.
We bowed. Sensei nodded looking at my injury. We moved into our guarded and ready positions of defence and prepared to spar.
Sensei immediately performed a low Mawashi geri to the inside of my injured knee. It wasn’t a particularly hard strike, more a stinging slap, but it was enough and was the first and final strike of our very brief encounter!
An intense pain shot through my leg, ran up my body and exploded in my head, radiating out my open mouth in the form of an agonised cry “Aaaaaahhhhhhoooow!!”
I tried to disguise my squeal as a spirited Kiai as I collapsed, falling onto the Dojo floor in a writhing heap. It hurt intensely, I felt like crying;-“O-isha san ni mite moraitai desu”. (“I need a Doctor”!) Or perhaps more appropriately; - “Shini sou” (“I think I am going to die!”).
I had just learnt another very important lesson; - Never show your opponent or adversary an injury (weakness) and definitely don’t advertise it or tell them!!
Sparing any J.K.A Sensei was a privilege, an honour tinged with some fear, but mostly a unique learning experience.
I also had the ‘pleasure’ of partnering with Shiina Sensei on other occasions and during other classes. These encounters were of the ‘Cat and Mouse’ variety. The student would try to defend and survive the bout as best he could.  The Sensei would, depending on your attitude and level, give you a lesson in Kumite...
They generally took it easy, holding back their real potential but stung us with techniques that came from nowhere to keep us on our toes.



We were permanently on the defence, counter attacks were expected of us, to show spirit and test our abilities, these were always unmercifully countered by the Sensei who would give you a stinging strike to expose any weakness in your attack. Any sign of over confidence or lack of confidence would be treated equally and harshly. Your attitude had to be correct. Our ability and resolve tested.
After being knocked about a bit and having my faults exposed on one particular occasion, Sensei (Shiina) stopped and stood still, instructing me to hit him in his stomach with a Gyaku suki. I hit him, but he did not flinch. I hit him harder, but still nothing. Which was a worry as how would you hit this man and make any significant impact?
After my regular Makiwara practise I thought/felt my fists and punches were fairly good and strong. 
Sensei told me to hit him as hard as I could. I hesitated I didn’t want to wind him, lord forbid! But I don’t think there was any real chance of that scenario unfolding. I was only fooling myself. Best give it my mightiest punch and see what happens. Sensei was getting irate with my poor punches. So I slammed a punch in with all the force I could muster, my best effort, and still he did not flinch, he was unaffected, he appeared to have not felt a thing.
Bored of my attempts he swept my lead legs foot with a swift Ashi barai (Foot Sweep), lifting me off the floor with the power and momentum, as I tumbled from the force of the sweep, my body mid-air, twixt Heaven and Earth and falling fast, he punched me with a Gyaku suki to the stomach for good measure which brought me crashing down into the floor Ippon! (One full Point!) I thought to myself, laying there starring at the ceiling stars in my eyes...
“More Gyaku suki” practise he told me sternly. Then as an afterthought and remembering my recent bloody episode on the Makiwara, under his direction, he turned and pointed menacingly to the wooden striking posts across the Dojo, warning me and saying; “Makiwara?!”



My J.K.A pocket book diary reminds that on the 1/7/88 during an evening class taught by Shiina Sensei, we practised Jiyu kumite all lesson. My entry briefly states;-I got a black eye, a split lip, thick ear, aching jaw and grazed and cut my shins… The entry for later that same month, the 28/7/88; - I couldn’t walk today…both legs black and blue and injured from yesterday’s class with Shiina Sensei. This was quite usual according to my diary accounts.
I had a good student, teacher relationship with Shiina Sensei and on very rare, but welcoming occasions I gained a little praise.
Shiina Sensei was taking an evening class I attended and it was very sweaty and tiring, no change there. The class was in the process of doing the routine 100 plus kicks over and over, the technique was performed from a Yoi stance (natural standing position). Combinations of front kick, then side kick and finally roundhouse kick, all performed left right, left right and left right, three different kicks on both sides to one call. (Six kicks per combination).
I was on ‘fire’. I enjoyed Geri waza (Kicking techniques) and was fortunate to be able to perform to an acceptable standard, my legs supple and flicking out sharply and strongly to the rhythm of the count and sequence.
Sensei asked me to lead and take the count as we approached our thousandth plus kick! I was in the ‘groove’ and Sensei rewarded me and encouraged my performance with a rare and flattering compliment. Sensei told the class to stop and watch me executing the combinations. Sensei looked at me and then to the class; - “Jouzu na” he said “Totemo ii” (“Very Good”). “Wakarimasu ka”? (“Do you understand?)
Shiina Sensei would be a frightening adversary, but in normal circumstances and outside the Dojo he was a very humble, pleasant and gentle giant.
























8) TANAKA SENSEI: (Tuesday ‘Special Morning Class)
Tuesday morning class was particularly special as it was instructed by the ‘Great’ Sensei Tanaka, Great with a capital ‘G’.
Sensei Tanaka was not only a charismatic world renowned Karate instructor, but also a world class champion with an impressive tally of major tournament achievements, particularly in Kumite, at which he excelled.
Tanaka Sensei’s fierce fighting style, brilliant technique, his graceful posture and movement combined with a strong spirit made him one of the most successful fighters to emerge from the J.K.A Hombu Dojo’s elite Kenshusei (junior instructors) course known to the Karate fraternity cautiously and respectfully as the ‘Hornets’ Nest’ the legend (unofficially) designated due to the high calibre of the Karateka in attendance and the severity and intensity of study.
He was a very popular instructor who was always approachable and carried a warm and ready smile. As a highly respected Karate champion and Sensei he was a much sought after teacher, not only in Japan but all over the world, courses and seminars with this instructor were in great demand.
A strict traditionalist, his Karate was influenced by a strong Budo ethic which was reflected in his methods of teaching and training; he most certainly had a warrior’s heart.
During his electric classes he often emphasised the importance of upholding the traditional values of Karate, explaining they were its very foundations and stressed how Karate kihon was so important to cultivate the Karate we strived to achieve. We should put great effort into mastering the Kihon ,which he elaborated  by verbally painting a picture, describing Karate Kihon as the deep roots that secured and steadied a stable but supple, strong tree.
In Karate competition, Shiai-kumite, Sensei Tanaka was a regular competitor in the ‘All Japan National Karate Championships’ and the major International Karate competitions. Sensei Tanaka excelled in this discipline. His warrior spirit and skills were tried and tested on the competition mat and Dojo floor and proved successful and very effective. Sensei’s unique fighting expertise made him a formidable force, the 70’s proved to be his glory days on the competition scene, winning several impressive major titles.
In 1974 and 75’, Sensei Tanaka took the 1st place in individual Kumite at the 17th and 18th All Japan Karate Championships, two years in a row.
In 1975 at the 1st I.A.K.F World Championships Sensei Tanaka took 1st place in the individual senior Kumite and was also an important member of the hugely successful team which won 1st place in the highly contested team Kumite, winning the 1st I.A.K.F World Cup. 
At the 2nd I.A.K.F World Championships, in 1977, Sensei Tanaka retained his title and won 1st place in the individual Kumite. The Japanese squad swept the board, and took 1st place in both team Kumite and team Kata.
At the 3rd I.A.K.F World Championships, 1980, Sensei Tanaka was a member of the winning Kumite team, which gained 1st place, and crowned Champions.
Having proven his prowess and ability on the competition circuit and winning the major Karate titles on more than one occasion, Sensei turned his attention to teaching, continuing to develop his own Karate and helping to promote the Martial art of Shotokan Karate all over the world. As the Japanese Art gained ever growing popularity and appeal world-wide, he dedicated his time to developing other’s skills through his teachings, offering his wealth of knowledge, wisdom, and undeniable expertise.
Master Masotoshi Nakayama, Chief Instructor of the J.K.A commented of Tanaka Sensei;-
“There are very few competitors who can use both hands and feet with as much skill as Masahiko Tanaka”.
“Masahiko Tanaka is one of the great Karateka of the J.K.A. Upon his retirement from competition as a representative of Japan he remained undefeated against the strongest opponents in the world.”
As stated, his fighting ability was doubtless and his understanding of ‘body mechanics’ in Kihon, Kata and Kumite made him a much sought after mentor and one of the most important Karate instructors in the World.
So for me, a keen Karate novice, Sensei Tanaka’s Tuesday special morning class was a particular hi-lite and an absolute privilege. I was very fortunate to experience his instruction regularly for two and a half years.
Sensei was assisted by his long term student and regular, right hand man, Sensei Imura, a much accomplished Karate expert. Sensei Ogura, Sensei Koike and Izumia would also often assist in this class. Imagine, five top Japanese Sensei in a class of no more than twenty pupils and generally only about ten ‘Die hard’ students. This made for an intense study and very productive class. Nothing escaped the Sensei’s attention and each part of a technique or movement was performed correctly and accurately or the Sensei would point out the slightest flaws, as weaknesses were strengthened.
Some Tuesdays only a few students would attend, which was a great pity as the calibre of expert instruction was second to none. I believe Sensei Tanaka was rather disappointed and annoyed on one or two occasions by poor attendance. 
To pacify him and show our gratitude, it meant those of us in attendance would be put through the paces and have to make up for the missing students by giving not just 100% but 200%!! We would have to show ‘Great Spirit’ and prove ourselves worthy…
A warm up of 100’s upon 100’s of reverse punches (Gyaku suki) and then leading hand punches (Kizami suki) , back fists (Uraken) then stepping forward punches (Oi suki) times 100’s and 100’s.Then all combined together in multiple combinations on the left then right sides. Next came the command for front kicks (Mae geri) accompanied with sidekicks, both thrust and snapping (Yoko geri keage and kekomi) and finally roundhouse kicks (Mawashi geri) all performed on both the left and right, again 100’s upon 100’s of times. Then incorporating all the hand strikes, alongside all the kicking attacks, 100’s more times. 
A good sweat washed over us all, puddles of sweat about our feet, our Karate suits sodden and this was only the warm up! 
The count went on and on relentlessly, it felt like an eternity; silently you prayed Sensei would call “Yame”! (Stop!)…allow you rest, get your breath ... alas, “Yame!” never came, but another stern order for a 100 full combinations did, with Sensei demanding we perform faster and stronger, all the techniques now united and performed in a coordinated fast and furious ,but orderly, march up and down the steaming Dojo our Kiais keeping our spirit focused and keen. Absolutely exhausting classes. 

One morning Sensei explained one of his teaching methods. Telling us that after several 1000 repetitions of the same technique under duress, the body and mind would learn to adopt and master the techniques and eventually through even more repeated actions and drills learn to perform the technique without any thought, in a natural reaction to the command or in response to a particular situation. 
The 100’s upon 100’s of repetitions of techniques would make our response automatic  and after 100’s more repeated actions the mind and body is forced to endure and find new ways to accomplish the task or command ,forcing us to dig deep within ourselves to find those unexpected reserves of strength and spirit.
To enhance our spirit and effort Kiai was employed. Sensei explained how this was an essential ingredient in uniting our technique (Physical) and will (Spirit) and we roared out loudly our ‘Spirit shouts’ to every strike he called. (Kiai means union of energy).
During one of Sensei Tanaka’s particularly demanding classes we were studying Geri waza (Kicking techniques). We were focused on performing Mae geri (Front kick). 
All the class were kicking fast and strong, right/left etc. in the usual 100 plus count mode. Sensei called the count quicker and quicker, until students struggled to keep up and to maintain a good standard of technique. Sensei’s own front kick, as he demonstrated to us, was already snapped back, having struck out powerfully and in an instant and was back on the floor, ready to execute the next kick, whilst our legs were still in limbo, in a variety of stages of completion and execution…
I was keeping up, just about. I always enjoyed kicking techniques, but increasing the speed and power had me forfeiting good posture. My shoulders were dipping slightly to one side and ideally the shoulders should remain level and square.
Sensei Tanaka noticed this and asked Sensei Imura to take over the count and the class, and told me to come with him to the rear of the ‘Dojo’ to face the wall of mirrors.

Sensei gave me a one hour ,privileged and personnel treat ,a one to one lesson on the fundamental mechanics of Mae geri (front kick).From the heel of my supporting legs foot, to the ball of my extended kicking foot and all the in between positions of the knee, hips, stomach, chest, shoulders, arms, etc. etc.
He went into great detail explaining and showing me the correct physiology required to strike in  the most effective and efficient manner, how to maximise my bodies power .My whole body was adjusted and realigned until he was content I had understood and I performed correctly. His attention to detail was quite amazing. A front kick had so many components which I had never been aware of before. In front of the large mirrors Sensei encouraged me to perform the perfect kick. The mirror never lies and my reflection had many flaws cruelly exposed and demanding attention. With Sensei’s expert advice and patience my front kick improved dramatically. A master class!
As a Hindu, Indian Guru once said; - “The Master is a Mirror”.
A very fortunate lesson for me and one my fellow class mates may have been a little envious of, sometimes it paid not to be perfect!
In practical use my Mae geri’s tweaking and body’s re-adjustment made the kick more effective as it became faster, and hence, this increased its power and enhanced its ability at striking the target with a sharp, flexible but solid impact.
Over time and practising what Sensei Tanaka’s had taught me, recalling his expert advice and generous efforts, my Mae geri became a useful weapon and was put to good effect during Kumite sparring sessions.
From that particular lesson I remember one of the many ‘secrets’ to performing a good Mae geri  was the all-important snap back of the kicking leg, control of the knee and good balance were essential ingredients. The kicking leg should be retrieved with as much speed as the kicking leg is struck out. (The pullback must be as fast).You must not leave your leg dangling about after striking or drop it clumsily losing control. Control the kicking legs height, angle, its position and mobility via the snap back of the knee, assisted by the balance of a slightly bent supporting leg and put your leg down in a correct orderly manner once the action is completed, forming a strong stance and in an alert and guarded ready position.

On another memorable occasion Sensei Tanaka took a visiting Canadian student and myself out of the class line up, handing the class to Sensei Ogura, taking us to some space at the rear of the Dojo;- “For special attention”… and made us pair up for some instructive guidance in one step sparring (Ippon kumite)  practise.
We were practising basic attacks and defences slowly, but with the correct movement and strong technique. 
Sensei emphasised the importance of moving forward and striking simultaneously in one clean, sharp movement. There were no in-betweens, moving from ‘A’ to ‘B’ had to be immediate. We took it in turns attacking and defending.
The first attack we studied was Oi suki ,the defence an Age uke and counter attack, reverse punch, Gyakusuki’.All quite basic, but Sensei Tanaka was developing our technique, posture and movement, increasing the speed and power as we became more comfortable and confident with the routine.
We alternated attacker and defender under Sensei’s dedicated attention and regular advice and encouragement.
My partner was a Big fella, 6 2” plus, to my 5 6”, so I had to stretch my limbs to reach and penetrate deep within his defences and past his powerful blocking arms, striving to strike the given target, in this instance his chin, high above! I increased my speed as I also needed to generate more power as his big arms would swat away my punches like irritating fly’s!
After many hundreds of attacks, repeated over and over. Sensei sensing I may be flagging and tiring told me to attack; - “More strong!”
His white Do- gi sleeves cracking, as he demonstrated some blinding fast, strong reverse punches in the air. “OSS!!” I exclaimed, acknowledging his command and bowed in respect.
I must have been in the ‘Zone’, as Sensei had devoted a lot of time and effort in tutoring me. Not wanting to disappoint, I recall very little, except I stepped forward enthusiastically and performed a “more strong” punch, my lead fist hitting my opponent square on the chin- (K.O). 
His rising block (Age uke) unfortunately executed a little too late to stop my attack. His head jolted back and then seemed to roll on his wide shoulders, his legs wobbled, folded and his body crashed onto the Dojo floor.
“Oooppss”! I was immediately surprised at the result, then embarrassed as I had hit my opponent without adequate control. I bowed deeply and apologised to my felled partner and Sensei who looked on slightly bemused. Sensei checked my partner out, as he was ‘dazed and confused’. 
He slowly came round and was O.K .In good spirit and taking it well, he smiled rubbing his chin and told me; - “Good punch”. Sensei smiled; - “yes, good punch, but more control!”
Most mornings I was one of the ‘early birds’, arriving at the Hombu Dojo prior to the special morning classes. This allowed me time to wake up, warm up and prepare for the days Karate practise.
This had other advantages, as well as training on the Makiwara some early mornings with Sensei Asai, I occasionally was privileged to witness Senior Sensei practising.
One morning Sensei Tanaka was practising with Sensei Imura. They were busy preparing a breath taking demonstration for the upcoming ‘All Japan Championships’ at the Budokan. 
Sensei Tanaka was performing defences from a Seza position, kneeling, as though in meditation, whilst his attacker lunged at him with a variety of attacks.
Sensei had the incredible ability to counter from a kneeling position with some explosive responses, striking his upright, advancing opponent and knocking him off his feet.
Sensei Imura stepped forward attacked the kneeling Sensei Tanaka with a fast punching combination, but before he had fully committed his punch attack, Sensei Tanaka still kneeling had executed a powerful and lightning fast Mae geri (Front kick) that came from nowhere and hit Sensei Imura solidly in the stomach. The attacker stunned and neutralised instantly. Sensei Tanaka remained in Seza awaiting the next attack. It was very impressive performance. 
Sensei Masahiko Tanaka was the personification of a true Karate expert. This was the spirit and style of Karate I wished to cultivate.
























9) The Climate/Seasons.

Japan had four distinct seasons. For a Karateka Summer and winter were the toughest months, due to their extremes of hot and cold.
Spring and autumn were pleasant and bearable, and better months for training;-
The spring was warm but not too hot.
The autumn was cool but not too cold.

The Dojo in Summer.
Summers in Tokyo turned the city into a furnace. Days and nights were hot and humid. Fortunately most places had air conditioning, which was a life saver.
The Karate Dojo had no such luxuries. The only air conditioning we received was when the Gods looked kindly on us and permitted a light breeze that sometimes blew across the Dojo via the open side windows. This breeze was at the whim of the winds direction and its strength. None the less it was always welcome, even though it was generally a warm draft it still gave some relief from the stifling heat that permeated a sweaty class. 
The lessons were intense whatever the temperature and the whole class was a sweat dripping, mass of drenched students, sliding up and down the Dojo floor about puddles of perspiration, panting in unison. Overheating bodies and red faces struggling with the heat and effort required.
Our Do-Gi’s (White cotton Kimono, Karate suit) were sodden wet during practise, and when one connected a reverse punch (Gyakusuki) on a partner’s stomach region (Tudan) an audible ‘squelching’ sound could be heard as your fist sunk into the soggy wet Gi.




























10) TOKYO JOE:- 
Trains;-
The Tokyo railway transport system was always very efficient and impeccably organised. It had to be, Shinjuku Station alone catered to an estimated 3.5 million passengers a day!
The trains arrival and departure were always on time and reliable to the very second, possibly Nano second, it was very precise and meticulously managed. It always amazed me that such a busy rail system, under such great demand, was not overwhelmed and coped so admirably. I often checked my watch to judge how accurate the arrival/departure times were and they were always faithfully on time, each occasion.
Commuting during the rush hour, particularly peak times was certainly an experience. Fortunately the enormous crowds were polite, orderly, disciplined and well versed in the daily commuting ritual. A special skill in the form of an acrobatic ballet was required to get on and off the trains. All available space was utilised and carriages were filled to bursting point. A mass of people all squashed and crammed together. In the carriage there was no space to move or manoeuvre, it was jam-packed. You were stuck among the cramped mass of bulging humanity. A courteous demeanour was mandatory to survive the journey.
To manage the crowds and get everyone aboard the trains, Station Marshalls, suited in smart grey or blue military style uniforms, peaked caps and white gloves assisted. They politely but forcefully poked, pushed and wrestled the travellers into and onto the trains, shoving and squeezing the bodies into any available space. Truly a sight to behold.
The lack of room meant you could actually end up with your whole body being lifted off the floor, the surge of the shoving, crushing throng of humanity hoisting you upwards until you popped up above the crowds, involuntarily elevated and left sprawled across the multitude below, resting in a reclining Buddha like posture. From a vertical struggle to a horizontal peace of sorts... 


This was no transcendental out of body moment or Zen experience, this was simple maths plus physics, divided by space, multiplied by mass and then pressure; - ‘Hey presto!’ you were suddenly up high facing the carriage ceiling. You could not resist the motion you had to go with the flow, imposed by the forces at play. This was crowd surfing, Tokyo style!
I experienced this strange phenomenon on many trips and on several occasions. I learnt to enjoy the ride, resigned to the fact that resistance was futile. There was a plus to this, a bonus; - As there was little to no private space on these journeys, up here floating about the ceiling one could escape the crush below.
On the carriage floor it was a lottery of whom you may become closely crushed up against. I found the lack of personnel space and close proximity to total strangers difficult and awkward initially. In time I became bemused by the situation and later learnt to be amused by it. 
The Japanese seemed admirably resolute, unperturbed and tolerated the situation without fuss. Poker faced they betrayed no visible emotion giving a stoic performance, seemingly cocooned in a peaceful state, perhaps resting their thoughts in the Zen garden of their minds.
I was self-conscious particularly when pressed up against another stranger, face to face and trying to breathe. Personnel hygiene was particularly important in these circumstances. Closing my eyes to escape and avoid the overpowering closeness, otherwise gazing upwards to the colourful ceiling adverts or downwards to the floor, which was a forest of black shoes. Faces were almost stuck together, cheek to cheek and nose to nose. All contact was dictated by the limited choices of space, position and how friendly you wished to be...
Pretty fresh faced Japanese ladies were an awkward but pleasant treat to be entwined with as the train rock n rolled along the tracks. I desperately tried to think of something other than the closeness and intimacy forced upon me with this delightfully perfumed female stranger pressed against me, trying to avoid drowning in there soft brown almond eyes… One had to be careful; people could get pregnant on these journeys!!! 
When it came to being crushed against Japanese men it wasn’t as welcoming and an uneasy experience. Forced face to face with another man felt uncomfortable and awkward. 
You were surrounded and drowning in a sea of visages whichever position you twisted or turned your head, faces loomed nearby. Closeness was such you could even count peoples nasal hairs or eye lashes if you were so inclined or wished. Ones sense of personnel space was null and void in these circumstances. Space was always something of a premium in Tokyo where ever you were.
Off peak the trains were a delight to ride, some space and a seat were generally available. The trains were always absolutely spotless, sparkling shiny clean. They appeared brand spanking new, every day, every journey. Cleaned and polished to reflection-perfection, one could literally eat ones bento (Japanese takeout meal/ lunch box) off the train floor. (Though this is not recommended!)
The lively framed adverts on the interior walls, the plastic carriage partitions, the coloured, dangling plastic handles, spotless overhead chrome bars all were pristine, appearing fresh and new.
Shinjuku Station; - Hot Dogs a go go
Due to the vast amount of people using this transport hub, approximately 3.5 million per day, trading here would be a money spinner if one had an imaginative business venture to capture the passing trade’s attention. All you needed was some tempting fast-food snack and a gimmick to promote it.
I had fancied opening an American style Hot dog stall. A red, white and blue coloured booth decorated in American flags and bunting. Hire a couple of all dancing and singing, bubbly and busty blonde ‘Cheerleaders’ to advertise my venue, hopefully attracting the interest of salivating Salary men distracted from their usual busy schedules. I believed my scheme would generate plenty of customers. 
My role would be Maître d’ of an International gourmet Hot dog stall serving delicious frankfurters in long, mustard and ketchup splashed, fresh rolls. I calculated a Hot dog at $1(aprox.110 Yen) or $2 a go, multiplied by the potential presented by 3.5million hungry and curious commuters and possibly customers a day... even  if I only got a small percentage of the passing trade I would still be a million-yen-aire in a short time, perhaps within a year. I visualised a Hot dog empire, making me a rich frankfurter king!
One of my many fleeting entrepreneurial whims...Sadly it never got any further than my imaginations drawing board and I resorted to earning a living teaching English.
On the subject of food snacks;-
Rubbery grilled squid, Ikayaki, on a stick or dried and salted squid, spread-eagled upon a wooden skewer was a popular treat at street fairs and folk dance festivals, Bon Odori. The snacks were sold from small stalls (Yatai). Japanese children seemed particularly fond of this squid lolly-pop treat and seemed to relish it in the same way Western children enjoyed ‘candy floss’/ ‘cotton candy’ at carnivals.
It appeared strange to me, to observe these youngsters chewing on this Alien like withered creature stuck on a stick, its tentacles curled and dangling frozen in time.
I gather it probably looked equally odd to an Oriental to witness Western children, faces buried in pink fluffy cloud like mounds of candy floss which was basically air and finely spun sticky sugar! 

Young take precedence over the old; - One oddity upon the public transport system in Japan was the courteousness in reverse to our Western etiquette. For example; - travelling on a bus or train, if there were no seats available an elderly person would rise and offer their seat to a younger person. It was odd to witness this habit and etiquette as in my society the young are expected to give up their seat to the elderly. On occasion, on entering a full train carriage, some very dear old Japanese lady or gent would immediately get up and kindly offer me their seat, insisting I should sit down. Rather embarrassing, as I was a young man and a Karateka. Thanking them for their kindness I politely declined, of course.




Observations / Differences / Peculiarities;-
Bowing to Telephones:-
I was quite fascinated watching the locals on their telephones, mobile or otherwise and often perplexed as to why they ended the conversation with deep respectful bows, which is a customary practise and good manners in Japan when person to person, but this was whilst conversing on a telephone. It seemed needless and odd to me.
My pre-programmed Western mind had its cultural and social perceptions regularly challenged. At times Japan seemed upside down, inside out and back to front as I wrestled to understand its seemingly paradoxical ways, akin an explorer stumbling about in the fourth dimension. My thoughts grappling with Japanese notions and concepts, the questions and answers perplexing riddles hidden within mysterious puzzles. 
Back to front Magazines/Books;-
Japanese magazines and books started at the back and ended at the front. Japanese books (and Chinese books) are read with the pages turning to the right (opposite direction to the West). They are read starting from the top right, going down the page, then back up, down and up etc. Until you reach the bottom left and turn the page to the right.
In the West we read and turn the pages to the left and begin from the top left, reading across sideways to the right, returning to the next line below on the left and reading diagonally to the right again ,left, right, until we reach the bottom right and turn the page to the left etc.  Left - right-right-left-up –down- down- up-sideways- back –to –front- front- to back-…
It all made me dizzy.
I would ponder was my western perception of the back actually the front and my front really the back. These thoughts needed clarification and kept me awake at night.
‘East is East and West is West and never the twain shall meet’… As Rudyard Kipling wrote in his poem;-‘The Ballad of East and West’.

Comics, MANGA: - 
Manga, cartoon magazines were very popular and a major part of the Japanese publishing industry. Though the Manga are traditionally printed in black and white, colour has become popular.
People of all ages read them. It seemed strange to see adults, as well as children and teenagers reading comic books regularly in cafes, parks, in bars and on their bus and train journeys.
In the West, save for collectors, comic books were for youngsters but here in Japan you could be middle aged, elderly, any age and still enjoy a comic strip adventure. All tastes were catered for, from romance, mystery, comedy, sexuality to science fiction and super heroes etc. without feeling childish.
Your imagination could join a Japanese version of Spiderman or Batman in full printed glory, the characters jumping out of the glossy pages with all the ‘Pows’, ‘Whams’ and ‘Splams’ highlighted  in bold design. Having been a Marvel and DC comics fan in my teens I often found myself peeping over an unsuspecting shoulder to look at the Super heroes in action.
Suddenly I’m understanding English! 
The Japanese were always exceptionally pleased and somewhat surprised if you spoke to them in their language. No matter how poor your grammar, vocabulary or grasp was they would kindly shower you with compliments, flattering you with how talented you were or how very clever you were and how very good you’re Japanese was etc. They were very generous encouraging ones efforts, as they believed Japanese was a difficult, if not an impossible language for a foreigner to learn or Master. Some Japanese just could not imagine a foreigner speaking in Japanese and just could not believe it. 
On one memorable encounter I approached a grey haired, smartly suited Salary man and politely asked him; - “Sumimasen, kono densha wa, Ogikubo e imasuka?” Basically;-“Excuse me, is this train going to Ogikubo.” (My destination a suburb of Tokyo.). 
He looked puzzled then a little shocked and finally in broken English exclaimed; - “eeeeeeehhh! Totsuzen (Suddenly), I am understanding English!!!” 
“Nihongo hanishimasu” I smiled, explaining I was speaking in Japanese.
“Arienai!  No no it’s not possible!” He replied in some astonishment. How could I speak such good Japanese it was not possible he enquired, rubbing his head in disbelief. I told him it was not particularly good Japanese just a simple request.
None the less he was impressed and eventually after some compliments and bowing in respect at my ability at expressing myself in Japanese he took me to the correct train platform I required for my journey. (The Japanese generally never pointed the way or instructed you with verbal directions;-straight ahead, turn right / turn left etc.). They would personally take you if they could.
I remember one afternoon whilst visiting Kyoto and looking for a famous Temple I met an old lady at the bottom of a steep hill and I enquired about the Temples location. She paused, thought for a moment, understood my request, smiled and gestured for me to follow her quietly mumbling; - “Watashi ni tsuite kite kudasai” (Please follow me).We walked up a very steep hill for 10 to 15 minutes. I was sweating and finding it hard work in the heat and It crossed my mind how tough this route must be for this poor lady, but at least I could escort her on this journey as she appeared to be heading in this direction anyway...Eventually at the top of the hill we came to a large Torii gate announcing the Temples entrance. I was delighted when the lady confirmed this was the Temple I was looking for. I thanked her and bowed. She smiled, bowed and promptly turned around and much to my discomfort and horror began walking all the way back down the hill! Oh no I thought, that lady just took me all the way up this hill to show me the Temple location, she wasn’t actually going this way at all, but had sacrificed her time, energy and gone completely out her way to help me. I felt very grateful but quite awful and humbled as it was a strenuous hike. The dear lady could have just told me the way or pointed out its direction. I learnt the Japanese were very courteous and felt obliged to assist a foreign visitor and if possible accompany them to their destination.




Crucified Santa and Kentucky Fried Christmas…
During the Christmas season I remember seeing figures and ornaments of Father Christmas/Santa Claus on display. Some of these images were rather odd and portrayed a Crucified Santa on a Cross! The Christian symbols of Easter and Christmas, Jesus and Santa, muddled and mixed a little…
An approximate one per cent of Japanese practice Christianity. In the early 70’s the traditional Christmas turkey dinner was adopted into Japans Christian customs, albeit, they substituted the turkey meal for chicken, Kentucky Fried chicken to be precise!
(After having witnessed the crucified Santa’s, a bizarre, Japanese (Mis-) take on Christmas, I wondered if perhaps char grilled ‘Rudolph the red nosed Reindeer’ burgers would have been more appropriate, a fitting compliment (??) to the muddled theme.)
According to the urban legend, regarding the tradition of eating KFC at Christmas, it is believed that an expat customer at one of the chain’s restaurants had noted that as Japan was lacking in the Seasonal treat of turkey, why not use chicken as it was the next best thing and readily available.
The store’s manager took note of the customer’s comments and passed on the ideas and observation to his bosses.
KFC invested in the idea of fried chicken as a Christmas meal and with aggressive advertising and marketing got a winning recipe. Launching its surprisingly successful ‘Kurisumasu ni wa kentakkii!’ (Kentucky for Christmas!) campaign in 1974. 
During the festive season at KFC outlets across the country a peculiar seasonal metamorphous occurs. Colonel Saunders transforms into Santa Claus .The trade mark white haired and bearded Colonel Saunders statues are dressed and decorated in the classic red and white cuffed Santa suits becoming a seasonal Santa Claus! All this in preparation for the restaurant’s busiest time of the year, Christmas when the profits boom. This strange tradition and Christmas craze has a huge demand in the days leading up to the 24th/25th of December.
In Japan Kentucky fried chicken = Christmas turkey. 
Col Saunders = Father Christmas.

The Colonels Curse.
The famous fast food KFC brand is also part of another Japanese urban legend. 
‘The Curse of the Colonel’...  
In 1985 the ‘Hanshin Tigers’ baseball team won the much coveted Japan series Championships. The fans known for their fanatical support were overjoyed and celebrated the team’s victory with the usual songs, chants and antics associated with the fans triumphant routine.
One of the victory rituals involved identifying fans that resembled a team player and then throwing them into the nearest river or canal. The lookalike fans dutifully jumped into the waters or were enthusiastically assisted. On this occasion one team member was difficult to match as he was a foreigner and sported a beard (Randy Bass).
On passing a local KFC outlet in Osaka town centre the fans came across a statue of Col. Sanders stood outside the eatery to welcome customers. The figure appeared somewhat like the foreign team member, whom they had not matched for the symbolic dipping. The Colonel, like the foreign player, donned a beard, the statue would have to do and in that instant he was chosen by the euphoric crowd to represent the foreign player. 
In a wild night of revelry and joyful rampage the life size plastic image was seized and hauled off by the jubilant fans. As was their custom and tradition the Colonel was dutifully dumped into the canal accompanied by much cheering and blowing of horns and trumpets. The Colonels fate identical to the other player lookalikes who had ended up in the Dotonbori River that runs through the cities shopping district. Splash! Glug – glug... Tonight Colonel Sanders slept with the fishes.
Japanese are generally very well behaved and polite, loutish behaviour is relatively unknown and some of the more responsible fans apologised to the outlet manager and promised to retrieve the missing Colonel.
The club and fans reputation tarnished, they returned the next day with good intent and keen to right the wrong of the night before. Their mission was to find and rescue the statue and return it to the shop but after much searching about the murky depths of the waters nothing was discovered.          
It was alleged that the fans unruly behaviour had stirred the wrath of the Colonel and the ‘Hanshin Tigers Baseball team’ were now rumoured to be jinxed. The Colonel’s curse was believed to be that the ‘Tigers’ would never win the Japan league series championships again and probably, at the very least, not until the Colonel was recovered from his watery grave and appeased.
The team have made the series three more times since the 1985 triumph; - in 2003, 2005 and 2014 but losing each time. The Tigers have not won a Japan League Championships series in the past 30yrs now and counting. (Presently at time of writing- 2015!!). So one gathers the ‘Colonels curse’ is quite potent and continues...
In 2009 divers recovered the missing torso of the colonel and eventually the full body, but minus the left hand and his glasses which remained missing. Locals consider the curse remains until the Colonel is made complete.
This intriguing story contains all the flavours and ingredients to qualify as a most deserving episode and a mysterious case for the likes of ‘Scooby-Doo’ to explore, investigate and solve!
It is said that ‘The KFC secret recipe is also covered by the ‘Colonels Curse’,  a jinx ready to punish anyone who foolishly exposes the ingredients or reveals the herbs and spices that create the KFC brands particular taste and flavour. Supposedly eleven herbs are involved in the jealously guarded recipe.
I dare not divulge the eleven herbs by name or ‘Abracadabra’ I shall inadvertently be turned into a deep fried KFC chicken drum-stick... Perhaps!








Muddled words, lost in translation; -
Some words could present epic mistranslation and lead to odd interpretations. Others were deliberately a mischievous play on words.
A Shop name;-
A ladies fashion boutique I regularly passed gave me quite a shock the first time I noticed its shop name. I read it several times to make sure I was reading it correctly, there must be some mistake I figured... On confirmation of the word I was shocked and thought how crude and offensive it was. I was no prude but felt this was pushing the boundaries of decency and taste for a commercial business name! There after I regularly cringed whenever passing the busy outlet, pondering if the owner had deliberately set out to shock or something vital was lost in translation and meaning. The trendy ladies boutique was called; - ‘CU*T’, its title referring to a females genitalia in the crudest stated form and it was written in bold black characters on a white background above the shop entrance, located on a very trendy and busy main street. The shop appeared to do a steady business and its female cliental didn’t seem to notice or care about the shop name or the garments labels they purchased there. I gather they were blissfully unaware.
Oddly named Drinks; - One or two Japanese drinks come to mind as muddled in translation and meaning. The sports friendly isotonic refresher; - Pocari Sweat, created to replenish water and electrolytes lost during perspiration. The sweat bit in the name certainly put me off and its flavour befitted its name and was quite sweaty, I mean salty.
Another popular drink was Calpis, which was a non-carbonated soft drink marketed as a health drink .It came in a few varieties but Hot Calpis took the biscuit!  The products name was the source of some amusement to us foreigners and we pronounced it; - “Cow-Pi$$!”  There was also a Coolpis at the supermarket, a Korean import and similar to Japanese Calpis.
So I guess if you had too much of the Hot Calpis you could chill out with some of its Korean brother- Coolpis...
There were other ‘eyebrow’ raising commodities, but lastly, I came upon tetra packs of milk, nothing unusual you may say. But this product was called Mothers Milk...Hmmmmm...
A picture on the carton depicted a Mother lovingly nourishing and breast feeding her child. I’m sure the product contained cow’s milk (?!!?) but my imagination was working overtime and I could envisage a factory of young busty milk maids on a busy production line... enough said or I shall need therapy!
Plastic Food displays; -
I often stopped along the busy streets to marvel at the fake food displays, called Sampura, displayed within the windows of restaurants and local eateries. Crafted from plastic or wax these were colourful artificial copies of local dishes and popular snacks, they were eye catching and looked great. The displays were very realistic and quite beautifully made playing tricks on the mind; one could almost taste and smell the rich flavours! To an empty stomach they were wicked temptations and could cause some salivating when hungry eyes fell upon the deliciously inviting (fake) dishes on show, a mouth-watering mental feast ensued.
My favourite display was a silver fork seemingly, suspended in mid- air, coils of spaghetti twisted and wrapped around the utensil as the pasta rose up from a full plate of spaghetti below. There was also a more traditional version consisting of two chopsticks suspended in the air wrapped in curled noodles.
The more traditional Japanese fare such as colourful Sushi (Vinegar rice rolled in crisp dry flat seaweed with a piece of fish or veg, sometimes fruit, in its centre served with pickled ginger, Wasabi mustard and Soy sauce) or Sashimi treats (Slices of raw fish sometimes served on a small block of rice) set in neat patterns about large platters, wooden boards or bamboo mats and for special occasions richly presented in black lacquered decorative boxes which were delightful. Large Tempura King Prawns looked magnificent, vibrant pink and coated in a deep fried crispy golden batter. Bowels full of the popular Raman (a thick noodle soup dish) came in abundant flavours and varieties. All looked deliciously real and delightfully edible
One of my favourite local dishes was the deep fried pork cutlet coated in bread crumbs; - Tonkatsu, served with shredded cabbage, boiled rice and Miso soup - delicious!


The food models made novel ornaments, objet d’art or collectable pieces. The skill and craftsmanship involved in creating these objects has been elevated to an art form. The production is highly lucrative, revenues reach into the billions of yen each year. As such the trade secrets of the companies producing these replicas are jealously and closely guarded to protect the business and its great profits.
For a foreigner not only was it a novel experience but it made life easier when ordering a meal, one could simply point at the displayed dish of food required, there was no language barrier and as long as you pointed straight you got what you wanted, the perfect visual menu, practical, effective and strangely alluring.



References; - Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia.
 Delicious Vinyl: Japan's Plastic Food Replicas. Sake-Drenched Postcards. Lubarsky, Jared (December 29, 1985). 
"Shopper's World; It Looks Good Enough To Eat": The New York Times. Retrieved 2008 

Japans Plastic food.  Oddity central.
Japans mouth-watering plastic food displays: Spooky 2011(May 19th)


























‘SALARY MEN’; - Samurai in Suits!
The Metropolis of Shinjuku is a forest of ultramodern skyscrapers, the hi-tech glass and steel towers shinning in sunlight and piercing the blue heavens, rising up from the maze and shadows of the concrete canyons far below.
Shinjuku looked like some space age, futuristic city on steroids, a scene that resembled a back drop from the Sci-Fi movie; ‘Blade Runner’. 
Shinjuku also appeared to be ‘Salary man central’, there H.Q.
Salary men converged on this Mini city from all over Tokyo’s suburbs and outlaying districts. Shinjuku was a seriously busy transport hub and destination. The commuters spilling out of the trains and pouring out of the station, a sea of suited humanity flooded into the city streets. 
The regimented and robotic pin striped army marching in a harmonious, clockwork precision to the cities demanding industrious beat. 
Or perhaps more poetically; - A swarm of company drones making a bee line for their corporate hives (skyscraper)to make honey (money), if I’m permitted to (bees) wax lyrical.
What is? And who are;-The ‘Salary man/men’??
Salary man; - These are the loyal and dedicated white collar workforce. Who, as their Anglophone name suggests, work for a salary based income. Typically joining a corporation on graduation from University, where he will then work for his whole career, dedicating his life to the company. In Japan the path of the Salary man is highly respected and an expected career choice for young men. The Salary man represents and is a living symbol of Japanese society working as a team, in harmony, to achieve the companies and nation’s goals. Japans economic engine of sorts, all was for the greater good. 
At the end of a long day, Japanese workers, bowing to one another and exiting their work place, would say a polite farewell, which  I found endearing ;- “Osukare-sama deshita”.  Translating to something like, “Thank You, for making me honourably tired”.
Long working hours are expected, commitment, loyalty and personnel sacrifice to achieve the best company results, and business and market victories.
A Samurai in a Suit!
Their hard working ethic and the long working hours leaves the Salary man exposed to the occupational hazard and concept of Karoshi, death from over work. After excessive hours at the office, they are then expected to socialise with their work mates at Hostess and Karaoke bars. After work bonding and leisure activities generally involved a lot of beer drinking and lots of cries of Banzai”! (A traditional Japanese exclamation meaning, “Ten thousand Years” or...“Tenno heika banzai”; - "Long live the Emperor", shortened to banzai, which in WWII was an end of battle, human wave charge, a suicide charge!)
And the regular “Kampais”! A toast equivalent to, our; - “Cheers”! 
It was said that a Japanese house wife would worry, if her husband returned home before 10pm at night, and concerned if he was sober, as this was seen as an indication he was not accepted as one of the team, probably not getting on at work with his colleagues and not fitting in. Conformity to the group, being accepted was expected and important in the Japanese ‘modus operandi ‘. 
I often saw respectable smart suited, alcohol blushing, red faced Salary men on late night trains going home the worse for wear. Fast asleep as the train hurtled towards outlying districts .I hoped they would awake at their correct stops/stations, and not find themselves lost, out in the wilds, somewhere unfamiliar, which appeared to be their fate.
I imagined at the end of the line, in some far flung forgotten train station, somewhere on the edges of the railway network, there were hundreds of lost Salary men, wandering around bewildered in a twilight world, wavering between drunk and sober and gathering, quite appropriately, about the ‘Lost and Found’ department...
The dawn of a mega hangover, a spectacular *Futsukayoi, looming on the horizon.
Some Salary men had the uncanny presence to awaken from what appeared a deep drunken snoring slumber, just as the train pulled into their destination station. I don’t know how they managed that. It was a mystery and impressive.

I once saw a Salary man, drunk and resting against the automatic train sliding doors...He leaned forward, supported by the closed automatic door, his face squashed up against the glass fast asleep. Unfortunately when we reached the next  station he still slumbered but was rudely awoken as the glass sliding doors automatically parted and he plunged like a felled tree onto the platform, fortunately uninjured, falling in a drunken rolling flop .
He dusted himself down got up and was O.K. and miraculously suddenly sober!
*Incidentally, the Japanese saying for ‘Hangover’ is; - Futsukayoi.  This literally means- ‘Two days drunk.’  
An appropriate and defining expression for anyone who has experienced and suffered the effects of a heavy drinking bout.
‘Iikkinomi’ and the Red Glow phenomenon
During socializing and frequenting local bars I noticed how the Japanese patrons, particularly  the herds of Salary men that descended on the ‘Watering holes’ after work, seemed to almost instantly develop a red flush that overcame them after just a small amount of alcoholic beverage. Even after only a few glugs of beer they began to glow a scarlet red in colour.A sniff would turn them pink at the very least!
I discovered this reaction was common to most Asian people due to their body’s genetic condition and how it coped and reacted to the intake of alcohol. Their bodies response to alcohol is known as the ‘Asian Flush or ‘Asian glow’ and sometimes with tongue in cheek, as a ‘Suntory Suntan’! (A play on one of the leading breweries names; - ‘Suntory’)  East Asians are particularly prone to this colour transformation. In Japanese it is referred to as; - Makkaka naru- to turn bright red.
The red glow was deceiving as one assumed that the colour was indicative of their level of inebriation and of having over indulged in the grain or grape .This was a wrong assumption, the Japanese enjoyed a drink and though they turned crimson many could drink with the best booze hounds in town.
There was no social stigma to excessive drinking or even drunkenness as it was accepted as a form of relaxation and social pastime. The Japanese enjoyed a ‘Pub crawl or ‘Bar Hopping’ – In Japanese; - Hashigozake (literally; - ‘Liquor Ladder’) as much as their practicing Western dipsomaniac counterparts. 
In Japan bars never seemed to close.The drinker craving ‘one more for the road’ can find numerous bars & clubs open 24/7 catering to their thirst and need for mental lubrication.
If they were brave, or foolish enough to indulge in the sport of Ikkinomi  (‘Down in one’) a popular drinking game, they were courting drunken disaster as the more alcohol taken the brighter red they appeared to glow and invariably the more intoxicated they would get.
A famous Japanese cure for a brutal and staggering hangover (Futsukayoi) is Mukai Zake; - ‘Hair of the dog’.
 “Avoid hangovers, stay drunk” - appears to be the message in this particular approach and treatment.













11) ABE SENSEI: (Wednesday ‘Special’ Morning Class)
Having limped exhausted from Monday’s Special morning class, my body aching all over compliments of Sensei Shina’s enthusiastic;-‘tough love Karate’ lesson and subsequently barely surviving a very bruising and intense Tuesday’s Special morning class commanded by the steely spirited and charismatic Sensei Tanaka generously sharing his unique style and expertise...Wednesday’s Special morning class dawned and yet another challenging session awaited the Karate student and this class was not for the feint hearted. This was yet another hard-hitting no nonsense class, strict and disciplined, exhausting and always fast and furious in nature. This was Sensei Abe’s class in Karate excellence. (Sensei Abe was often assisted by Sensei Hanzaki, Sensei Omura, Sensei Imamura and Sensei Izumiya).
I had to be strong and alert to manage my way through this class which was the mid-week equivalent of the survival of the fittest - last man standing. 
Sensei Abe had something of the Samurai of old about his character and presence, his family were indeed Samurai in times past. A Martial arts treasure whose heritage and attitude to Budo was clear, authoritative and emanated in his teachings and classes.
His exceptional skill matched with an extensive knowledge of Karate and decades of experience amongst Japans greatest Karate exponents made him one of the most important J.K.A senior instructors.
He had joined the J.K.A Hombu Dojo circa 1958 as a student of Master Nakayama, graduating from the J.K.A instructors training programme in 1965. He was later to feature in many of the highly informative and popular; - ‘Best Karate’ book series performing techniques, which Master Masatoshi Nakayama compiled and published.
At this moment in time, 1985, Sensei Abe had progressed to become the Director of Qualification. Previous to his study and commitment to the J.K.A Shotokan Style, as a boy of 15 he had studied and practised ‘Shito-Ryu’ Karate, of the ‘Toyama’ lineage. ‘Shito-Ryu’ is one of the four major recognised styles of Japanese Karate and it is famed for its extensive catalogue of Kata, numbering over 50, which are practised within this systems rich legacy.
I am familiar with this style as it was the first Karate style I had been introduced to and studied. This was the ‘Shito-Ryu-Shukokai’ of Sensei Tani, of the Mabuni linage.
Sensei Abe was an enthusiastic Karateka and in his early days proved his ability on the competition circuit taking 3rd place in Kumite at the very first J.K.A National Championships.
Sensei went on to become the Japanese Kumite team captain at the 2nd World Karate Championships held in Paris, France. Also of note, Sensei achieved a team Kumite 1st place in 1973 at the J.K.A International Friendship tournament and a 1st place at the 2nd and the 3rd Japan Karate Federation National Championships.
He was particularly famed for executing a super-fast back fist (Uraken) and a very sharp and powerful sidekick (Yoko Geri).
His experience combined with his competitive successes and skills gave him the credentials which led him to devise significant advances in competition Karate, creating the original rules of Ippon shobu (one point competition Kumite).These  fighting rules were formulated in an effort to uphold and preserve the true spirit of the Budo concept of killing an opponent with one perfect decisive blow –Ippon (One full point), but within a safe environment and controlled by a set of simple but strict rules which included  Chukoku (warning), Hansoku (foul) and Shikkau (disqualification) for any serious violation of the Kumite rules .
His vision, efforts and input gave birth to the system which permitted a Karateka to spar in a realistic, highly charged combative mode and still perform with a high standard of technical skill.
Sensei Abe had been a film star too, having starred in the James Bond movie; - ‘You only live twice’- in the early 60’s, showing off his Martial Art prowess during some of the films choreographed fight scenes.
Sensei is also considered a pioneer in popularising Karate to a World-wide audience. His strict classes were educational as well as sweaty and bruising. Constantly emphasizing the importance of strong basics (Kihon) he invested a lot of time and effort making sure we had strong solid stances and that our body weight was correctly distributed, particularly when performing the main stances.
Zenkutsu dachi, (front stance) Kiba dachi (horse stance) and Kokutsu dachi (back stance) had to be precise and balanced correctly, the foundation (stances) had to be accurate for the rest of the Karate to be performed in the true manner. Another point of importance drilled into us was the significance of good hip rotation when executing techniques.
Generally lessons were based on Kihon and began with a warm up of simple individual defences and attacks, utilising a variety of Dachi (stances) increasing the speed, power and intensity as we devotedly marched up and down the Dojo practising 100’s of blocks followed by strikes with both fist and foot to Sensei’s exacting demands and unrelenting count. Once we became confident with the routine it would intensify and develop into more advanced combinations, an assortment of blocks dutifully accompanied by strong punches, fast back fists, sharp open hand chops, thrusts and slashes and powerful kicks performed in what seemed never ending drills. ‘Warm up’ would be an understatement, ‘on fire’ more appropriate.
Exhausted we would then pair up to put the exercises and combinations into practise against a ‘live’ opponent. After the initial class drills most students were barely ‘live’! But no excuses were tolerated. You had to discover those hidden strengths and dig deep within and discover that reserve energy. Some classes you felt like retching from the exertion and on occasion after a tough class I saw fellow students vomiting into the toilets after a gruelling session.
Maximum effort was required, total commitment was expected.
Limping, literally from Sensei’s lessons was not uncommon. According to my J.K.A Dojo diary entry for November 2nd 1988 during a Special morning class I lost my left big toe nail, which doesn’t sound too bad. I can assure you having your toe nail ripped out is rather painful and the pain remains constant for many days. During Jiyu ippon kumite my partner had slid his foot forward colliding and sliding over my lead foot, lifting my toe nail straight upwards- “oucchhh!” I muttered, moving backwards and quickly pressing it back down as it began to ooze blood. I thought nothing of it till our combat routine was over and it began to throb. Later it hurt intensely. Eventually and sometime later the toe nail turned black and then finally fell off after a few days of suffering its painful sensitivity. It took weeks to recover and months to grow back and the slightest touch sent a searing pain through my very soul!

Sensei’s persona and methods of teachings created a powerful atmosphere within the Dojo and his lessons refined our combat perception and cultivated the experience of realistic fighting. He encouraged strong physical contact during practise and contact with a capital ‘C’, communicating that defences and attacks should be fast, hard and unforgiving, just short of hurting your partner during exercises.
We were taught to maintain a heightened awareness and to focus on the moment. A genuine combat situation was promoted to help us develop the correct frame of mind whilst enduring intense physical, emotional and mental pressure. This served to create an air of threat and danger to our being, producing an impression of urgency to the situation and driving us to develop a strong will to survive. The severe training incorporated a feeling alike that of a life or death struggle. 
Employing this method we were trained to be fully prepared to deal with a ‘clear and present danger’. The Dojo offered us the stage to prepare for this eventuality. This mood pervaded every lesson, challenging and taxing but moulding our character, sharpening and strengthening our resolve.
Though we were encouraged to fight hard and fast these enthusiastic combative engagements were generally executed in a disciplined fashion, supervised by the Sensei who insured we followed the Dojo’s rules and regulations to avoid serious injuries. Through these trials and tribulations we were constantly hardened.
Under Sensei Abe’s guidance I recall Sensei emphasised how we should meet an attack with fast body evasions, strong blocks and counter attack immediately, the block and counter strike should be simultaneous. We should disable or destroy our opponent completely with one devastating strike- Ikken hissatsu - the ‘one strike - one kill’ principle. All attacks had to be 100% committed with our whole being employed, responding in an instant, hitting with the whole body and mind united as one. During Ippon, Sanbon and Gohon kumite we were encouraged to try and really K.O our partner this exercise was an opportunity to test and advance our Karate. A basic but serious study that taught us that the most important aspect of any attack was to hit, make contact. This was the only way you and your partner could progress. The defender had to block and avoid the committed attack or suffer.
Sensei taught us the importance of Sen no sen (‘Before the attack’) and Tai sabaki (‘Body management’). 
Sen No Sen;-
Timing was of the utmost importance, to strike first as the opponent is about to attack. At the precise moment when the opponent is committed to attack and about to launch his assault, (a point of no return), you must  take the initiative early and pre-empt the opponents intention and attack , hitting first as his attack is still in progress. (‘Beaten by the punch’ principle).This took courage, absolute commitment and confidence, if you got it wrong you could end up bloodied.

Tai Sabaki;-
This theory relates to the bodies movement and its repositioning and evasion during combat. This study incorporated the importance of avoiding attacks, stepping or sliding away from the powerful strikes, moving off the line of attack in small simple, but effective movements of the body, shifting our position to avoid the momentum and power of the attacker.
These principles and concepts were etched into our Karate psyche through their regular practise and became important instruments in our strategies. 
The class would end with Jiyu kumite (free fighting). A lot of resilience was needed to survive the three or four ‘spars’ awaiting the near exhausted Karateka. During these encounters we were expected to experiment and use the techniques and advice gained from the lesson, using them in a practical manner and employing them in our battle.
Though everyone was fatigued from the lesson there was no room for complacency or taking it easy. If you showed any sign of weakness or a lack of effort you would be punished, either by your opponent or by the Sensei. Slackness, lack of attention or spirit was not tolerated.
Sensei’s underlying message through his physical Karate teachings was to apply all your heart and soul into your Karate, give 110%!
Philosophically he taught us to use Karate to better ourselves, to become a better person, to strive and be the best you can be in life.
I still strive to emulate and incorporate these high standards in my daily life and Karate training. 
The daily ritual and discipline of Karate under the tutelage of the top Karate Sensei’s in Japan made it clear we had to endeavour to cultivate an indomitable spirit and forge our bodies and minds in the true ideals of Karate Do.
“The ultimate aim of Karate lies not in victory nor defeat, but in the perfection of the character of its participants.” – Gichin Funakoshi

A special treat;-
My J.K.A Dojo diary advises me that on Wednesday April 12th, 1989.
During one of Sensei Abe’s ‘blood and thunder’- special morning classes I was the grateful recipient of Sensei’s personal tutelage , chosen out of the class line up along with another black belt to be accorded some special attention and instruction from Sensei himself, a very rare treat. The remainder of the class came under Sensei Koike’s guidance.
Paired up with the other student we practised Jiyu ippon kumite with intense enthusiasm...Each of us aspiring to give our best and make a good impression. The attacker had to make each attack forcefully with a single penetrating strike, whilst the defender had to evade, block and counter with speed and power, this stimulated an acute alertness and light-footedness and was repeated over and over to Sensei’s call, with the reversing of roles after each attack/defence was completed, i.e.; - the attacker would then become the defender and the defender would become the attacker & vice versa without any breaks for most the class. Back and forward, forward and back, we punched and blocked, kicked and evaded, countered... Ad infinitum until we were complete exhausted wrecks. 
After a bruising session and once Sensei was satisfied we had made sufficient progress, that we had shown good spirit and understood the importance of committed attack and defence, sure that we were quite exhausted he allowed us some rest and a few moments of breathing- Kokyu .It felt good to stop for a brief spell, repose and taste the air, refilling our gasping lungs and bodies with much needed oxygen. After enjoying several deep breaths from the lower abdomen, slowing our racing heart beat and slightly revitalised we were treated to some Kata study. The Kata we studied was Jion.
The Kata begins stood feet together, arms raised and bent in front of the chest, with the left open hand folded over and covering the right fist in a Kamae position which appears to be a symbolic gesture attributed to Chinese boxing. Then stepping back with the left leg into a strong Zenkutsu dachi and performing a double block/double strike (or a single block, single strike) simultaneously with the right arm high and the left low. (This sequence’s- arm / fist actions meaning depending on interpretation). 
Abe Sensei stood between us, in the middle, we either side, following his moves slowly as he led us through the Kata, breaking the form down into individual sections and combinations of techniques. 
The deep stances were of extreme importance in this Kata displaying its powerful movements as we moved from Zenkutsu dachi to Kiba dachi in neat, smooth robust movement’s exhibiting a solid grounding and confronting the foe head on with a determined spirit. 
The Kata, like most, is a little mysterious in its origins. It is believed to signify Jion-Ji (Jion Temple) and the Martial arts once practised there, the temple allegedly named after a Chinese Buddhist saint. The Kata name is sometimes translated and believed to mean; - ‘Jion Temple’, ‘Temple Sound’, ‘Mercy,’ inferring a calm and harmonious, dedicated and determined quality that the Kata’s character radiates. The Kata has a close relationship to Jutte and Jinn Kata’s and appears to originate from the same family which have a Shaolin influence. There is difference in opinion and some deliberation about the Kata’s true origins and history, but it is understood to have had its roots in Chinese Kung Fu.

























12) Immigration & Cultural Visa.
Every 6 months I had to present myself to the Japanese Immigration department and prove my credentials to be able to reside in Japan.
I joined a large queue of people sorting out their visas and status, a few Western foreigners mingled amongst large groups of very pretty, young Filipino ladies who were accompanied by their local sponsors and employers, who appeared to be Yakuza, (Japanese Mafia) judging by their mannerism and general ‘swagger’.
The Yakuza were quite easy to identify by their gangster dress code, the fancy suits, the dark sunglasses and fashionable;-‘Punch perm’ hairstyle, confirming their gang membership. (The ‘Punch Perm’ was a short, close to the scalp cut, sporting a perm of tiny curls. This was a very popular style at this time, mid 80’s). Some Yakuza even wore their gang/clan badge on the lapel of their suit jackets. They were not shy, had no shame and were proud to advertise their gangster credentials.
The Filipino girls generally worked in the entertainment business, usually as ‘Hostess girls’, serving in men’s clubs and bars as waitresses and companions.
They seemed to get their visas quite quickly and easily without too much fuss...
When my turn for inspection came I needed to satisfy the authorities many demands;-
This involved an official letter signed and stamped by the Japan Karate Association  Hombu Dojo authorities, stating my worth and status;- the Kanji character the Dojo wrote for me on my application translated to ;-‘Very good student’, as well as lifting my self-worth it was a very good start in impressing  the uniformed officials at the immigration department. The official Dojo letter had to also show that I was training full time in Karate, accompanied with confirmation of my Karate class attendance, copied from the Dojo register .It had to prove I attended at least two classes a day, six days a week. The minimum hours of study acceptable to be permitted Cultural visa status.
My attendance was marked 100%, another good point for my application.

Also required was an up to date bank statement showing I had adequate funds to support my stay In Tokyo. I had my wages and savings with Sumitomo bank in Shinjuku, Tokyo and had to provide a bank statement confirming my funds stamped and signed.
I was required to have a Japanese national, living and working in Japan who was willing to be guarantor, sponsor and responsible for my stay whilst I lived in Japan. My sponsor had to supply a letter confirming the above. This once again had to be signed and stamped. 
I then had to write a letter explaining my reasons for wanting to study Karate and reside in Japan and convince them I had an acceptable and valid reason.
A statement from my place of employment advising on my working hours (I was allowed to work a maximum of 20hrs per week, to allow me sustain my study and stay) .This was accompanied by some proof of wages and the hours worked, followed by a character reference from my employer.
Proof confirming up to date Japanese tax paid had to be submitted.
Then I was photographed and finger printed.
This ritual was repeated every six months and took patience and an enthusiastic and dedicated soul! Jumping through the hoops and over the hurdles to satisfy the bureaucratic ‘red tape’ monster...
But once the visa ink stamp hammered down on my passport and another six months were granted and secured, it seemed worth it.
A deep sigh of relief and a long pleasant walk downtown to Tokyo station to catch a train home.


I was a happy man.



The road to Tokyo station led me wandering along and past the wide, deep, moat that surrounded the Imperial Palace (Kokyo). The Palace and compound were set about a neat green park area that was once the site of ‘Edo Castle’. Some of the old castles Watch towers, gate houses and Samurai guard houses still remain.
A massive wall of large grey, stone boulder fortifications wrapped itself about the Emperors residence containing and protecting the Imperial Palace compound. This was a secondary line of defence, after the wide and deep moat that surrounded and framed the outer limits of the residence.
An elegant and ornate stone bridge stands before the main gate (Seimon gate), that leads to the main entrance and a very large wooden door.
The bridge is called Meganebashi (Eyeglass Bridge) and behind this ornate bridge resides a metal bridge (Originally a wooden bridge with two levels, the two bridges were named; - Nijubashi).
The double bridge spanned the moat and the waters below, the stone bridge’s graceful double arches and supporting columns reflected in the waters, creating a beautiful mirror image of its self.
I admired the visually impressive architectural style, the stocky white stucco walls of the palace buildings with their large dark tiled roofs sweeping down from their neat pointed tops, ending in short and wide, curved winged eaves forming old-style classical Japanese roof-tops similar in the style of Himeji Castle.
Some buildings were three storey Watch towers and interspersed with their own individual tiled and curved roofs, dividing the building into three sections.
Well pruned, evergreen trees prodded up and over the large, sturdy block walls, looking out of the Imperial grounds.
I finally arrived at the huge and bustling Tokyo station and found the train line to Shinjuku.
Sat on the subway train and hurtling through the underground tunnels I was tired but content with my six month renewed visa.
Job done, mission accomplished.
Thoughts of the day’s trials, tribulations and adventures came and went in fuzzy images a fractured, muddled collage; - A dreamy Imperial palace slumbering in a luminous green parkland .Safe behind the grey stone walls that guarded and secured the inner sanctum. 
This scene in my mind’s eye, contrasted with flashing images of pretty Filipino girls glowing like neon signs in brightly coloured summer dresses, smiling sweetly, whilst a stern faced, uniformed immigration official, God like decided fates armed with a rubber stamp which crashed down with a heavy thud onto the application form, accepting or rejecting the visa request in blood red ink officialdom.
Dark shadowy figures, moody gangsters leaned on the immigration counter, impatiently tapping out odd rhythms with their remaining ‘good’ fingers, upon stacks of administration documents. (The little finger a mutilated stump, ceremoniously chopped off , ‘Yubitume’, some time ago and presented to their ‘Boss’ for some misdeed, no doubt...)
Fortunately I was stirred from my bizarre visions and awoke as the train rolled into Shinjuku Station.
I checked my passport for the second or third time to confirm my visa was still there and I had not been dreaming again...










13) OSAKA SENSEI :( Thursday‘Special’ Morning Class)

Thursday’s special morning class was always an absolute delight to attend. The class was led by the ever popular and technically brilliant Yoshihara Osaka, who was assisted by the highly talented Ogura and Koike Sensei’s.

Osaka sensei was a perennial Kata champion and had an exhaustive list of achievements and an enviable record of distinguished championship titles. He is foremost recognised and acknowledged as the J.K.A.’s finest performer of Shotokan kata. A living text book of the Shotokan forms.

Having won the All Japan Kata Championships title, seven times, each year in succession, he was undoubtedly the Shotokan Kata King!

Not only a great expert in Kata, he was also a formidable Kumite competitor, gaining a commendable and impressive 2nd place in the 1972, All Japan championships, in the senior Kumite event. 

Master Nakayama, the J.K.A chief instructor of the day, said of Sensei Osaka; - “He is especially noted for his hand strikes, which are far reaching and heavy”.
i.e. - you would be wise to avoid his hand strikes and would not want to be on the receiving end of one of his punches!

Osaka sensei’s classes were always disciplined, and well organised. Although the lessons were strict and Sensei was a serious perfectionist, he permitted a certain degree of relaxation. 

Classes generally began with Kihon (basics) with combinations of blocks and strikes using sequences and patterns from within the particular Kata we studied.
Being a technical expert, Sensei would clarify and detail the finer points of the technique, using verbal explanations and physical demonstrations .He would go to great lengths to make a student understand, generously imparting his rich knowledge and life long experience, and always with great enthusiasm, devoting much time to the subject at hand. I learnt that the sign of a good Karateka was to have the armpit contracted and strong, simultaneously protecting its vulnerability and strengthening the power of the hand strikes, to have firm legs and keep the buttocks taught. During attack and defence Sensei explained and demonstrated how the rotation of the wrist, even though a small force, could turn aside a larger force with the correct timing and application. 

(I have a photo from one of these classes, taken by a spectator and kindly gifted, of Sensei Osaka assisting me, and giving me a lot of attention, holding and adjusting my striking arm, positioning the elbow and turning my wrist so that the rotational movement was performed perfectly).

The rotation of the hips were also a major detail and crucial to executing good Karate form. 

We were taught the importance in having the ability to coordinate our muscles; our movement must be fluid and we had to be aware of the correct amount of tension and relaxation required .It was imperative to be able to relax the muscles before and after an attack (or defence). In attack/defence the muscles should contract, tighten (Shime), the whole body tensing at the precise moment of impact, this maximised the techniques effect and defined the Kime we employed (Power and focus). 

After an intense lesson in basics (Kihon) we progressed to the study of the forms (Kata);-

The Kata would be broken down into sections and practised in set combinations, ensuring we performed each movement with the correct tempo, correct body alignment and posture, weight distribution and the accurate execution of each technique. Sensei exhibited the movements in a smooth but powerful manner performing very slowly, in slow motion at times, presenting the Kata faultlessly for us to learn and copy.

Although a top Karate instructor and J.K.A star, he was a humble man with a good sense of humour. Students felt comfortable and at ease with this Sensei, but as expected, all showed the utmost respect.

Occasionally Sensei could be quite the comic and had the gift of being able to imitate a student’s posture and movements, mimicking their actions and expressions in an exaggerated and hilarious way, giving an otherwise serious study some light relief which afforded us a good laugh as he showed us the students faults in a vivid and amusing rendition of their performance...

No one, I repeat, no one, escaped his ever watchful eyes and every student at one time or another received his special attention becoming a victim to his cruel but comical performance of how poorly we performed and appeared.

Ritual humiliation in front of the whole class, but we all learnt very quickly and our Kata and Karate technique improved immensely, how could it not.

The *Heian katas were used to warm us up, one of them or sometimes all five Heian kata’s were performed over and over, until our blood was pumping, our hearts pounding, lungs gasping and we sweated profusely.

Everyone warmed up sufficiently we would then be introduced to the lessons main study, an advanced Kata. (Continued: See Chapter 20)

****************************************************************

*Heian Kata; - Heian Shodan –Nidan –Sandan –Yondan -Godan.
The Heian katas comprise five short prearranged forms and patterns of Karate defence and attack. They are considered basic Kata and practised in most Karate Styles.
They are believed to have been created by Anko Itosu who developed them from a longer and older Kata alleged to be Channan (derived from ‘Chiang Nan’ a Chinese Martial artist who supposedly taught Itosu the original form, now sadly lost).Some believe the Heian Kata were born from Kusanku kata while others assume that Itosu developed the Heian Kata from a mixture of traditional Kata; - Jion, Basai, Kanku, taking valid parts from each Kata and fusing them into simpler forms, easier for a student to perform and understand. There is no definitive history, but whatever the five Heian forms origins they are certainly a major foundation in Karate schools to this day. Generally used as a primer and a basic building block they are employed in the pre-Black belt grading exams, the Kyu grades, to judge and to measure a student’s progress, indicating the level of ability and stage of understanding reached. They are the basis of many of the more senior advanced Kata.
Master Funakoshi learnt the five Pinan kata at the age of 51 and was tutored by Master Mabuni (Shito-Ryu). (As stated in the FAJKO directory 1919).The five Pinan kata were adopted and introduced into Funakoshi’s school of Shotokan and launched in mainland Japan, renamed ‘Heian’ which incidentally has the same meaning as Pinan (Peaceful mind/safe).


The forms were revised to suit the Shotokan style with its graceful style, deep stances, smooth movements and potent hip rotation. Funakoshi also changed the sequence of the first two Kata, swapping them about Pinan shodan became Heian nidan and hence Pinan nidan changed to Heian shodan. (E.g.; - Pinan shodan in ‘Shito Ryu’ Karate is Heian nidan in ‘Shotokan’ Karate).
Though visually very similar and following virtually the same Embusen (The spot from where the Kata begins and the line and direction of movement within the Karate form) there are some obvious differences. I believe it is important for the serious Karateka to explore and investigate the original Pinan kata to analyse the older forms and discover their lessons. The Pinan kata contains a rich assortment of combat methods and strategies and I believe enhances and compliments the Heian kata.
Interesting Entry: According to my J.K.A 1989 Diary, Thursday the 13th of April, I was attending one of Sensei Osaka classes. 

Tokyo NHK, a major Japanese T.V company the equivalent to the B.B.C (G.B) were in attendance filming the class as we had a guest in attendance; the Guinness book of records press-ups champion, who also practised and enjoyed Karate it seemed, hence the Hombu Dojo was chosen as the setting for his visit and for the film crew to shoot him in some martial arts action. After a standard warm up and some basic drills we progressed to forms (Kata) practise and after this study was completed we were told to pair up for combat (Jiyu kumite).
I was selected to partner up with the guest (World press-up champ.) for the filming. No pressure then... Lights and cameras on us, a star is born (!!?) I mused as we paired up and bowed. I guess it was an honour to be chosen as his partner and I distinctly recall reminding myself that this was his day, his show, relax and go easy .I noted from his efforts and his form during our class he was an enthusiastic student and could punch and kick but was not advanced in Karate. 
In our Kumite defensive positions we moved about and tested one another with feints, checking reactions, building up tempo. The film rolled and the cameras focused on us as we sparred, exchanging volleys of punches and kicks. During our engagement my opponent made a fatal error by executing a fancy Mawashi geri jodan, high roundhouse kick that looked authentic but lacked the power, speed and essentially focus to be effective. 

The strike was telegraphed and I read it immediately, allowing me to block and scoop up his attacking leg, capturing and locking his outstretched leg and leaving him in a very vulnerable position, off balance wobbling on his support leg, all that was holding him up. The killer instinct told me;-If I now quickly raised that kicking leg a little higher and swept the support he would crash to the floor...

I remember Sensei Aramoto signalling to me from the side-lines, with his animated gestures to follow through sweep his support leg and throw him, but I couldn’t bring myself to deck this man on his T.V moment of glory and steal his lime-light, I felt it would be a bit brutal and unkind. So I released his leg and allowed him regain his balance and posture, leaving his pride intact. A bit sacrificial of me but this was an exhibition Karate spar to celebrate his Guinness book of World records achievement, recorded and filmed for a T.V show. Who was I to ruin that moment.

I hasten to add, this was the first and only time I ever disobeyed one of my Sensei’s instructions.



































































GANKAKU / CHINTO  KATA:-

I seem to recall the Kata ;- Gankaku was the advanced Kata of choice for the majority of classes I attended during my studies at the Hombu Dojo, each and every special Thursday morning class that sensei Osaka instructed.(The Kata remains my favourite to this day, for obvious reasons).

It is a dynamic and beautiful Kata that contains classical Karate movements. It emphasises good balance, grace and deceptive evasions. The Kata is light and sharp, with snappy techniques. The Kata employs a variety of stances and postures, including the unusual ‘Crane stance’ (Sagi ashi dachi).

Balance is absolutely essential as is great precision and control over ones whole body, a strong centre/core is necessary to correctly perform the demanding techniques whilst sometimes balanced on one leg, especially during the impressive, fast and powerful simultaneous double strike: a back fist (Uraken) and snapping side kick (Yoko geri keage).This takes great skill, balance and good posture.

The Kata also employs fast spins, turns and twists requiring concentration and control. There are a number of interesting techniques including a jumping double front kick (Nidan tobi geri).

The form reaches its spectacular climax with a block followed by an upward elbow strike, an arm lock flowing into a throw and then culminating in a spectacular combination of back fist and side kick all delivered stood on one strong supporting leg whilst spinning 180 degrees and facing the rear, landing the kicking leg precisely and stepping forward, ending the form with a step through punch (Oi suki).

This was a difficult Kata to perform let alone Master. Many a competitor has come undone when their balance, strength or timing have failed them and unfortunately wobbled or hesitated during the one legged side kick/back fist combination and spin.

This was a visually magnificent Kata. 

Gankaku was originally called Chinto.

Master Funakoshi introduced the form to Karate in Japan, modifying the actual pattern of movement or Embusen to a more linear layout – synonymous with the Shotokan style. 
He also changed the name to Gankaku, meaning ‘Crane on a rock’, due to the Kata’s one legged stances, resembling a crane on one leg. One can visualise the image of a crane on one leg reacting to a threat in defensive and attack modes.

There is a complete combat system, a Chinese Kung Fu style, directly influenced by the cranes fighting abilities and characteristics; - ‘White crane Kung Fu’. This Kata is believed to have originated from this style of Kung Fu.

The Katas history is quite sensational. According to legend, one popular story tells of a Chinese sailor whose ship sunk off the Okinawan coastline during a fierce typhoon destroying the ship and leaving him shipwrecked but able to make it to the shore, where he sought refuge in a cave.

To sustain and survive the sailor had to regularly steal crops from local farms and became an unwanted pest.

The locals fed up with the crops theft, tried to trap and capture the sailor turned bandit, but with no success, as he was uncannily agile and escaped every time.

Another take on this same legend is that a pirate’s crew had mutinied and thus lost his ship; the pirate captain escaped but was marooned on the island.

The Chinese man in both versions of events was known as Chin Tao or Chin Ji.

Chin Taos infamy came to the attention of Matsumura Sokon, a local Karate Master, (one of the original Karate Masters of Okinawa) and the chief body guard to the King of the Ryukyuan Islands. Matsumura’s prowess was such that the King of Okinawa awarded him the honorific title of ‘Bushi’- Warrior, due to his skills and accomplishments in the Martial arts. He was never defeated in a duel. Master Funakoshi is recorded as stating that Matsumura was a Sensei with a terrifying presence.

The King had tasked Matsumura to capture the elusive Pirate-Bandit- Sailor. His subjects demanded the thief be caught.

Chin Tao proved difficult to apprehend, but eventually was traced to his cave dwelling. On finally finding Chin Tao’s hiding place, Matsumura challenged the sailor, engaging his adversary in a hand to hand combat duel. Matsumura found his opponent a very skilful fighter, employing surprising and interesting evasions, defences and unusual attacks and after much fighting they fought to a draw.

Matsumura was impressed and respected Chin Tao’s Martial expertise and asked him to teach him this effective and extraordinary style. The story has a happy ending and they soon became firm friends and trained together regularly.

Whatever the authentic colourful story, Chin Tao had made an impression and left a lasting legacy in the Karate world, his graceful, dynamic and agile fighting style produced the form / Kata; - Chinto, (Chin Tao)  named after him in his honour. 

The Kata was adopted and has influenced many Karate schools and styles, including Shito-Ryu, Isshin Ryu, Wado Ryu, Shukokai, Shorin Ryu and Shotokan, to name some of the major traditional Japanese Karate styles that practise this ‘Kata’

Most styles and schools retain the title Chinto for this Kata, though as earlier explained, ‘Shotokan’ practise a version of this Kata but it is named;- Gankaku. 
Chinto translates to ‘Fighting to the East’ or ‘Fighting in the City’.

There are three distinct families of Chinto.

1) The Matsumura/Itosu (Shuri branch), which practise the form from front to back.


2) The Matsumora (Tomari Branch), which practises the form from side to side.


    3)  The Chotoku Kyan branch, which practises the form on a forty five          degree angle.


































	
14) ‘Samurai-Salary man &
The Punk Rock Mujahideen Rebel’.

Whilst residing in Japan in mid-August 1987 I came across an interesting article reported in most the National Japanese newspapers and was also covered in several English speaking current affaire magazines, including the Christian Science monitor.

They told the intriguing story of a Tokyo Salary man who had become a latter-day Samurai, or at least a new-fangled version. One bold headline exclaimed; - “Modern Samurai Wields Sword in a Foreign War”. 

What caught my attention was that the Japanese gentleman was a Karate expert and worked as a Salary man in Shinjuku. I too worked in Shinjuku, I was not an expert but I was a keen Karate student. So we had two things in common, curious I read about this character‘s adventures.

Koshiro Tanaka had swapped his business suit, the Salary man standard uniform and exchanged it for a Shalwar kameez- a long baggy cotton shirt and trousers, the pyjama like wear worn by the vast majority of men in Afghanistan and Pakistan as standard attire.

Tanaka was a 6th Dan black belt in Karate, the article did not state in which style, school or discipline.

The Karate expert had given up his office administration job, his comfortable and secure lifestyle and joined the Afghan Mujahideen assisting them in logistics, supplying goods and materials to aid their resistance and struggle. He also introduced his Karate expertise and instructed them in un-armed combat skills which he personally employed on the bloody battlefields, becoming an active fighter among their ranks and gaining the honorific nickname - the ‘Afghan Samurai’. From an affluent modern, space-age Japan to a poor medieval, feudal Afghanistan, the transition could not be more extreme.  

The Afghan resistance fought a bitter war against the Soviet occupiers in a tortured country that seemed permanently in a state of conflict, either international or civil. Peace seemed elusive. The Afghan guerrillas fought a Holy War, a jihad, to liberate their lands. As fearless warriors they embraced death with their strong beliefs and resistance, believing death was a ticket to paradise and martyrdom. Tanaka was not following the doctrines of Islam, but his own personnel view of death and sacrifice were similar.
Tanaka was old school Japanese, who cherished and longed for the old Japanese Samurai traditions of valour. He is quoted as saying; - “I hope in my mind, that I will achieve the Samurai Spirit when it is my time to die” –

The right wing nationalistic groups in Japan are very vocal and wear military style uniforms driving about Tokyo streets protected in large blue mesh encased vans, waving Japanese flags about and their megaphones blasting military marching songs whilst shouting slogans to the passing crowds. They could be found regularly parked outside the Soviet Embassy in Tokyo, intimidating the occupants with threats of violence. Train stations were also a favourite hangout and I saw and heard them quite often about Tokyo’s stations.  

Being nationalistic Japanese in character, Tanaka harboured right wing views and had been a member of one such group. Through his faction and contacts he gained support and donations to support the Afghan rebels. 

Overtime Tanka’s sources for funds and aid began drying up and he became disillusioned with the right wing group he belonged to and due to the lack of support he received. The donations and supplies were becoming pitiful, so with limited funds and materials to offer their struggle he donated his self to their cause and moved to the tribal lands of Pakistan and based himself about Peshawar.

Peshawar is a fascinating fabled town, with a dusty old world atmosphere and character, full of Bazaars bursting colour and exotic scents and smells. 
This sprawling town was once an ancient trading centre and the summer residence of the Afghan Royals.

During his exploits on the brutal and gory battle fields of Afghanistan he was regularly reported to have been killed but reports of his death had been greatly exaggerated. (Reference; - Mark Twain’s famous quote). 

The Afghan government had published two news reports claiming they had slain Tanaka. In one February edition, the front page of a government publication declared that Tanaka had at last been killed by government troops.

His reputation and tales of daredevil feats in combat, reported in the world’s international press and media was such that he captured the hearts, minds and the imagination of people all over the world. 
To many he had become the indestructible fearless, Japanese Samurai warrior, his exploits colouring the tabloids. One media report recounted how Tanaka had performed a suicidal charge, attacking a machine gun post single handily, which had been pinning the Afghani resistance down, stopping any advance.
Screaming “Banzai”! He leapt into the air and fray, leading the attack with a flying side kick (Yoko-tobi-geri) which took the three or four startled soldiers by surprise with this daring attack. Neutralising and securing the position, as guns blazed and bodies fell all round…All quite spectacular and sacrificial. He survived and the legend was born.	
	
Having become quite infamous for his adventures and feats, he penned and published a book, ‘Soviet Soldiers in a Gun Sight, My Battle in Afghanistan’, the proceeds of which he donated to a fund for the Afghani resistance. He was a passionate man who had found what he considered a noble cause, donating his time, wealth and most critically his life for this cause, in true selfless Samurai Spirit.

A few years later, in 1989, the tales of Tanaka a hazy memory, I found myself in Pakistan‘s bad lands, the tribal lands of the North West Frontier and the fabled frontier town of Peshawar. I had not come to join the Mujahideen or involve myself in the last days of that war of attrition. But only a few years ago these had been Tanaka’s stomping grounds, prior to his forays into Afghanistan. 

I had just spent a year travelling across China, touring its rich history, visiting and discovering its many wonders, including a visit to the legendary Shaolin Monastery in Henan province. Here I toured the historical and still inhabited temple and shrine complex guided by an elderly monk. The monks still practised Kung Fu and I was fortunate to witness a class practising the slow martial movements of a prearranged form (Kata, Japanese/ Taolu, Chinese), a type of Tai-Chi exercise.
 
An old fresco painting of fighting monks covered one wall of the training hall and was a delight to behold, another fascinating revelation was the stone training floor which was indented and worn in smooth bowl-like hollows. Here monks had practised repeatedly for years upon these same spots, their foot movements gradually wearing the stone floor away over the decades.

I eventually exited China via the highest border crossing in the World; - The Kunjerab pass (4,693 meters above sea level).The highest paved international border crossing in the world. A seasonal crossing, weather and landslides permitting, open for a short time a year linking China and Pakistan. This was a breath-taking journey atop the roof of the World. 

My journey into Pakistan took me along the Karakoram Highway that snaked its way into the N.W Frontiers remote lands of Pakistan.

The panorama is endless snow-capped mountains and absolutely stunning scenery, its sheer beauty and enormity breath-taking. The narrow highway clinging desperately, much of the journey, to the sheer rock face that the road had been blasted and carved from. 

The local bus rode precariously close to the highways edge with its dark, deep foreboding ravines and misty canyons far, far below, as we bumped along the rutted road dodging piles of scree debris that had slid down the mountain side. The brave driver wrestled the bus about the crumbling rock strewn path and heroically got us all safely, almost miraculously, to our eventual destinations. Having survived the hair-raising, but spectacular trip I stopped off in the Hunza valley to relax and recover.

The next few weeks I spent time trekking and exploring the Hunza valley, and hanging out in Gilgit-Balistan. Baltistan means ‘Land of the Balti’ people and was once a Princely state in alliance with British India. In Moghul history ‘Balistan’ is known as ‘Little Tibet’ (Tibet Khurd) as it had a strong ethnic and cultural relationship with the Ladakh area of Northern India (Ladakh was formerly part of the Tibetan Empire circa 7th century). 

I rested in its capital Karimabad (Originally ‘Baltit’) enjoying the spectacular mountain and valley views. The town was once a welcome resting stop for travelling caravans who journeyed from the Hindu Kush to trade in the Vale of Kashmir and along the Chinese Silk road. Set about snow-capped mountains and green terraced farmlands, with the imposing Mt. Rakaposhi on the horizon, rising to approximately 25,000 ft., among a host of other giant jagged peaks framing the whole panorama.

A Fortress sits high up on a rocky ledge above the town and valley below, commanding a bird’s eye view over the whole area. This dreamy fort was once the abode of the Mirs (Rulers) of Hunza, which was once a small independent state. Baltit Fort was built in the 1st century and Tibetan influence is clearly visible in the forts architecture, construction and design. If one uses a little imagination one can see a likeness to the Potala Palace in Lhasa, albeit a mini version, but built in a comparable style. 

Just a pleasant 3km stroll from Karimabad, one can visit and enjoy another notable Fort. Altit Fort sits upon a 600 meter sheer rock outcrop on the edge of the main Hunza gorge, and rests high above the small isolated town of Altit. 



These remote wild lands are still inhabited by wild goats, yaks and red striped foxes, alongside the curiously named Marco Polo sheep and the magnificent but elusive snow leopard as well as the very rare brown bear which has been sadly hunted to near extinction in Pakistan. The brown bear has been persecuted by local villagers and also hunted for sport. A major threat to the bears comes from the native gypsies (Kalandars) who earn a living capturing the young bears after killing the mother and using the cub for entertaining towns people with their ‘dancing bear’ show. Even crueller still, are the resident gangsters who exploit the animal in the vicious blood sport of ‘bear baiting’ contests. The bear fights for its survival against trained attack dogs in a pit, whilst locals gamble with the gangsters over the bear’s fate. It is believed there are more mistreated, captive bears living in Pakistani cities today, than roaming freely in their natural habitat...all very depressing.

Eventually I moved south visiting the historic Lahore, capital of the Punjab and Pakistan’s second largest city, widely considered the countries cultural capital before I eventually arrived in Peshawar.

I booked into an eloquent ruin, The Khyber Hotel that whispered of former grandeur but had seen better days. Looking a little weary, worn and weathered but retaining an intriguing character. It was now a budget hotel renting faded mint green rooms which offered the very basics. A wooden rope knotted bed, a small table, a chair and cupboard, basic, simple and adequate, no doubt luxury in these parts. The small rooms were cell like with an iron barred window overlooking the busy streets below.

The rooms formed a square about a courtyard in the hotels centre. On the courtyard you could sit and idle the humid starry nights, keeping hydrated by sipping copious amounts of chai (sweet milky tea) and chatting to fellow guests. 

The hotel was occupied by an assortment of brave foreign travellers mainly back packers, wanderers and gentle lunatics, some visiting journalists and reporters ,roaming Pakistani and Afghani business men and traders an occasional desperado and some shady characters involved in drug and gun smuggling. You could buy anything in Peshawar, business was business.

From my humble abode I could explore Peshawar’s charms and immerse myself in its character.

At the Khyber Hotel I met a fellow countryman, an Englishman in his late 20’s, like myself. We spent time chatting about home, our travels, my karate and Japan and his adventures and his life here in Pakistan.

I noted from our very first meeting that he carried a faded tattoo on his forehead, still quite visible, it read FUN. Quite odd I thought, subconsciously I searched my memory the young man and the Tattoo seemed strangely familiar. 

His name was Shabeer Latif, not a very British name, but neither was Rino Orlandini! (Me!) But we were Brits, none the less. 

Shabeer had converted to Islam, changing his name from something very English, to something more suited to his new persona and new life and joining the Afghani resistance soon after. Like Samurai salary man- Tanaka, he had been moved by the Afghanis plight and hearing of their brave resistance had given up ‘Blighty’ (G.B) and joined the Mujahideen.

In the early 80’s Western political powers and the establishment supported the Afghan Mujahideen, and the Western press and media was pro the Afghani resistance, acting as newspaper-media ‘cheer leaders’ and the war was afforded regular coverage. Even Hollywood was on board with the fictional ‘Rambo’, the all American ‘good guy’ hero, fighting alongside the Afghans.

All this had had a profound effect on Shabeer and was life changing. Previously Shabeer had been a Punk Rocker, hence the odd tattoo on his forehead, an inky stain and reminder of his previous life. He had abandoned his tartan bondage trousers, the fashionably ripped Anarchy T-Shirt, decorated in safety pins and swapped his punk rocker uniform for a simpler, traditional Shalwar kameez. Shaving off his rainbow Mohican spikey hairstyle and growing a big, bushy black beard, his transformation complete. 

During our early conversations, my mind was rewinding, searching through memories .Something was stirring in my mind...Then one day the ‘Penny dropped’. I had read about Shabeers adventure years previously, prior to going to Japan, whilst still working in G.B. He had appeared on all the British ‘red header’ popular tabloids achieving front page infamy.

The Newspapers declared; - ‘English Punk Rocker joins the Afghan rebels’. For some reason the story and character had remained in my memory and now here we both were. Small world I thought and not for the first time!

He admitted it was he, a little shy, a little proud.

In the evenings to escape the suffocating heat and all too often bewildering colourful chaos of the town, I would go up onto the hotel roof, for some space and sometime out.
Here amongst the rooftops I watched the birds of prey, gliding about high above on the warm thermal currents, circling in the cooling dusk air. A furnace red evening sky filled with simple coloured paper kites flown and controlled by young boys from long lengths of string, competing with other kites, as the kites clashed and wrestled with one another duelling in this age old tradition.

Up here I practised my Karate, a daily routine and ritual wherever I found myself, concentrating on Kihon and Kata, mainly. Shabeer would come up and ask if he could watch. I explained there really was nothing to see, I was just exercising; there was no show or entertaining display.

But he insisted he would like to watch as he was interested in Karate and would sit quietly in the corner as I performed my Karate exercises. He particularly enjoyed my Kata and the Bunkai, the analysis of the techniques revealed within the Kata. He was very complimentary and enthusiastically asked dozens of questions, his karate curiosity stirred.

One evening Shabeer asked if I would be interested in accompanying him and meet his commander and fellow brothers in arms at their H.Q. It was an interesting and exciting offer, an invitation to an adventure, but somewhat daunting. I gave it some thought, asking in what capacity I would visit, as a guest I asked? Shabeer advised I should act the part of a free-lance journalist looking for stories, sympathetic to the Afghan resistance and willing to explain the resistance’s perspective to the international community via newspaper or magazine articles. I felt uncomfortable, I don’t like lying and particularly deceiving brave, battle hardened warriors.

After a lot of reassurances, some deliberation and comforting myself with the view that I would interview the commander and troops in good faith and endeavour to get their stories published in a Western newspaper. I accepted the invitation. In this manner I felt my encounter was a little more morally acceptable and I was comfortable and at peace with the charade.

Late one hot morning, a few days later, my meeting accepted and arranged Shabeer and I boarded a battered Ford Transit van, which is a shared form of public transport here, offering a shuttle service about the maze of bazaars and shopping areas. Squashed amongst a bunch of locals and sacks of produce we set off into the dusty suburbs of Peshawar.

After forty minutes or so we had arrived, the H.Q loomed ahead of us as we disembarked. It was a heavily fortified adobe square compound, with very high walls affording no visibility of within. 
The walls tops were covered in barbed wire, rolled uninvitingly around the exterior. Two wooden guard towers stood tall with watchful guards about the high vantage points on the battlements.
The headquarters were set in a busy area and suburb, beside a bustling and lively bazaar with its narrow alleys running about the commercial labyrinth.

A rock and dirt path led us to the huge armoured metal doored entrance. This was the gateway into their protected world and inner sanctum. Bearded guards with Kalashnikovs loitered outside, lurking about the long shadows and shade cast from the walls above.

We were met and greeted by a warm and welcoming group of about a half dozen unshaven men, AK-47 assault rifles hung casually from big shoulders, their broad chests crisscrossed in bullet bristling belts ,which caught the sunlight, shimmering in the mid-day heat.

They greeted us with the traditional Arabic/Muslim greeting; - “Salaam alieukum” (Peace be unto you) and we replied “Alieukum wa salaam”, then big hugs, iron handshakes and large smiles, each man individually hugging you in turn and  having all your bones and chakras realigned in the process. These were strong men. We entered the compound, I was a little nervous.

The commander was introduced and after general introductions and pleasantries we sat down on some rugs and cushions and discussed the group’s reason d’etre, its history and goals.

During these talks, a delicious feast arrived on huge shiny metal dishes. Spicy lentils (Dahl) Chicken Lahori Biriyani (Chicken pieces mixed with rice and curry. A typical and very popular Lahore dish) Bhindi (Okra/Ladies fingers) stacks of warm unleavened flat bread (Chapattis), all washed down with water and then finally Chai (Sweet, milky Tea).Wonderful!

The commander was a distinguished gentleman in appearance and on the battle field, a shrewd strategist and skilled in guerrilla warfare. His stories of war were fascinating and his brushes with death many. He had even been captured and spent time as a prisoner but managed to survive, having spent a few years in a caged cell under horrific conditions.





The resistance strategies and schemes were varied, one maxim that made my hair stand up on end was the tactic of;-‘Death by a thousand cuts’. “One cut at a time to bring the bear (Soviet) down”, he told me. Another popular saying at this time was; - “The Soviets have the watches, we have the time”…This slow, painful and gruelling asymmetric war was coming to an end, the Russians were starting to withdraw and a brutal civil war was just about to begin.

This particular group were Shia Muslim, of Hazara ethnicity. They represented an unusual group of rebels. The Hazara come from central Afghanistan predominantly. They are Turkic and Mongol in appearance, a mixture of inner Asian decent in a historic context.

There is evidence to prove that they share a relationship with the Mongols of Mongolia. Studies have supported the genetic genealogy and identified a particular lineage that is the Y chromosome, a distinct characteristic of people of Mongolian decent. This is in fact the Y chromosome of non-other than Genghis Khan! 

This chromosome is virtually non-existent outside of the Mongolian Region, except amongst the Hazara. With the high incidence of the Mongolian DNA it suggests these people are truly descendants of Genghis Khan.

Hazara political parties were excluded from the Mujahideen alliances, because they were Shia sect Muslim and the majority of Mujahideen groups were Sunni Muslim. The Hazara and Shia Muslims were particularly prejudiced against. So here they were surviving against the odds and here was I sat with Mujahideen warriors, the descendants of Genghis Khan…What was I doing here!?

I hurriedly took lots of notes and was genuinely interested, admiring their tenacity, resistance, bravery and their sacrifice. The interview flowed smoothly and concluded after an hour or so. My pen exhausted and notebook full.

Shabeer who had remained quiet but supportive, suddenly decided to liven things up. Explaining to the assembled troops and commander how I had lived in Japan and was a black belt in Karate. No please Shabeer I thought, I can see where this maybe going…

Caught off guard and not expecting this revelation to be announced to one and all, they were all very interested and of course insisted I should meet their unarmed combat instructor. I tried to change the subject, mentioning the famous Japanese Karate expert, Tanaka, who had fought alongside their Mujahedeen brothers... yes; they knew of him and had heard many stories of his exploits.

The unarmed combat instructor duly arrived, stirred from his sleep it seemed. He cheerfully greeted and welcomed me.

Perhaps we could exchange some techniques, a little performance of our skills. I was politely asked, thanks Shabeer, I thought. Now I really was on the spot, not wanting to disappoint or offend my hosts I rose to the occasion, a little uncomfortable.
I trusted them, I was their guest and as such in these parts no harm should come to me as it would be dishonourable. I just wasn’t sure how we would play this, hard or soft? What was the worst that could happen? Perhaps some blood, a few bruises? Nothing the Dojo in Japan had not prepared me for. 

Their instructor was about my height, stocky and judging by his limbering up and warm up moves, his core style was most probably ‘Taekwondo’, a Korean martial art, noted for its spectacular high jumping kicks.

Both of us stretched and ready, we bowed to one another and to the assembled crowd and then slowly began trading techniques in polite exchanges of attack and defence, playing really, but building up the tempo as we gained confidence and trust. There was no trying to better the other; we treated each other with respect. I was pleased it was relaxed, giving and taking and evenly matched as we exchanged punches and kicks, our spar looked almost choreographed, in a synchronized fashion. This was due to us both being serious and experienced Martial artists which allowed us to read each other’s intentions and moves. Poetry in motion combat style! After a few minutes or so we stopped our friendly duel and bowed again to one another and ended our brief but entertaining bout.

I then showed them some practical and effective self-defence, unarmed combat techniques, of the nastier variety: neck breaks, eye gouges, groin and throat strikes, grips and twists, arm and leg locks and breaks. As these were not sport orientated warriors, they required the real hard core stuff to survive on the battle field in a life or death struggle and on this particular occasion to be impressed by their foreign guest.

All was explained and performed carefully, slowly then with speed and intent, but with good control. Obviously I didn’t want any casualties or to incapacitate any of this fine fighting force, who happily volunteered to be my partner whilst I demonstrated some controlled violence upon them… 



We ended the display with my exhibiting the Kata: ‘Kanku-Dai’, this was the grand finale and I wished to end by leaving a good impression. The form was executed with speed and power as I progressed through the movements, filling the hot air with loud explosive and passionate Kiai’s which reverberated about the walls of the adobe fortress as the drama unfolded and the intensity captured the audience’s full attention. My demon like feet twisting and turning on the dry earthen floor, creating clouds of dry dust that rose up and partially eclipsed me as the Kata came to its conclusion, all very atmospheric.

The performance completed I received some heavy, leathery handed claps and genuine gutsy cheers. They had thoroughly enjoyed the performance. Shabeer told me later it had been a real treat for them.

In fact it seems they enjoyed it so much the commander enquired if I should like to stay on and join them and teach Karate to his troops. He offered accommodation, meals and $40 a week salary. A very generous and flattering offer in these lands, but this lifestyle was not for me. These were tribal lands, the lawless Badlands of the ‘Wild East’. Life was harsh with or without war.
I politely declined, making my excuses and thanking them expressing a deep respect and gratitude for making me very welcome, their kindness, hospitality and generosity.

As a reward they loaned me a Kalashnikov, a belt full of bullets and took me shooting in the dry hills outside the town. I spent a hot afternoon firing vast quantities of ammunition, on automatic mode, into a dusty hill side, bullets whizzing and pinging about everywhere. The Health and safety department would not be impressed!

I was assured by my companions it was safe to fire and there was no one on the hillside. I really didn’t want the massacre of innocent shepherds tending goats on my conscience!

Young local village boys followed behind me, like a comets tail of brown, smiling faces, scrambling about the dirt and dust, collecting the spent brass bullet shells that could be sold for scrap or re-used as they tumbled to the ground after every shot. I remember my ears ached for some time after, from the guns loud explosions and that I liked the smell of the cordite!
I spent a few more weeks in this harsh area hanging out and touring before saying goodbye to Shabeer and exiting Pakistan, making my way across the border to India and its gentler Buddha fields…
****************************************************************
Six years later, 1995, I was once again travelling about India and spending some time in Rajasthan, ‘Land of the Kings’ - fabled for its desert towns, splendid Palaces, magnificent fortresses and its fearless turbaned Rajput warriors. These lands held a romantic charm and were a spectacular part of the Indian sub-continent.
This particular lazy afternoon I was enjoying some shade and a refreshing ice cold lemon soda ,watching the bubbles rising and fizzing on the surface while day dreaming and casually browsing the Hindu newspaper, my eyes wandered about the print and suddenly fell upon a bold headline; - ‘Briton hopeful for release from Kabul’.
Shabeer immediately came to mind. It couldn’t be, could it?? I had often wondered what had become of him, having lost contact after parting company in Pakistan’s Bad Lands in 1989.
Excitedly I read the article; this was perhaps, yet another strange coincidence and a nagging question about to be answered.
A British mercenary soldier held captive for the past eight months in the Afghan civil war said yesterday he’s hoping to be released soon...
Eden Fernandez- (A.K.A  Shabeer Latif) –(It was him!!!) Claims he had been fighting in the Afghan war for over seven years before his capture by Hezb-e-Wahadat, an opposition faction.
He was being held near the front lines in South Kabul at the rocket scared headquarters of Hezb-e-Wahadat,a group seeking to topple President Burhanuddin Rabbani. The Prisoner believed he would be released soon now that word of his capture had reached outside Afghanistan.
Shabeer had fought on the side of Rabbani and under his military wizard Ahmed Shah Masood- ‘Lion of Panjshir’.
Rabbani had come to power soon after the Islamic factions ousted the communist government in 1992. 
Hezb-e-Wahadat leader,Abdul Ali Mazari said Shabeer was a spy working for British Intelligence, but would likely be released after negotiations with the British... An official, who wished to remain anonymous, said the matter was being investigated.
I was absolutely delighted he was alive and in good spirits, if in a somewhat uncomfortable and dangerous situation. He was a true survivor! Way to go my friend Shabeer!
I contemplated how very welcome, but strange that I should learn of his fate in this manner. I reflected how I had originally read and learnt about Shabeer in the1980’s whilst I was still living in Britain. He was the Punk Rocker rebel who had joined the Mujahideen and his story graced the national daily newspapers front pages. Then a few years later meeting him by chance in Peshawar, Pakistan and improbably remembering his story and recognising him from those newspaper headlines of years before. He seemed to be a reoccurring character appearing now and then, popping in and out of my life via captivating headlines in the news media and journals.
Later I discovered the same story in the British newspaper;-The Independent (Sunday January 1995) - ‘Afghans free Briton accused of spying’.

He was free…

References in connection to information on the Hazara;- 
Ethnic Groups of South Asia and the Pacific: An Encyclopedia by James B. Minahan
Michael Weiers. 1972. Die Sprache der Moghol der Provinz Herat in Afghanistan (Sprachmaterial, Grammatik, Wortliste). Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.
H. F. Schurmann. 1962. The Moghols of Afghanistan. Mouton & Co. 
Web site -IV.Hazaragi dialect. HAZĀRA iv. Hazāragi dialect – Encyclopaedia Iranica
Reference in connection Koshiro Tanaka: Christian Science Monitor August 1987.























15) KAGAWA SENSEI: (Friday ‘Special’ Morning Class)
Kagawa Sensei was a stocky man commanding a powerful body forged from years of intense, strict and dedicated training in Karate. He was supple, strong and solid.
He had an imposing and particular aura, radiating a strong Budo spirit which was substantial whenever he entered the Dojo or instructed a class, his presence created a distinct flavour and mood. 
I remember Sensei Kagawa most for his inexhaustible fighting spirit, a boundless energy and an amazing agility. His kicking techniques were spectacularly fast, focused and fierce. A dynamic fusion of muscular strength, blended with tremendous suppleness that made his limbs and body appear to be made of rubber, his movement were elastic and flexible in the extreme.
Sensei could kick in a variety of impressive styles, all with speed, power and accuracy, having total control over their execution; he had mastered his body’s mechanics. He could kick you several times in a rapid mode, before you recognised or had time to respond to the first strike, his technique was immediate.
Sensei Kagawa’s classes were generally painful, leaving an aspiring Karateka aching physically and mentally from the effort and challenges of his demanding coaching. I believe Kagawa Sensei and Abe Sensei’s classes hurt me the most.
I clearly remember one exceptionally taxing class; - All students were in various stages of fatigue and struggling, Sensei, observing our wavering skill and waning spirit, candidly informed the suffering class that pain was weakness leaving the body... (No pain, no gain!), driving us to persevere. Though Sensei certainly took us on a tough journey of strenuous and bruising lessons and gave no excuses or apologies for his harsh methods, we learnt to endure and survive, to break the barriers of resistance and emerge stronger in body and mind. 
Classes were generally focused on combinations of strong techniques in repeated drills up/down the wooden Dojo floor in never ending, countless repetition’s , everyone roaring their Kiai’s deafeningly in unison as we punched and kicked, fostering a potent martial spirit and enhancing the attacks and defences, creating quite the martial atmosphere.
Sensei Kagawa had magic legs, he could do weird and wonderful things with them. His warm up calisthenics were always stimulating and exhausting, without exception. The extreme stretching and leg exercises, combined with the drills he devised, had us mere mortals wrestling to perform in the manner he demonstrated and demanded. His leg exercises seemed impossible at times.
I sometimes wondered if I was training my body or torturing it!
Like some practising ‘Yogic aesthetic’, I tied myself up in physical knots trying to perform and master the stretches and kicks that Sensei taught and performed. It seemed you had to be made of very flexible latex to achieve these seemingly un-natural elastic postures. I’m sure I gained a few inches in height after a year or two of practising these difficult stretches!
Over time my Geri waza (Kicking techniques) improved, my legs became suppler, stronger and my kicking speed increased .The kicks became more focused and I gained better control of them, allowing me to hit targets accurately with the speed and force I wished.
As well as impressive Geri waza Sensei Kagawa had exceptionally fast hand techniques, lightning fast, would be a more appropriate description. The combination of Sensei’s kicking and punching ability made him a formidable Karateka. He was a top Japanese a competition Kumite fighter and superb exponent of Kata, mastering both disciplines and a regular champion in both. 
At the 1985 All Japan Karate Championships, held at the Budokan, I watched in awe as Sensei Kagawa destroyed all comers in Kumite winning 1st place convincingly against the top Japanese Shotokan experts vying for this prestigious crown.
On the same day Sensei gave an outstanding display of advanced Kata’s, taking him through all the rounds and eventually reaching the final; he deservedly took 1st place in this event also, the double, a defining act in Karate excellence and all performed with an impressive style and in a class of his own.
His fighting was always lively and at one Kumite class I watched Sensei spar with one of my classmates, a Yudansha (Black belt).They moved about, testing one another’s defences, measuring distance, responses and reactions.
Sensei Kagawa made a few feints, disrupting the opponent’s space as his opponent had to adjust and change positions.
At this precise moment, Sensei seized the initiative and attacked in a blur of punches. The Yudansha retreated from the onslaught of strikes, defending as best he could.
On the back foot and retreating, the Yudansha struck out in desperation and caught the advancing Sensei with a solid Gyaku suki to his stomach.
Sensei acknowledged the strike with a quickening of pace and fired up a few more gears. The Yudansha sensing his fate, tried to escape, but to no avail. Sensei Kagawa was pursuing, hot on his trail with intent to ‘nail’ the student. Caught in a flurry of punches and kicks the Yudansha crashed into the row of Makiwara striking posts lining the Dojo’s side wall.
After the ‘Blitzkrieg’ attack the Yudansha was left sprawled about the floor and partially wrapped around a Makiwara post for support.
The Yudansha was O.K, a little bruised and sore perhaps. He had learnt an important lesson; - Respect your Sensei. Order had been restored.
Although we were encouraged to strike with the correct spirit and commitment, hitting your Sensei would result in a swift and painful lesson, a ‘slapping down’. During a Spar with a Sensei, respect was of the utmost importance and an understanding that he was teaching you. You should not take liberties or be perceived to be taking advantage, as he generously gave you openings, advice and tested you.
Sensei Kagawa’s Kumite was pure Karate in action. His Kata was equally breath taking, he epitomised a truly superb Karate expert in his breath taking performances in both Kumite and Kata.
His Kata was beautiful in exhibition and powerful in execution, smooth, sharp and graceful movements, the form enriched by a deep and steady concertation, he emitted a powerful energy and the drama of his Kata created an electric atmosphere.
On a lighter note;-   
One morning ,after a particularly bruising class and changing out of my sweaty Gi, Sensei Kagawa passed by the changing room. Sensei stopped and did a ‘double take’ at me. With my Gi top off, my shoulders and the tops of my arms were exposed, displaying my colourful tattoos, the inky stains of my youth.
Curious, Sensei came over and had a good look. “Hmmmm...” he said, examining and admiring my two dragons and a tiger that decorated and wrapped about my shoulders.
In Japan Tattoos were virtually unknown, (at this time), as pop art-Fashion accessories, as popularised in Western culture. In Japan they were associated with criminals and the only people sporting Tattoos were organised crime syndicate members such as the Japanese Mafia; - The Yazkuza.
Sensei studied and contemplated the art work and images on my skin. His face changed from interest to puzzlement, and then a big smile spread across his face as he discovered my ‘Popeye’ tattoo amongst the dragons and tiger.
“Popeye”!! He exclaimed in surprise, recognising the popular American cartoon character.
This must have appeared ridiculous to his Japanese mind and perception of Tattoos, as in Japan Tattoos were macho and Gangster decorations. 
He slapped me on the back heartily and laughed loudly, “Ah... Popeye San (Mr.)”! He called me. The whole changing room burst out in laughter, and for several weeks, possibly months, I was referred to as ‘Popeye San’;- Mister Popeye...
On the subject of Cartoons...
Marvel comics produced colourful ‘Super-Heroes’ we admired, there was the ‘Incredible Hulk ‘and ‘The Amazing Spiderman’ etc. etc.
The J.K.A produced real life Super heroes, one of which undoubtedly was the ‘Extraordinary Kagawa Sensei’!






16) Praying Mantis.
Some days after attending the Special morning karate classes, I was able to commute back to my ‘Home’ and had enough time to hang out and air my Karate-gi, make some lunch and rest a little before heading back into the city for my afternoon and evening classes.
In the summer months an unusual and regular visitor would materialise whenever I hung my gi out to dry.
My guest was a large Praying mantis displaying itself in all its glorious vibrant green colouring, contrasting sharply with my white Do- gi, which it rested upon, no doubt curious and stopping by to examine my sweat saturated Do-gi that hung dangling from a washing line fixed outside my window, the Karate suit steaming away and drying in the midday sun. 
It was very alien in character, its appearance reminiscent of some strange outer space being, with a humanoid like face, two large bug –eyes and swaying antae’s that stood upon its head, which incidentally, had the unique ability to swivel and could turn 180 degrees exploring its surroundings. The vivid  green complexion, the long spiked forelegs and their big snapping pincers made me grateful it was only about 5”- 6” in size, any bigger I would be in fear for my life (!) and if not knowing better run away screaming “Martian Invasion!” 
The creature seemed quite content to rest upon my Karate top and wave its long forelegs and great pincers about in the warm air, as though waving to get my attention. It’s colourful, inquisitive shifting eyes scanning its environment. A formidable foe, the Praying mantis is a predator at the top of the food chain in the insect world. The female of the species sometimes decapitates the male after their mating ritual, eating its head and body, a rather hazardous lover to become involved with...
At other moments it did actually appear as though it was praying, its forelegs clasped together as though in prayer, hence the creatures name. The word, mantis, owes its origins to the Greek, Mantikos meaning soothsayer or prophet, its name expressing the spiritual and mysterious qualities of its character.


The Turks and Arabs believed the mantis pointed towards Mecca, Africans believed it brought good luck and the French thought it could direct a lost child home. Most cultures had folk tales and legends concerning this intriguing insect that has caught mankind’s attention through the ages.
I often studied it, fascinated by its extra-terrestrial appearance and peculiar antics as it performed its exercises, sometimes moving its large pincers about in circular movements, then forward and backwards in thrusting motions, similar to defensive blocks, followed by attacking strike combinations. It seemed to have given up its meditative devotion and praying posture and was now shadow boxing with some imaginary adversary, its movements sharp, neat and fast, impressive.
Whilst pondering this odd but mesmerising creature’s movement, I fancied for a brief moment, that it may have a message or lesson to communicate, perhaps this was a ‘Warrior Spirit’ visitation? Maybe a Chinese Kung Fu monk or a Japanese samurai had materialised in the form of this mantis to instruct me and guide my Martial arts study...My vision and notions stretched ,probably due to the heat, dehydration or the heavy knocks and blows at the Karate class earlier in the day, perhaps a combination of all these factors!? But the creature did put on an intriguing performance and was a revelation to witness, no doubt colouring my lively imagination. It was most certainly a highly evolved curiosity.
The Praying mantis has some relevance in Martial Arts;-
In China there is in fact, a world renowned Kung Fu style created by a Chinese Shaolin Monk who like myself, was captivated by the Praying mantis (Tang lang) and after studying it for many years created the Praying mantis style of Kung Fu based on the creature’s unique and ferocious fighting methods.
There are a variety of legends as to the styles creation, all quite similar in theme.
One story according to Chinese folklore tells us; - When a Shaolin monk named Wang Lung, of Shandong province, was beaten in combat, he was left feeling very frustrated by his defeat, questioning his skills and style. One afternoon studying his Buddhist texts he was disturbed by the sound of a Praying mantis fighting with a cricket/cicada. He was captivated by its movements and impressed at how easily the mantis defeated its opponent.
Wang prodded the mantis with a long piece of straw and was astonished to see the insect jump back and forth to avoid and escape the pokes. The mantis used its strong front legs to parry, grasp and crush the straw. (Block- lock- break).
After many years studying the insect Wang Lung developed the 13 arm and hand movements of the mantis, the foundation for Seven star praying mantis Kung Fu style.The combative principles taken from the insects characteristic traits were adopted and incorporated into the praying mantis style.
The Literal translation of the Chinese for this style is; - ‘Praying mantis fist’.
(Incidentally in Japanese Karate, the Kata Seisan means 13, and may be related or have evolved from the Chinese Form. The Kata contains many close quarter combat fighting techniques, and uses strikes similar to that employed by the mantis; -deflections, grabs, strikes- sharp, fast and focused).
Praying mantis Kung Fu practitioners position their arms in a jack knife position, mimicking the highly adapted forelegs of the Praying mantis, in a guard like posture. The distinctive mantis hook is commonly found in many of the styles Kamae - Guard positions.
The mantis practitioners use the drooping forefingers of their hands to strike the attackers vital points, particularly with sharp flicks and slaps and incorporate sweeping open hand chops to the neck and throat, with spear handed finger jabs and strikes to the throat and eyes.
One of the fighting styles distinctive features, the Praying mantis hook, involves using whipping circular movements to direct the force, whip like, to block and deflect direct attacks then grasping the elbow and locking onto the opponents striking limb for firmer control, following up and counter attacking with accurate attacks to the vital points, the vulnerable neck a favourite. 
The techniques are even more effective when used in combination, e.g.; - using the blocks force and momentum to power an attack. The style is recognised for its speed and fast flowing attacks, employing a variety of strikes, including the knee and elbow.
Wang Lung later added Monkey Kung Fu footwork to improve the Praying mantis styles flexibility of movement, making it more nimble and agile, thus enhancing the styles speed and the deadly strikes power and effectiveness. 
There are several styles belonging to what is termed Northern Praying Mantis style, also referred to as Shandong Praying Mantis, the best known are;-
Seven Star Praying Mantis Boxing 
Taiji Praying Mantis Boxing 
Taiji Plum Blossom Praying 
Throwing Hand Praying Mantis Boxing 
Plum Blossom Praying Mantis Boxing
Eight Step Praying Mantis Boxing
Secret Gate Praying Mantis Boxing 
Shiny Board Praying Mantis Boxing 
Six Harmony Praying Mantis Boxing
Ma (Horse) Family Praying Mantis Boxing 
Long Fist Praying Mantis Boxing
Flying Leg Praying Mantis (Wah Lum Temple)
Jade Ring Praying Mantis
Mysterious Track Praying Mantis
Great Ultimate Praying Mantis (Tai Chi Tang Lang)
Of note: There is also a popular Southern Praying Mantis Kung Fu style, created by the Hakka Chinese people, sometimes known as Hakka fist,(Hakka kuen /quan) and is similarly based on a monks observations of a praying mantis fighting with a bird. It is unrelated to the Northern styles and is more commonly associated with ‘White eyebrow’ Kung Fu (Bak mei / Pak mei) and ‘Southern Dragon style’ Kung Fu.
Some other Southern sub-styles include ‘Bamboo forest praying mantis’ (Kwong sai jook lum tang lang) ‘Chou clan praying mantis’ (Chou gar tang lang). ‘Chu clan praying mantis’ (Chu gar tang lang.)
In Japan; - The most common name in Japan for the praying mantis is "Kamakiri" which translates to “sickle cut”, referring to its front legs and large cutting pincers. There are regional variations. 
Kama means scythe or sickle. Kiri means to cut, in recognition of its front legs large cutting pincers. Hence; - Cutting Sickle.
To the Japanese the insect can appear more like a farmer about to harvest wheat, or a gardener tending his plants, waving his sickle (pincers) about.
Though the large pincers held together most certainly give an impression of praying! I guess this depends on the creature’s posture and how we perceive it.
The Japanese name implies the ferocity of the insect. The mantis almost always goes for the neck to kill and has been known to take on much larger creatures and defeat them using its distinctive abilities.
Observing the mantis one can see why it is particularly revered by Orientals. For the Oriental the insects hunting and fighting methods have a Zen or Tao like quality: its imitating nature in a leaf like disguise, its patience, stealth and calm, its deadly posturing and absolute concentration.
In Japanese culture the Praying mantis is a symbol of cunning, fearless fighting ability and daring strategy and is consequently a highly respected theme found in Samurai swords, much valued and revered by the warrior class. The mantis motif and emblem was a common and popular adornment decorating the Samurai sword fittings. One final thought and story on the Praying Mantis;-
Chinese Lore: A mantis trying to stop a chariot.
One day the King of Qi went out hunting with his men. The carriages were travelling along a road when suddenly a mantis stood in the middle of their path, its sickle-like forelegs opened and in defensive/attack mode. It appeared that he was trying to resist the carriages advance and trying to stop it. Surprised at the scene, the King of Qi ordered the troops to stop and enquired as to what this creature was. When he was told it was called a mantis and it would fight decisively when it was challenged, the King sighed with admiration at its braveness. He mused for a moment and then said: "It's a great pity that it is not more than an insect. If it were a man, he would be the bravest warrior in the world!" Then the King ordered his carriages to steer around it to leave the mantis standing proudly undefeated and in its martial pose. 
This legend has been translated into many themes, including bravery, since the mantis is a ferocious warrior and a proficient fighter who doesn’t retreat. 
The Japanese have adapted the common interpretation and concept of this story, with the opposite meaning to the original Chinese legends message, giving it the interpretation as “know thyself” and/or “know your limitations”/  “your place”. In reality, the unyielding mantis would be crushed by the wagon.
In Japan, when somebody overrates himself, he is often warned, with the Japanese saying;-"Don't be a mantis trying to stop a chariot”.
  *******************************************************************
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17) Gobi Desert. “The Yellow Peril”
One morning on exiting my small apartment, I was surprised to find that all the cars were covered in a fine yellow powder. Contemplating the strange phenomena I noticed it also covered the rooftops and streets. My curiosity roused, on closer inspection I discovered it was fine grains of sand that coated absolutely everything with its dusty presence.
What had caused this strange occurrence? I wondered, a little perplexed I assumed there must be a building site nearby and the sand had blown over from the construction area...That seemed quite rational, partly satisfying my inquisitiveness in trying to understand the sandy debris that littered the suburb, “hmmmmm” I mused, still pondering the desert landscape as I walked slowly to the train Stn. 
Along the way I met an elderly gentleman and greeting him I asked; - “Excuse me, why was there so much sand everywhere”? He smiled and told me it came from China.
I thought I had misunderstood his reply. I juggled the Japanese reply about in my head...had I understood correctly? Was he having a joke? Teasing me? Crazy? 
But he definitely said that the sand came from China, and more specifically the Gobi Desert... 
He appeared sane, serious and believable. On further investigation and enquiries I learnt that he was absolutely correct. The sand had indeed travelled amongst powerful westerly winds, emanating from China’s vast Gobi desert. The invading Yellow Peril, a golden carpet of fine sand covered everywhere and everything. 
The prevailing winds blowing across China had lifted, transported and then deposited its heavy loads over, not just my neighbourhood, not just Tokyo, but all over mainland Japan!!! 
This sand tempest invades Asia every spring, as the Gobi desert migrates further afield.

As the land erodes and desertification grows the deserts reach is increasing and encroaches further. The severity of China's storms in recent years and the distance they carry the sand signal that more of the country has turned into desert. China’s desert area is increasing at an alarming rate. Official reports say that about 4000 villages across China have been swallowed up by the encroaching desert and it has affected more than 200 million people.

Coincidently, later in the Day I noted in a local Newspaper article, a report and take on this seasonal phenomena;- 

BEIJING -- Residents of China's capital, accustomed to the gusts and grit that have pummelled the city every spring for more than 10 years, weren't the only ones enduring this year's sandstorm. 
The sand tempest that blew east from the Gobi Desert swept as far as Japan and South Korea, where the thick yellow gloom slowed traffic and forced airports and schools to close.
Some of the dust is expected to reach the USA's West Coast in a week or two, giving the sky a milky appearance.
Beijing was hit Wednesday.
Wearing gauze masks and plastic bags over their faces, pedestrians braved the gritty winds. Visibility dropped to 100 yards. By Friday, 30,000 tons of dust and sand had blown into Beijing, the official state news agency Xinhua reported. Most Beijinger's are resigned to the annual dust migration.

Although China has a record of severe sandstorms going back to the 16th century, the storms now wreak havoc over a much wider area. 





18) KUMITE; - (Sparring)


The practise of Kumite (sparring) commences after the student has developed sufficient skills in the basic techniques of Karate Kihon and Kata.

Kumite translates roughly to ‘Crossing hands’/ ‘Grappling hands’/ ‘Meeting hands’ or ‘Deciding hands’.

The Dojo taught with a systematic approach to sparring, from the foundation and building blocks of Kihon (Basics), the student is introduced to Kumite in the form of pre-arranged drills of attack and defence in which both students practising understand the strike and block that will be employed. As their technical ability and confidence develops, they progress to more advanced levels, employing the techniques with increased speed and intensity. The basic one step Kumite evolves into three step Kumite then five step. These pre-arranged drills taught the student to defend and attack with full power and speed, within the relative safety of a controlled environment.

Once confident and competent in these drills the students are then able to practise combat in a free-sparring mode in which nothing is pre-arranged and techniques flow freely and fiercely, allowing the Karateka to experiment and use the blocks and attacks effectively, though strikes to vital points and full contact was restricted.

A Karate student practised the variety of Kumite routines with a ‘partner’ rather than an ‘opponent’. Though at times, in the heat of enthusiastic Kumite your ‘partner’ would often become your ‘opponent’.

The ideal of Kumite was to defeat our opponent utilising the techniques and tactics acquired through ones daily Karate study. The regular combative experience developed ones confidence and character, whilst refining ones strategies and skills. The Karateka had to be prepared and capable of defending and attacking in an instant. During Kumite your ability was put to the test.








Shobu sanbon kumite; - Competition three point match/ duel.


Shobu sanbon kumite was the natural advancement after the evolving pre-arranged drill exercises. From Ippon kumite, (One step sparring) to Sanbon kumite (Three step sparring) and onto Gohon kumite (Five step sparring) these drills and stages of advancement prepared us for Shobu sanbon kumite.

In the Dojo, Shobu sanbon kumite was a free flowing fight. The aim was to score an Ippon (a full point), with a controlled, clear and decisive technique, recognised within the rules of Shobu sanbon and by the referee or Sensei.

Here on the Dojo floor you learnt to adapt your attacks and defences against a ‘live’ opponent. One could ascertain strengths and weaknesses, highlighting what needed attention and improvement. These were invaluable lessons. Bouts lasted a few minutes, though often felt a lot longer, particularly when facing a superior combatant. Changing partners after a few minutes bout and confronting a new adversary was sometimes your only escape. During a class one would meet and fight 4-6 opponents. These were generally point scoring spars and a training method for us to perfect and apply our techniques in a realistic, but controlled combative situation.
During bouts of Shobu sanbon kumite, three point competition fighting, the rules of engagement were pre-set within a strict but clear frame work of what was permitted and acceptable. What was considered a score, a non- score or a foul etc. This allowed the Karateka to spar in a relatively safe environment and test his talent and tactics. The sparring would be spirited but performed with some restraint, exhibiting the correct etiquette and respect for the rules of combat and ones partner. The bout would be fought within these recognised and stipulated rules of engagement.
Then there was Dojo kumite...Jiyu kumite. This was hard, realistic fighting where almost anything goes and usually did. When a student engaged in Jiyu kumite the rules of engagement were relaxed and hence injuries became an occupational hazard.

During my two and half years at the J.K.A Dojo my forearms and shins were permanently bruised, presenting all manner of colourful shades imaginable, testament to the hard contact fighting we indulged in. More importantly it was a good sign, proof of the strikes I had blocked. Each one of those yellow, red, purple and black bruises were indicative of strikes that otherwise would’ve struck my vulnerable and vital points, body and head.	

Injuries practising a combat art such as Karate were not uncommon, as would be expected. I was fortunate I had no major injuries during my studies and escaped some bloody and bruising encounters relatively unscathed. I witnessed cracked heads, bloody and broken noses, chipped teeth, punctured ear drums, broken and fractured arms, legs, toes and fingers and occasionally broken students; - K.O.’s  a Go Go… 



Dojo kumite;-

Dojo Jiyu-kumite (free style fighting) was without the competition point scoring rules of Shobu sanbon. There were no referees or judges, whistles or flags. Though the Sensei’s kept an eye on us and kept things under some form of control. This meant you could fight without breaks, stops and starts, ignore scores and continue fighting and follow through with multiple counter techniques, including grappling and throwing. When / if you were hit you could continue with a counter, allowing a realistic fight to ensue. Even if knocked down or taken to the ground you could continue to defend yourself and counter to try and gain an advantage. Always an enthusiastic and spirited event!

Without any rules things could get messy…though strikes to the groin, throat, eyes, the vital points (etc.), were off limits and respected as such. Accidents occurred from time to time and during the red mists of combat. 

The object of this exercise was advanced, in that it had to be close to the real thing, with unforgiving and aggressive attacks and defences. The aim was to defend yourself and defeat your opponent convincingly and completely. These were more often than not bouts of blood and thunder. 

Surviving these encounters meant cultivating a strong indomitable spirit, keeping a calm and focussed mind that responded instantly to the cut and thrust of the battle with rapid reactions. It was crucial to avoid forceful attacks with evasive skills, instantly countering with powerful blocking defences and strong committed attacks. Good timing, good distance, good balance and flexibility were all important; - An agility of mind and body was required. These ingredients would be the tools required to survive and put up a valiant fight.
	



A good friend, Lou Kuhlmann an American and regular classmate (a fellow Brother in arms) at the Hombu Dojo, survived a nasty encounter one fast and furious lesson in Jiyu-kumite.

I can still see the look on his face quite vividly, his  furrowed brow signalling a mixture of indignation and shock, stood steaming in a pool of sweat upon the battle field - (Dojo floor) examining his shredded and torn Gi in disbelief.
His Karate Gi top was ripped in several places, as though he had wrestled with a Tiger! And he had, a Shotokan Tiger.

One of the heavy- duty cotton arms hung limply from the dismembered Gi top, literally ripped from the shoulder. The thicker collar was torn in places also, exposing his chest.

He had just completed a ‘light spar’ with a relatively new, young and very keen Japanese Sensei, (who incidentally had recently graduated from the infamous Takashoku University) talent spotted and enrolled into the elite J.K.A instructors course…This sensei was making his mark.

(Takashoku Univ. is famous for its Shotokan Karate, having a very strong Shotokan Karate club history. Many of the World’s top J.K.A Shotokan Karate instructors have evolved from this stable and source). If one did not know better it appeared from their prowess that their University study and degree was actually in Karate.

The Gi top was in pieces. It was a Tokaido Gi. If one knows the strength, quality and durability of these top class Karate suits one will wonder how or what could possibly inflict such damage to these resilient, super tough Gi’s. They were virtually indestructible!

The violent encounter over and class finished. In the relative safety of the changing room I recall my friend holding up his ripped Gi top, now in several pieces for all to see and uttering the immortal words; - “What the F**K”!

We laughed. Lesson over, we had survived. 

I was exhausted having battled five separate opponents.

As we changed I joked to my fellow class mates, busy rubbing and licking their wounds, “Hey! I still have all my teeth”, as I pretended to count them in the changing room wall mirror.

“Yeah”, they replied; - “Today”. Ominously they reminded me.

A Scottish classmate Doug Campbell, The Tartan-Terror, as I called him, had come to Japan for several weeks’ intensive Karate training at the Hombu Dojo and the J.K.A Shotokan H.Q. Doug was the fortunate recipient of a generous sponsorship and gift from the company he worked for, the trip of a life time and a Japanese cultural experience. 

We were to become firm friends. At this time Doug was a 2nd Dan Black Belt and running a few successful clubs in Dumfries and Galloway, Bonnie Scotland.

He became a regular in our classes for the duration of his stay in Tokyo and was settling into the Dojo groove well, accepted and respected, training hard with diligence and the correct attitude.

One morning class he had a particularly challenging and painful sparring experience with the enthusiastic and hard hitting Aramoto Sensei.
As a junior instructor at this time, he already carried a fearsome reputation and didn’t pull his punches, he was a tough cookie.

In typical gritty Scottish spirit, Doug put up a brave and commendable fight against what was an overwhelming assault. Sensei was not taking prisoners today and was giving a devastating lesson to my Scottish friend in Dojo Jiyu kumite, Japanese style… Defending and countering against the Sensei’s bombardment of ferocious fists and feet until he was overcome and knocked to the floor semi-conscious. 

Laying on the floor his legs outstretched, he was dragged by his feet and hauled off the Dojo floor and brought slowly round by the teachers. He was dazed and had taken some heavy blows and was forced to sit the rest of the class out to recover and get his bearings, much to his protests as he slowly came round and tried to re-join the class upon two wobbly legs. 

Aramoto sensei showed some concern and assisted him and made sure he was o.k. and advised him to rest. It was for the best as he was still concussed.
	
The next day, Special morning class, Tanaka sensei was leading us through a difficult class involving a variety of Geri waza (kicking techniques).

Doug had made it to the class, surviving yesterday’s bruising encounter. Complete with his souvenir cuts, bruises and bandages, hobbling into line and joining us, much to our admiration.


Tanaka Sensei had us balancing on one leg and kicking with the other, front kick, side kick and roundhouse kick, one after the other, fast and strong, emphasising the correct use of the hips and maintaining perfect balance. This combination was performed on either side. Control and speed were essential in the rapid execution of the three kicks. Doug was struggling to keep his balance and looking a bit shaky, Tanaka Sensei came over to him.

Looking into his eyes and noticing he didn’t seem well, he told him to go and rest, no doubt aware of yesterday’s brutal battle, immediately barking an order to Sensei’s Aramoto and Sensei Naka to come and assist. The Sensei’s took Doug off the Dojo floor, out of harm’s way and massaged his aching body.

As a foreign Karate student in Japan I was proud Doug had acted in the correct and expected manner for a serious Karateka, returning to the Dojo and class after yesterday’s encounter. It was the correct attitude.

Any sign of weakness of spirit or character could be mistaken as a reflection of all foreign students, depicting us as not having the Japanese mind set, will, resolve and ability for the study of Karate.

This was the school of hard knocks. We had to accept that.


The Japanese have a saying; - ‘Nana-korobi, ya-oki.’
This translates to; - ‘fall down seven, get up eight’ 
Meaning; - ‘Get knocked down seven times, get up eight times’.




And Doug had done just that.







SEMPAI:-
During one special morning class we were practising Shobu sanbon kumite. (Competition point scoring sparring) The students knelt in Seza watching two contestant’s battle on the Dojo floor. Our turn to fight would soon follow and we watched in anticipation. 
The two contestants’ bodies clashed legs and arms flayed about, defending and attacking as opportunities presented themselves, each trying to gain an advantage in their strategy to score a point. These were spirited encounters.
My turn to spar arrived and I rose from Seza to face the morning class. My partner for Kumite, the Dojo Sempai, a senior Japanese Karate student who generally led us through the warm up/warm down exercises, *Mokuso (‘Quiet thought’/ Meditation) and led the call for the Dojo kun recital.
*Mokuso; - Quiet thought- Meditation, is understood to mean;-A warming up of the mind prior to hard training.
We bowed and began at a steady pace, testing each other’s defences, a few feints and a combination of punches to open the opponent up, some light kicks flew about. We were evenly matched and parried each other’s attacks and counters. 
My Sempai was strong and spirited and sensing the stalemate between us upped his game, speeding up and lunging forward. I held my ground as a flurry of fist hurtled towards me. I blocked, slid forward and my lead arm released a sharp Kizami suki (Lead hand punch/jab) which snuck through his defences and past his waving, guard blocking hands and struck him directly in the mouth.
The impact from the punch, connecting with his teeth made his mouth bleed and I split my lead knuckles. Shina Sensei stopped the fight with a loud “Yame!”
We bowed to each other and the Sempai came hurriedly over to me as I was apologising for my lack of control and injuring him. He was accepting no apology and told me it was o.k. and an accident, taking me to the bathroom to wash and disinfect my knuckles which concerned him, due to the chance of infection from his teeth’s incision in my fist.
I was impressed by his attitude and resolve, as he very kindly cleaned my fists and bandaged my knuckles.
I apologised again, but he said it was o.k. I felt bad for causing the damage.
After class some students told me it was wrong to beat my Sempai and bad etiquette, one should show respect. Others congratulated me. “Hey, well done you beat the Sempai”. Neither the negative nor the positive views and comments made me feel bad or good. Their perception was just that... They were entitled to their opinions. 
I totally respected the Sempai and he impressed me, even more so for his reaction to the incident and kind attention to my injured fist, which took precedent over his own bloody injury. Rather sacrificial, admirable and generous.
I was pleased once he had cleaned up his bloody mouth and teeth that he was alright, save for a cut lip, but thankfully had lost no teeth
I did not feel I had beaten him. We had a good, challenging and passionate spar and an accident occurred during the bout, nothing more, and nothing less.
He was still my senior and more importantly my Sempai. 
We remained friends with no hard feelings.












‘Mecca’ to Shotokan Karate practitioners.

The Hombu Dojo attracted Karate students from all over the World and the Special Morning class was host to a colourful variety of characters and a particularly keen breed of dedicated International Karate students.
All nations seem to be represented at one time or another. One got to spar with a rich diversity and assortment of Karateka from every corner of the globe.

A Canadian.
During a memorable Dojo sparring session, Sensei Tanaka chose me to spar, under competition rules, with a visiting Canadian Black belt. The class told to kneel in Seza and watch.
The North American was a big, burly man .We bowed and squared up. He was an unknown quantity to me, as I had not met him before, he most certainly looked powerful and his being a Black belt made me aware he would be skilled. Obviously not aware enough as he hopped forward and caught me in the stomach with a superb Yoko geri kekomi (side thrusting kick) which sent me flying backwards, performing a backward roll and landing on my butt. 
Fortunately not winded, but slightly embarrassed at my inability to block the strike and my spectacular fall and backward roll in front of my class mates. To be honest I did not even see the technique coming; it caught me totally off guard.
I rose immediately, (rising to the occasion!)  bowed and without giving my opponent any time to celebrate or compose himself, I half stepped forward and raising my lead leg quickly over his guard and around his big shoulders and caught him with a hard slap, as my foot hit him in the side of the head with a Jodan mawashi geri , “Touché”(!!) I thought.
Sensei stopped us, announced;-“Hikiwake” (a ‘draw’) and told us to bow and re-join the class, ending our bout.


An Englishman.
At one class I had the pleasure to pair up with a fellow Englishman, Richard Amos, who had recently joined our classes at the Hombu dojo. He was my senior and a very dedicated Karateka, with an excellent Karate pedigree.
We began our spar, he waiting, occasionally throwing some feint punches testing my reactions and defences, basically weighing me up,
I could see he had a long reach and a height advantage. I realised I would have to close the gap between us to give me a chance of scoring, his fast shifting, agile and evasive actions were frustrating my plans of attack. He seemed always out of reach.
After a little time he seemed to stop in a position I believed I could exploit, racing in fast with a dummy punch or two to unsettle his poise and trying to conceal my rapidly projecting front kick (Mae geri) which was striking out. Richard with keen eye read my plan, much to my misfortune. As I came forward he released a fast and focussed reverse punch (Gyaku suki) which connected with a thud, sinking deep into my solar plexus, a perfect strike, a K.O! 
I dropped to my knees totally disabled, then tumbled over, fighting for air as I was completely winded and at his mercy. I could not breathe. I didn’t fall into unconsciousness but was struggling, fighting for breath. I even tried breathing through my ears, I was desperate! Richard immediately came to my rescue grabbing me below the shoulders and lifting me up by my armpits to straighten my bent body to allow air to enter my closed lungs and stop the stomach spasms that crippled me.

I eventually came round and began breathing again and lived to fight another day.





An unfortunate episode.
An Iranian.
One spar that turned very sour unfortunately, was with a regular Iranian Karate student whom I always got on well with prior to this particular occasion. Always a polite man, friendly and conveying a welcoming smile. He was a big man with a black beard and broad chest, and reminded me of the cartoon and comic book character; - Bluto/Brutus, who was a recurring foe to Popeye the sailor man. This bulky nemesis regularly came to blows with Popeye. 
It was early morning I was stretching my limbs in preparedness for the Special morning class taught by Sensei Kagawa. I knew it was going to be tough, so I wanted to be warmed up and clear the cobwebs of sleep and not expend too much energy before the class began.
The Iranian classmate approached me and asked if we could do some light sparring. I explained I was just stretching and was a little tired and needed to wake up and warm up .But he insisted we would just try out a few techniques and spar lightly in a friendly exchange. He was very persistent and after much persuasion I felt obliged to accommodate his demand, despite my excuses and reasons. I felt I had no choice but to oblige him or else I feared I may appear timid, unhelpful or lacking a true Karate spirit. The annoying thing about what unfolded was I had made it very clear I did not wish to spar but he was adamant we practise Jiyu kumite.
Much to my discomfort I found myself (Popeye) on the Dojo floor facing him... Bluto. 
We bowed to one another and then bounced about getting some tempo going. My Iranian opponent was lively and immediately came in fast and hard, quite unexpectedly so, considering we were to have a light spar and gentle warm up.
I backed off not wanting to engage him and set the pace ablaze, but this seemed to only encourage him further. I defended, busy evading and blocking his punches and sweeping away his kicks. The pace of our combat seemed to have increased in its intensity and I sensed my opponent was trying to make a point as he felt he was commanding the encounter.
Unexpectedly I found myself moving across the Dojo floor, back peddling and suddenly my back literally crashing into the side wall with a salvo of fast punches flying close about my head and body, pinning me down.
A little irritated with the situation and my partner, I thought enough is enough; he was now taking advantage of me.
I felt I had accommodated my partners desire to spar and had been generous in allowing him experiment with a variety of techniques, but I was not going to be his punch bag. The class now gathered and began to take notice of our engagement and watch the cut and thrust of our combat as we indulged in Jiyu kumite with increasing passion.
With an audience, he seemed to be enjoying the moment, ‘Showboating’.
If I allowed this to continue I would be humiliated, I felt he was taking liberties. As an English man I thought ‘This is not Cricket!’ (As the saying goes-. Meaning unfair, uncalled for, not playing by the rules agreed etc.).
In survival mode I went up a few gears desperately avoiding his fast and furious punch combinations, as his big fists flew about trying to hit me, he was almost upon me and I was trapped against the wall and under siege. In close proximity and in a tight spot I surprised him with my speed and flexibility and managed to catch him with my lead leg rising sharply and snapping out with an Ura mawashi geri, an inside hook kick to his temple/side of the head. Absorbed in his attack he didn’t see it and it struck him with a loud slap, the flat of the sole of my foot making contact with his head, neatly and squarely.
His eyes rolled then flickered on impact, his big legs trembled and his body shuddered for a moment then he collapsed onto his knees, his body fell forward and he rolled over, crashing in a heap onto the Dojo floor. 
OOoooppppssss!!! I thought.
I did not think I had hit him that hard. I controlled my strike, though I admit it was fast and focused. I had deliberately not used the heel of my foot and only slapped him with the flat of the foot, the sole, to lessen the impact. (If I had used the heel of my foot it would’ve been very nasty and uncalled-for, though he certainly was deserving of a ‘slap!’).
I went to his assistance, cupping his head in my hands and noted he was slightly concussed. A little dazed and disorientated he managed to get up and leave the Dojo floor to rest. 
When he finally came round, rubbing his head he let me know he was angry and took great exception to my counter attack, particularly the result... (No one liked being K.O or knocked down in front of the class...) But it had been a natural response and reaction to survive his unforgiving, intense attack during the spar. Fuming and flustered he accused me of trying to ‘kill him’...I was taken aback and troubled as I meant him no harm. I had not wanted to K.O him, let alone injure him and lord forbid, try to kill him!
I apologised repeatedly as I could see he was angry and embarrassed rather than hurt physically. Trying to comfort him and save his pride, I apologised several more times, attempting to pacify him and explaining it was Dojo kumite, we were Karateka , classmates and friends, we should accept it was just the price we sometimes paid when sparring, if I had hurt him it was accidental, there was no malice intended. A lesson he should acknowledge and understand I felt. 
But he was P*$$** with a capital ‘P’ and from that day on was out to hurt me... An unfortunate attitude that created a tense atmosphere in the Dojo future classes we both attended.
The next time I met him in class, a few days later, he was still incensed and turned up wearing a bandaged head, turban like. (A little too dramatic, I thought). Concerned I enquired on his injury .He told me I had broken several bones in his head.
I was no Doctor or medical expert, but understood the head was mainly a skull this was called the cranium which formed eight bones, the frontal bone, two parietal bones, two temporal bones and the occipital bone in the back, the ethmoid bone behind the nose and the sphenoid bone. Then you had the mandible (Jawbone).
I felt very uncomfortable and suspicious of his intent. I felt he was exaggerating and being untruthful. He told me I should be responsible for his medical bill which he claimed amounted to thousands of dollars...

He complained to several Sensei about me, much to my embarrassment. Fortunately they paid him little attention and nothing was ever said to me by my Sensei’s. Though I felt he had deliberately and unjustly tried to put a black mark against my name.
Time passed and occasionally we would come face to face as partners in class. He would stare intensely, frown, growl, shake and mutter threats and eventually rush at me in a rage. A serious attitude problem it seemed. I came to the conclusion he must have some recognisable personality disorder and decided to pay him little attention, my respect for him seriously diminished, though I had to keep my guard up as he was erratic and carried a grudge. When he predictably charged at me during Ippon kumite exercises, I would side step or brush the attack away and avoid engaging and clashing with him, frustrating his attempts to rile me and more importantly to hurt me!
I learnt to live with his great dislike for me and his regular curses and angst. I managed an awkward situation as politely and diplomatically as I could. I refused to be intimidated, I remained strong, confident.
Foot Note; - On a conciliatory note I would like to add that the vast majority of Iranian Karateka who visited and trained at the Hombu Dojo were amongst the best Karate exponents I have had the pleasure to train with. They were always polite, respectful and friendly. As fellow Karateka, I admired them, they were dedicated, trained hard, were exceptionally skilled and reflected a strong Budo spirit, which inspired my own efforts. 
The one off ‘unfortunate incident’ did not blacken or lessen my respect for Persians. Before I eventually left Japan I met my nemesis in a fast food Burger restaurant in Ebisu, near the Dojo. I approached him, much to his initial surprise and told him I was leaving Japan shortly and I wished him good luck and said goodbye. He acknowledged me, smiled and said “Have a good trip”. I was pleased we parted on good terms and trust we reconciled our differences and laid them to rest.




Thai Boxers.
During my Karate training at the Hombu Dojo, two young Thai men joined our classes for their duration of few months stay in Japan. Both were very fit and both had studied Muay Thai, the traditional Siamese (Thai) kick boxing martial Art from Thailand. It was famous for its dynamic, explosive kicks and very spectacular, bloody fighting skills.
This was a beautiful but brutal Martial Art. A popular spectator sport that was famous for its full contact kick- boxing performed ring-style. The art promoted all manner of punches, kicks, elbow and knee strikes and all were employed in full contact mode. Strikes were not pulled and they were executed with full force during competitive bouts. 
They were not only great fighters and tacticians, giving out unmerciful beatings if you challenged them or stood in their way, but they could also take and endure severe beatings, they were conditioned to survive. Their fights appeared gladiatorial epics which gave the spectator a realistic impression of a life or death struggle taking place in the ring of blood, bruises and flying fists and feet.
The very minimum goal appeared to be to knock out your opponent. 
There is a story or legend (?) about a famous Muay Thai fight.
During a hotly contested bout, between two top Thai boxers, who were both highly skilled, evenly matched and had fearless reputations to defend ,things got ‘messy’...
Both fighters refused to be defeated and traded punch for punch, kick for kick. The bloody encounter proved to be a fight to the death, mortal combat.
The fight was so intense that it ended with one boxer dying in the ring, literally beaten to death from the violent and punishing combination of kicks and punches, elbow and knee strikes he suffered.
The other boxer did not last much longer from the brutal fight and died in the Ambulance on the way to the Hospital from injuries sustained during the fight.
As ‘Ring’ fighters they were very serious threats to ones wellbeing and health.
I often went and watched Muay Thai fights when in Bangkok at ‘Limpini boxing stadium’. Always a breath taking experience .I held a deep respect and admiration for these combatants and their Martial art. They were tough cookies!
As a fighting art it was highly effective. But I’m not sure about its long term health benefits. Many retired Thai boxers, I met in Thailand, had many physical problems, particularly with their legs, walking was a problem and they suffered bad backs. The ailments were, no doubt, caused due to the harsh conditioning, training and fighting they had experienced and endured during their career, bearing the reminders injuries, scars and wounds from their fighting days.
As practising Muay Thai boxers, the two visiting young men dedicated sometime to attending our classes at the Dojo and training in Japanese Karate. Keen to experience and learn some of Karate’s methods. Though both Martial Arts were kicking, punching systems, there were subtle differences.
They regularly joined the Special morning Karate class and were always respectful, but bruising partners to encounter.
One morning I had a light spar with one of the Thai boxers after our class. He wanted to try out some techniques and approached me to practise. I agreed, bowed and we squared up. 
He raised his arms on guard, fists prodding the air and feinting, testing, studying my reactions. Moving about slowly, his head exposed and presenting a target, I unleashed a fast left lead leg roundhouse head kick (Mawashi geri jodan) to the right side of his head. He was taken aback by the stinging slap, but noted I had not K.O’d him. He told me so, as he recovered from the initial surprise as we moved about each other. This was precisely my aim, to just tap him, to ‘score’.
This was a cultural-style difference and peculiarity, if you like. In Thai boxing they would try to knock your head off and physically damage you. Karate’s intent and potential was similar, but the full contact was reserved for serious self-defence or in life threatening situations.
During Karate fights/spars the intention was to beat your opponent, but with good control of your ‘weapons’, controlling the force of impact. We did not need to K.O or hurt our opponent in the Dojo to prove our skills, though this did occur on occasion, generally through poor control/accidents or spirited encounters.
In Karate Dojo or competition sparring we did not unleash full force, full contact or employ the nastier techniques.
I explained that this was Shotokan Karate, a Japanese Martial discipline and style. I had controlled the kick and could’ve put more power in my kick and hurt him, but this would not be good, as we were practising and the point was to prove your ability and score.
Similarly I could have kicked him in the temple with the harder ball of my foot, rather than the softer top of my foot, the instep (dorsal). These were subtle, small differences that made significant, big differences in the results and outcomes. 
As he advanced with some jabs, I stepped to the side and hit him with my right leg, which had come quickly forward from the rear, rising high and curling in an arc performing a Mawashi geri jodan, (roundhouse head kick) which connected with the left side of his head. Again a slap, but with a bit more sting this time, as I realised he interpreted and respected hard contact as a proper score.
He smiled this time, noting I could up the power and intent if required.
Fired up, he gave a few jabs and hooks, which whipped about my head as I ducked and dived and backed off to avoid those punches and allow my partner some target practise on me. A little sacrificial perhaps!
I was very aware of his legs potential and thought the punching combinations were probably a setup, leading to a decisive kick. I knew the kick would be strong and unforgiving.
I met one of his thrusting front kicks as he hopped forward, almost catching me with a hard blow to the stomach. I blocked it with a Gedan barai, downward block. On contact his leg felt like solid iron and my arm shuddered and it felt like it was ringing in pain after his very powerful kick. A close call, I had only just stopped it. I quickly understood I needed to avoid those kicks or sweep them away. Meeting the kick head on was painful and no guarantee of stopping it.
We exchanged a few more punching and kicking techniques, giving and taking in a focused but respectful spar before we stopped, bowed and shook hands.
In a Thai boxing ring things would be quite different and I would have to up my game as my opponent would have the advantage in that style of combat. But today on the Dojo floor, I felt Karate had proved its potential as an effective and valuable form of combat.
My own personnel view was that there was not one superior martial Art. It came down to the individual, the skills, spirit and strategies one absorbed and the ability to use the methods learnt effectively.
The style we practised provided the knowledge, experience and guidance .The lessons reflected the ideas, concepts and techniques of the particular style.
It was the individual after mastering the styles basics and many years of training that had to make the martial art his own. To mould it to suit his own bodies’ qualities, its mechanics and character, enhancing and developing his own unique style of fighting through tried and tested methods that were proven successful and distinguished the individual.
This idea touches upon the Japanese Martial Art concept of SHU-HA-RI, the traditional Japanese method of knowledge transmission and training progression.
(The 3 Stages of learning, development and Mastery).








‘SHU-HA-RI’


SHU = Imitate /Obey. (Traditional wisdom).This is the stage of learning basics, the fundamentals and the tradition. The beginner student must copy and learn the Karate technique through his instructor.

HA  =    Detach/Diverge. (A breaking with tradition). After many years, once the practitioner has achieved a high degree and standard in the style practised, the student is permitted to be creative and develop new technique that improves the style. (Though the basic techniques remain critical, as they are the foundation of the Ryu (school), hence the styles core teachings and the true form is preserved and passed on).

RI  =      Separate.  (To Transcend). The moves become natural and flow. This is the highest form and ideal. The Karate Student is now able to perform all the Karate forms without thought of movement and performs his Karate automatically.


































The Thai Temple Assassin...
On a lighter note ... and on the subject of Muay Thai boxers, a slightly amusing story unfolded in Thailand during one of my visits and tours about Siam a few years later, sometime after my life in Japan.
One afternoon after surviving a tough training session with some Thai boxers (Muay Thai) at their Spartan gym, I was invited to join them after class and attend some blessings, celebrations and festivities at the local Buddhist Temple. They insisted I join them and I was happy to go and pay my respects. 
We rode up a dusty dirt road on noisy, growling Japanese’s two stroke motorbikes, leaving thick plumes of black smoke behind us, along a bumpy track. Arriving at the temple a small crowd had gathered about the paved courtyard. The Temple and shrine stood proudly, basking in the sunshine, the rays of light reflected and fractured by the multi-coloured and mirrored tiles, decorating and embellishing the Pagodas, its golden domes and its spires. The whole complex sparkled like a rich treasure trove of precious gems. 
A group of very delicate and beautiful young Thai ladies appeared like , Devas  and Apsaras  (Buddhist / Hindu celestial beings), painted faces accentuating their angelic features, slight bodies wrapped in magnificent and vibrant costumes and heads crowned in ornate, pointed cone shaped golden headdress performing some traditional Thai dance, their brown almond eyes moving in time with the music, darting back and forth, up and down and side to side, accompanied by long slender fingers moving gently in harmony with the rhythm, forming symbolic shapes and signs with graceful gestures, as their hands floated about the warm air. Bodies twisted and turned slowly in light footsteps, whilst striking delicate poses in a very charming and hypnotic display. (Similar in many respects to a Karate Kata, these dance movements, its actions and expressions told a story, if one understood how to read the language expressed and recounted through the drama).
The Temple grounds were home to some animals that strolled around unhindered, a gang of cheeky monkeys loitered about and harassed the devotees and visitors begging for donations of food or if you weren’t careful they would grab and steal anything not secured about your person. A white goat was also resident and wandered about munching on bits of green branches. I remember rubbing his horned head and thinking how rock solid it felt.
Whilst engrossed and enjoying the dance, taking photos, trying to capture the moment and magic, I accidently dropped my camera case; reaching down to retrieve it I was beaten by a light-footed monkey that grabbed it and proceeded to escape my chase and ran up a large banyan tree.
Two small elderly Thai ladies, in heads scarves and stripy aprons came to my rescue noting the robbery that had just occurred. They carried long handled straw topped brooms; they were the temple keepers, tasked with keeping the complex clean, tidy and maintaining order. They began to beat the tree trunk and branches with the brooms to get the hairy bandit to release the camera case. The monkey upped the ante and began to take a few bites on my camera case. The brooms beating the tree had little effect, so the ladies decided to engage their secret weapons. Out from their apron pockets they produced wooden catapults, which they loaded with ammunition, small stones, pointing and firing the rocks up at the thief in his leafy lair. The heat was on, the leather case being tough and unappetising, stones whizzing about his furry head and body the monkey decided to drop the case and escaped further up the tree, the camera case falling to the ground. I thanked the two little ladies who smiled broadly in delight at their success, their wrinkled faces lit up with golden teeth flashing.
I bent down to collect my fallen, somewhat chewed case. At this precise moment, the goat came charging from nowhere, head down, horns in attack mode, his target my unfortunate upturned backside. My butt appeared confrontational and a challenge to the goat it seemed. I was hit full force by a very hard head butt that sent me flying forwards and landing sprawled out across the Temple paving stones. 
The crowd found it hilarious, and once the initial shock, pain and humiliation subsided I joined in the laughter. I had become a victim to the Temple animal’s devious collaboration and sly team work. Between the monkeys and the goat I had been well and truly set up.
It seemed ironic that I had survived the tough and demanding contact sparring bouts with the keen Thai boxers relatively unscathed, only to be defeated by a Thai Temple goat! I dusted myself down, no damage done, though my ego was a little bruised. The goat had certainly shown off his combat skills, flattening me with a devastating strike and K.O technique.
Hmmmm...Goat style Kung Fu I pondered, maybe I should give up Karate and study the ‘Way of the Goat’!
19) IKKEN HISSATSU (“One Fist Certain Death”) 

The expression Ikken hissatsu has its roots in Japanese Kenjutsu (Sword fencing) hence; - “One strike, one kill”, with the blade.
It can be understood to mean a choice between Life or Death. This is the kill or be killed mind-set. Our natural Karate weapons must be tempered, they must be as razor sharp as a Samurai sword and once unleashed executed with serious intent during real combative actions. If you lose…you die.
Sparring was an excellent training exercise and method for perfecting our fighting competence, it allowed the Karateka an opportunity to experiment with the techniques learnt and test our ability, resolve and spirit in defence and attack. Kumite also benefited the Karateka with healthy aerobic exercise, improving stamina, sharpening the reactions both physically and mentally whilst strengthening hearts and minds.
Competition Karate Kumite (Sparring) was also an entertaining spectator sport, a modern day gladiatorial dual, albeit with strict rules of conduct allowing a safer environment to engage in passionate fighting. It also retained a serious Budo, Martial character, offering the Karateka an arena to display their Karate skills in lively combat and attempt to score with an Ippon (One full point, the highest score a fighter can achieve and awarded for a clearly decisive technique) the Karate competition equivalent of Ikken hissatsu.
In the Dojo, obviously you did not aim to kill your opponent during sparring, but you did aim to finish him off and beat him quickly and convincingly, preferably with one decisive strike, (Ippon), this was the principle of Ikken hissatsu .
My own view on Kumite leaned towards the principle of Ikken hissatsu.
One strike, one kill, that was the ideal.
I did not believe one should slug it out with an aggressor in an exhausting, epic and sweaty brawl, trading punch for punch and kick for kick, back and forth in some macho, bloody, bruising and brutal endurance test. 
A real fight with harmful intent had to be over quickly there was no time to play around or take unnecessary risks or injuries and there was certainly no need to prolong the fight. Time was of the essence.
The ideal was to finish the opponent with an instant, devastating strike. Neutralise the threat immediately.
I understand the ideal is Ikken hissatsu, but we cannot rely on one strike only, we must have follow up and support techniques for whatever eventualities occur during a violent engagement.
The concept of Ikken hissatsu has been adopted into some Karate schools and is viewed in a more philosophical manner and understood to mean that our Karate attitude must perform every strike with intent, with a committed mind-set that endeavours to make this blow the final deciding blow.
I continue to practise and pursue this aim, to achieve this perfect strike in my own Karate training.















20) Unusual Exercises / Drills;-

The daily classes always began and ended with a short warm up;-Taiso, generally concentrating on a variety of stretching and basic callisthenics, preparing our bodies for the day’s lesson. 

Our classes were focused on the study of Karate rather than taken up with lots of exercises, press-ups, sit-ups etc. These exercises were expected to be done in your own time, before or after the lesson. But on occasion we were also treated to some novel, unusual and somewhat tortuous methods of self-development, exercises and drills designed to enhance speed, strength, stamina, power, awareness and the general will to survive and endure.

Occasionally we did do some press-ups during class, but press-ups with a difference. These press-ups were performed on your front two, leading knuckles, Seiken, to condition and harden them. 

We lowered our bodies our weight resting on our crushed knuckles and then slowly raised our bodies until our arms stretched and locked at the elbow, pushing us up on our fists and lead knuckles. Reaching this elevated position we would then open and swiftly clap our hands together to the Sensei’s call and then quickly forming fists again crash our knuckles back down onto the wooden Dojo floor. This was repeated x 100’s and was painful initially, but as the skin on the knuckles hardened they became calloused and the fists became less sensitive, tougher and eventually becoming hard as rocks (Ken-dako).

The whole class would count ten repetitions  X 20 students and 200 of these knuckle crunching press-ups was common.

Another fist strengthening exercise that was distinctive and challenging was the;-‘Wheel Barrow’. One Student (A) would lie on the Dojo floor face down, arms and fists supporting his body in the knuckle press-up position, his outstretched legs would be lifted, supported and carried by his partner, student (B), who would walk the knuckle press-up positioned partner forward up/down the Dojo at a steady pace, whilst student (A) would ‘walk’ with his extended arms and on his fists, his knuckles pounding across the wooden floor...

This and regular Makiwara practise made the knuckles and fists stronger and moulded them into iron like lump hammers!


Conditioning the lower abdomen, the ‘six pack’, was often achieved with ‘crunches’ (sit-ups) repeated X 100’s. As you performed the ‘crunch sit-up’, exhaled and tensed the stomach muscles a partner kneeling in front of your rising inclined body would assist (!?!) by punching you hard in the solar plexus, encouraging you to tense those abdominals, testing your stomach muscles conditioning and capacity to resist the strikes. Failing to tense correctly would leave you sore and winded on the floor.

Some days we would attach long lengths of rubber (cycle inner tube like) about the Makiwara posts and then stretch the rubber length to almost its maximum. Gripping the end in a tightly held fist, with the rubber tube almost fully stretched, still flexible but restrictive, the extended rubber resistance pulling against us, as we would punch Gyaku-suki (reverse punch) and perform Oi-suki (a stepping forward punch) to Sensei’s count. 

We would perform many basic techniques in this manner, including upper blocks (Jodan uke), mid-level blocks (Soto uke and Uchi uke) and lower level downward blocks (Gedan barai).Once the exercises had come to an end after hundreds of repetitions and we were released from our lengths of rubbery bondage our techniques were transformed and seemed liberated, accelerated and lightning fast.

Another tough exercise, similar in concept, was pulling your partner across the Dojo floor as you stepped forward in standard stance (Zenkutsu dachi) 
and practised punches, blocks and kick combinations, your partner behind you sat on the floor, his belt used as a harness tied around your waist and held firmly in his hands  as you attempted and struggled to advance and perform your techniques whilst dragging your bulky human burden along, your partner resisting ...

An exhausting exercise but once roles were reversed you were afforded a rest sat on the floor and holding on to your partners belt as he now suffered the same exercise ,dragging you along behind him while he fought and strained to execute the techniques and travel forward.

Kumite (Sparring) was always demanding and tough. Our Sensei’s had a novel way to make it even tougher…

A fellow student would sit upon your shoulders and act as an inconvenient weight, whilst you attempted to spar with an equally burdened, top heavy opponent. Kicks were not recommended in this instance and all techniques proved to be difficult, most barely possible and slow. Good balance and strength were required and proved an essential quality.
An interesting drill that kept ones senses on high alert and acutely tuned was a ‘Piggy in the middle’, Karate style drill. A student was surrounded by 5 to 8 other students, forming a circle.

The student in the centre was the defender and the circle of surrounding students, the attackers. The attackers were all given a secret number and when the Sensei called that number they would attack with full force. The student in the ‘Killing Zone’ (centre) had to re-act fast, avoid, defend and counter attack instantly, unsure of which attacker would launch an attack and from which angle. The only time you became aware was as the attacker was lunging forwards and almost upon you. This exercise promoted a keen alertness and fostered the development of a perceptive demeanour or - ‘Tsuki no kokoro’- a mind like the moon, which is an old Japanese/Chinese phrase, assimilated in Zen and the Martial Arts, understood to mean the necessity to maintain vigilance over ones surroundings at all times, to be constantly aware, in this instance sensing our opponent’s presence, movement and intention.

This was a great way to develop and test our character, our re-flexes and re-actions, teaching us the importance of Zanshin (A constant awareness/readiness for action, sometimes defined as ‘combat awareness’). Zanchin can also be described as Kan ken futatsu no koto- Perceiving with both the eyes and an intuitive mind.

Zanshin is the focus we keep even after the combative engagement has ended, when the danger has seemingly passed a remaining awareness must prevail, this concept must be adopted and cultivated becoming part of the Martial artists psyche and second nature, this then incorporates the concept of Fudoshin, an immovable mind.

Like General Custer’s last stand at ‘The Battle of the Little Big Horn’, surrounded, outnumbered and fighting for ones very survival it seemed...
Unlike General Custer we survived, a little bruised, sometimes bloodied. But we learnt many important lessons from our responses and reactions to the many multi angled attacks.

Similar to this exercise, but in a linear form, was when the whole class lined up in a single file, a Q of attackers, one behind the other and facing the one student who was to defend against the impending storm of kicking feet and punching fists, his back to the Dojo wall. The defender could not move backwards, there was no retreat. His only option was to meet the attack or avoid it, moving left or right, or alternatively get hit.


It was essential to remain composed when facing an adversary and adapt to the situation, to have a mind like water;- *‘Mizu no kokoro’.An expression and concept used in Japanese Martial arts to stress the importance of keeping a calm mind under duress.

Fortunately the attacker could only execute a single attack, but was encouraged to score a hit with that one technique. The attack had to be real, with intent. There was no pulling of the punch or kick during the attack. The defender had to learn to block or avoid, this was vital for their survival. 

Like a bull to a red flag they came hurtling towards you, horns locked in attack mode ,committed to strike the target, one after the other, an endless long line of attacking students charging forward with powerful and strong spirited attacks.
The defender evaded and blocked, bobbed and weaved, ducking and diving to avoid the non-stop assault with little pause between the attacks. This most certainly taught us the importance of quick reactions under intense pressure.

“OLE!” I often would silently muse as I witnessed a block and counter. 
A whispered “Ouch” and some empathy when an attack made contact…

The Iron Geta was an unusual Karate conditioning tool. As its name implies it was an iron weight, fashioned into a Japanese styled sandal of sorts. This iron sandal was tied securely about the foot and ankle, kicks were then practised, the weighted foot requiring extra strength to move the leg and perform the correct technique.

After 100’s of repetitions practising a variety of kicking techniques with these iron boots (!) on, your legs felt like heavy dead weights and much strength was required to lift your leg and even more effort to actually kick in an acceptable manner!

Once the Geta was removed and ones legs were freed, the legs seemed very light, super-fast and kicks were performed in a speedy blur in comparison.

The Iron Geta, like the Makiwara was a traditional Japanese Karate tool. 

Occasionally I watched Kagawa or Tanaka Sensei’s practising with the Iron Geta. Their well-conditioned legs seemed unaffected and they were able to perform seemingly effortlessly and execute perfect kicks, apparently unencumbered by their weighted feet.

Mizu no kokoro

*‘Mizu no kokoro’ is an interesting Japanese expression, Mizu translates to water and Kokoro essentially to the heart, but also relates to the mind and soul. 
As an expression it is understood to mean a ‘Heart like water’ or ‘Mind like water’, its meaning emphasising tranquillity in the mind/heart when facing turmoil or adversity and cultivating a sober stillness, an inner peace and calm not allowing turmoil or chaos to distract or disrupt us.
H2 O (water) has many characteristics; in liquid form it is water, in solid form it is ice and in steam it is gas, it adapts to its environment, atmosphere, situation, it can take any shape or form, it ebbs and flows, from a drip to a flood, a placid still lake to a raging violent Tsunami...
In Martial Arts Mizu no kokoro is understood as an attitude of perfect composure and readiness. To be in absolute tune with the situation, ready to respond in an accurate manner and in precise measure. We must learn not to overreact or under react, over reaction and under reaction can govern us and must be avoided; we must react appropriately and remain in control.
This is its relevance for a Karateka.
We too must learn to be like water. 









































21) KARATE JUTSU or KARATE DO?

After the morning Karate class, some of the students would go for lunch together at one of the many Japanese restaurants and bars that thrived about Ebisu.
Amongst good company, welcome food and drink, we would relax and socialise, getting to know one another and reflect and discuss our shared passion; - Karate and our experiences living in Japan.
Sometimes when discussing the finer points of Karate, the conversation could get lively. 

A particularly interesting question that often came up was whether the Karate one practised and studied was Karate-Do, or Karate Jutsu.

There was a subtle difference and the subject was worthy of debate and was worthy of clarification. As Karateka (Karate students) we should be able to define and understand the two concepts.

The Japanese Kanji character for ‘JUTSU’, translates to art, technique, or means, a physical ability, an expression.

The Japanese Kanji character for ‘DO’ translates to path, street or way. (Which I believe implies a personnel direction, journey- hence a mental (spiritual) ability, expression).

‘Karate Jutsu’ was the original concept and the way karate was practised and used. Karate Jutsu was to train and prepare for a life or death situation, created to be an effective form of defence and attack.

Karate Jutsu fostered the spirit of Ikken hisatsu- the one strike – one kill ideal of karate combat.

Basically: a violent, nasty way to expedite a foe in the quickest time possible, via maiming or killing. Jutsu techniques were practised to survive the blood and gore of the battlefield or violent street confrontations. A do or die life or death situation.





‘Karate Do’ retains the ability to maim or kill, but is a more aesthetic version as it teaches a method of self-defence and unarmed combat were the maiming and killing is a last resort choice. Karate Do is practised in a relatively safe environment without fear of being maimed or killed with strict rules applied and respected by the practitioners. It teaches the student to recognise his own strengths and weaknesses through strict and disciplined training. 

Karate Do’s ideals are to better ourselves and become greater individuals. It is a health benefiting, life enhancing form of exercise, a mental as well as physical discipline and an effective and efficient form of self-defence and unarmed combat.

Karate Do’s ideals are clearly stated in the Dojo kun (The Schools creed).These five precepts were the principles a Karate student stood for ,a code of ethics he respected and abided by.


The J.K.A Shotokan Dojo Kun States;-


1) Hitotsu! Jinkanku Kansei Ni Tsutomuru Koto!

(One thing! To strive for the perfection of character!)

2) Hitotsu! Makoto No Michi O Mamoru Koto!

 (One thing! To keep to the paths leading to the truth!)

3) Hitotsu! Dorokyu No Seishin O Yashinau Koto!

  (One thing! To achieve strength of will!)

4) Hitotsu! Reigi O Omanzuru Koto!

  (One thing! To set a high value on etiquette / decorum!)

5) Hitotsu! Kekki No Yu O Imashimuru Koto!

  (One thing! To avoid hot-headed, uncontrolled   courage!)



At the end of each and every class the Dojo kun is recited. The students kneeling in Seza, having completed Mokuso (end of lesson meditation) are led by the Dojo Sempai (Senior) who loudly and with much passion declares each oath, which is repeated with hearty conviction and passion by all the students.

They meant you had to strive to perfect your whole being, be the best person you can be. Be sincere in life. Maximise effort in everything you do, determination in your goals. Respect others and to refrain from violent behaviour.
 
It was a pursuit of individual excellence and development of a strong body and strong spirit.

The tools to progress which helped forge the Karatekas mind and body was practising the essential Kihon (Basics) Kata (The Forms) Kumite (Sparring/Fighting), which develop the Karateka’s character and style. True Karate is a fusion and unity of body-mind-Spirit-The total entity of the self, all simultaneously developed.

When the mind-body-spirit is united we create an intense power and strength. With our Karate skill and technique combined with an indomitable spirit you have a force to be reckoned with.

I’m of the humble opinion that Karate Jutsu and Karate Do are one and the same. The deadly skills are still studied in both forms; it just depends on the circumstances, the situation and the environment. 

The well trained Karateka has to just change his state of mind from one to the other.

The Karate warrior has the skills and knowledge, the tools, to turn it on when required.


 Karate Do - for times of Peace/Amity.


Karate Jutsu - for times of War/Conflict.






























22) MT.FUJI;-
From Tokyo, on a clear day Mt. Fuji could be clearly observed. A seemingly perfect cone shaped volcano resting proudly on the distant horizon.
I often looked out across the city skyline to capture a glimpse and admire this iconic image of Japan. I was fortunate and had a good vantage point; I worked in a high- rise building in Shinjuku teaching English and often spent a few quiet moments marvelling at the vista presented from the16 fl. classroom window.
Mt. Fuji was somewhere I dearly wished to visit and I hoped to climb it one day... 
One weekend, some months later, on a warm summer morning I boarded a coach outside Shinjuku Keio plaza hotel’s south tower for a day trip to Mt .Fuji. (The coach tour pick up point was below the ‘World clock’ were the day-trippers assembled) 
Departing Shinjuku early morning at 09.00am and driving towards the Hakone National park area. The distance between Tokyo and Mt Fuji is approx. 94.59 km. The drive would take 2-3 hrs. The return trip would drop us off around 7pm, back in Shinjuku. Tokyo.
I settled into my comfortable, reclining chair and busied  myself reading a guidebook and some tourist pamphlets absorbing the information and learning some interesting facts ;-
The first known ascent of Mount Fuji was by a monk in 663. After that the peak was regularly climbed by men, but women were not allowed on the summit until the Meiji era in the late 19th century. The first known Westerner to climb Fuji-san was Sir Rutherford Alcock in September 1860.Beating me by only 125 years... 
Fuji-san (Mt.Fuji) has long been a sacred mountain, its imposing stature and beauty giving it spiritual meaning. The original native people of Japan, the Ainu, revered Mt. Fuji and saw it as a sacred place .The Shinto religion believes the Mountain is sacred to the goddess of the natural world and nature, ‘Sengen-Sama’. The summit hosts a simple, shrine to ‘Sengen-Sama’.
A religious sect known as Fujiko believes the mountain is a living being that has a soul. 
Japanese  Buddhists believe the mountain is the gateway to a different world.
Mt. Fuji is one of three sacred, Holy and revered mountains in Japan ;-( Along with, Mount Tate, and Mount Haku). It is also the highest mountain in Japan standing in its conical glory at 3, 776 meters. It is considered one of the most beautiful conical volcanoes in the world; its base forms almost a perfect circle.
The volcano has been inactive for over 250 years. And I prayed it would remain so, particularly during my visit, no surprise eruptions today, please.
The mountain’s 5th station can be reached by bus.This is the usual place to begin a trek to the top or to admire the views from this high vantage point. The 5th station stands at 2,300 meters above sea level, allowing a bird’s eye view of the beautiful panorama that surrounds Mt. Fuji, a feast of forests and lakes.
The official season to climb Mount Fuji is in July and August when the weather is mild and most of the snow has melted. The peak time is from mid-July until the end of August. 
It was a perfect summer’s day, the heavens blessed us with clear powder blue skies. In the distance the dark grey, distinct cone of Mt. Fuji loomed ever closer as we approached the Hakone national park, the mountains steep upper slopes still bearing white patches of winter snow.
Not long into the journey my mind was made up. (I was not returning on the coach, I was not returning to Tokyo, not until I had climbed this stunning volcano.) I would climb this mountain today, I had to. It appeared ‘picture post card’ perfect, it was magnificent, a breath taking wonder and truly beautiful.
We reached the 5th Stn. and the Yoshidaguchi trail, which begins part of the way up at Kawaguchiko (on the east side of Fuji-san). We disembarked and I left the day trippers all starring in wonder, abandoning them and my transport back to Tokyo. I found the rocky pathway that snaked its way to the top.
Excited I ventured off and began my route march up the mountain. Completely unprepared for such a hike, vested only in my summer day clothes , carrying  a small back pack and a bottle of water, slipping and sliding in my totally unsuitable casual city shoes. This would be challenging.

It takes eight to twelve hours for the round-trip hike from here. This was the allocated time scale for mere mortals, I was no immortal, but I intended to do it much quicker, as time was of the essence. Keen to reach the summit in a few hrs. I had to be up/down before nightfall for my wellbeing and safety. It was around 1pm now and off I went, marching up the trail, initially walking briskly and then slowing as gradually the gradient steepened. 
All too soon I was scrambling about, slipping and slithering upon the volcanic slopes carpet of loose rock and dried lava debris, mainly scree. A man on a mission, I painted an odd figure, sweating ,stumbling and skidding, lost in clouds of dust as I wrestled the mountains challenging surface. I passed other climbers who were hiking at a much gentler, leisurely and sensible pace, wearing the correct attire, carrying supplies and wooden staffs to steady their advance. Like a man possessed, onwards and upwards I crawled, I was determined to get to the top, over taking all climbers and pilgrims ahead of me on my mission.
Amazingly in 3hrs -4hrs I was nearly there. A feat and new world record?!?. It was late afternoon. The return coach trip to Tokyo was to depart at 16.00hrs; it was about that time as I reached the summit. I did not pay too much attention to losing my return trip to Tokyo, as I was determined to climb Mt Fuji whilst here in Japan. The opportunity had risen and was taken. Here I was, almost atop the highest mountain in Japan, I took some deep breaths, wiped the sweat from my brow. 
Soon I reached the summit, climbing, crawling and clambering up and over the final rocks and boulders, reaching the volcanic plateaux top. I was full of expectation and a sense of achievement. I assumed I would be greeted by something personifying a rich Japanese culture, something symbolic.
I imagined a peaceful Shinto shrine with a stunning red *Torii gate, resting amongst atmospheric white mists, swirling about and wrapping themselves around this sacred grey mountain. 
*Torii Gate;-Is a traditional Japanese gate that is usually found at the entrance to a Shinto Shrine and sometimes at Japanese Buddhist Temples. The Torii gate symbolise the entrance to a sacred place.
Maybe I would encounter a Yamabushi (a Japanese mountain warrior) a hermit practising an aesthetic Spartan lifestyle, and residing in a cavern...
Perhaps, here I would sit amongst Japanese Gods, upon the snow-capped crest, admiring the forests and plains far below, breathe the pure heavenly air and enjoy the panoramas refreshing beauty. 
To my surprise and great disappointment, as I reached the top and the climax to my marathon climb and quest, I was unexpectedly greeted by a large red and white Coca Cola vending machine! My dreamy visions dissolving quickly before me...
Sadly commercialisation had even reached these lofty environs. My sacred and cultural expectations slightly knocked out of orbit. Nothing was revered or spared the pollution of marketing and advertising.
(I amused myself imagining the Apollo 11 astronauts probably experienced the same kind of disappointment, shock and surprise on the first ever moon landing in 1969; - “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind”, as Neil Armstrong makes his historic moonwalk about the ‘Sea of Tranquillity’ and then discovers a huge Coca Cola machine, frosted and glowing besides the landing site. Though this would no doubt be edited from the official version)...
A coach load of day tripping Japanese business men, wandered about the summit, clad in Hi-Vis trekking gear excitedly pointing cameras in all directions, whilst a group of latex clad, extreme cycling enthusiasts, who had carried their bicycles all the way up the volcano, now stood proudly for souvenir, novelty  photographs atop the peak, their trophy bikes perched on their shoulders proudly, hands outstretched and two fingers raised in the customary Victory salute .All quite odd, quirky and Japanese.
The climb down was easier, skiing upon the scree and rocky debris in my well-worn and scuffed shoes in a tumbling rapid decent, whilst contemplating how I would get back to Tokyo tonight!
Along my downward journey, I met a Japanese couple, a brother and sister, and we got talking whilst sliding down the rocky slopes in dusty unison. I recounted my tale, the epic climb and my concerns at losing my return coach trip to Tokyo, enquiring if they knew of a coach or train station nearby where I could get a ride back to Tokyo. Fortune shone upon me and they kindly offered me a lift to the city outskirts, the suburb of Ikebukero (Tokyo), which they drove past on their return home. 
From Ikebukero I could get the subway train home. Happy ending!
23) KAWAWADA SENSEI:
(Saturday ‘Special’ Morning Class)
The Saturday Special morning class was a very popular session that held a ‘must attend’ status for the serious Karateka. Directed by the highly qualified Sensei Kawawada, who was a brilliant Karate technician and correspondingly a superb teacher. His lessons were in the mechanics and methods of Karate and he coached the students with his personal and distinctive flair in a clear and methodical approach.
Kihon was the essential, the constant critical concept, the foundation that most classes were built and then elaborated upon. These basics were infused with Sensei’s own advanced manner of teaching, enriching the particular subject studied with a practical analysis of the systems employed. Using a variety of simple basics and then fusing these techniques into effective sets of drills, harnessing the blocks and strikes into combinations of practical and effective defence and attack.
No two classes or lessons were ever the same. The lesson was not repeated. Hence it was imperative you paid attention and grasped and treasured the instruction, saving and storing the knowledge for future reference.
Each class had a theme that unfolded in a well organised format which Sensei used to emphasise the notion he wished to teach. As the class progressed the subject became clearer and the core of the study was revealed.
Sensei Kawawada was a patient teacher .His attention to detail was thorough, the lessons always educational and rewarding offering the student the opportunity of obtaining a better understanding of Karate’s techniques. His explanations combined with much physical effort were well balanced and priceless. 
I vividly remember Sensei leading us through some sequences, blocks and strikes with both hand and foot, all performed in a variety of stances. The key points of the technique were Hi-lited, with the standard strict attention to each detail; the bodies’ alignment, position of the feet, direction of the hips, the position of the shoulders etc.

We were taught to use our bodies’ momentum to generate power, transferring the energy from one technique to the next, the movements flowing harmoniously, intensifying the effect of the blocks and strikes.
I was regularly corrected and given attention by Sensei, particularly in my first few months training at the Hombu Dojo, as the ‘New kid on the block’, I believe he saw me as a bit of a curiosity.
He recognised I had studied some form of Karate before (Shito-Ryu Karate) and saw these peculiar habits in my Shotokan Karate as flaws. I was not aware, at this stage of my Shotokan study of the subtle differences between the two different styles and schools (Ryu), but to Sensei they were glaringly obvious and needed adjustment.
My stances were not deep enough (yet), my blocks a bit too circular, and not linier enough. Sensei emphasised how the block should be short, sharp and strong, more economical in movement and hence quicker and more effective.
I distinctly remember being admonished in front of the whole class, Sensei told me; - “Karate, not Kung Fu”! Whilst mimicking my unacceptable blocking actions. Embarrassed and rather ashamed at drawing Sensei’s attention to my poor form, I quickly learnt to block in the manner Sensei advised.
In the years following, I regularly sought his advice and joined his classes whenever I could.
In 1985 at the First World Shoto Cup, held at Tokyo’s Budokan I watched breathlessly, witnessing Sensei win 1st Place in the senior Kata event with a very powerful rendition of the Kata ;- Sochin.
Later the same day Sensei beat all comer’s in the senior Kumite. In the quarter final defeating Sensei Koike, in the semi-final defeating Sensei Kagawa and in the final beating Sensei Yokomichi. All the matches won impressively and with a clear difference in points. Sensei beat them all in a very calm and conclusive way. Very cool performances under incredible pressures.

Mioru Kawawada Sensei’s moto on the J.K.A web site states; - ‘Strive not to be a master, but a great teacher’.
Sensei Kawawada was the personification of great teacher and though a humble man, he was no doubt also a Karate Master, albeit in a quiet and unassuming manner.
One morning after one of Sensei’s morning classes I approached him and asked for permission to train with him and Master Nakayama at the Hoitsugan Dojo.
This was Master Nakayama’s personnel Dojo. Located a few blocks from the J.K.A Honbu Dojo, H.Q.in Ebisu.
Sensei kindly agreed and granted me permission. The classes began at 7.30am, so I needed to get up around 6 am to get there on time. Here for a few days a week I joined a group of enthusiastic and dedicated foreign students that lived on the premises and trained with Master Nakayama and Sensei Kawawada at this prestigious and famous Dojo. 
(Being Master Nakayama’s assistant spoke volumes, indicating Sensei Kawawada was held in high esteem and the teaching position was an honourable tribute, reflecting his proficiency).





























24) HOITSUGAN DOJO.
A short stroll from the Nihon Karate Kyokai So Hombu Dojo, the mother ship of Japanese World Shotokan Karate (Japan Karate Association), was the equally important Dojo- the Hoitsugan .This was the residence and private training hall of Master Nakayama.
Its location was a few blocks down the street, about a typical Tokyo suburb of generally non-descript clusters of neat buildings.
The Dojo was tucked away, buried a couple of storeys below Tokyo’s bustling surface, established within the bowels of a six storey building of white washed concrete.
The training hall was difficult to find unless you were aware, or shown its whereabouts. A square metal sign was set upon the outer buildings wall, its legend announcing;-Hoitsugan Dojo, with an image of the Shotokan sun symbol, the class training times, a contact telephone number and some other details.
Below ground level, the Dojo was reached by descending some steps, past the residents’ post boxes that framed the wall, then down a few more steps leading you deeper beneath. Here it was dark, lost in shadows and felt immediately cooler. A door was suddenly before you, a light switch on the side wall that with a push revealed the hidden subterranean Dojo.
Shoes were removed here and placed in pigeon shoe boxes at the entrance.
Entering the inner sanctum with the light now exposing the Dojo in all its rustic glory was a delight. A dark wooden floor spread out before you. The central wall had an alcove were rested the Kami-dana (Dojo Shrine). I seem to remember an ornamental eagle, its wings spread out, stood upon a short pedestal on display in one corner, on the right, when facing the shrine.
The Dojo walls exhibited some framed Japanese calligraphy, artistically presented in brush stroke Kanji and displayed alongside vertical hanging, painted Kakemono, expressing Karate’s principles and wisdom.
The Dojo kun hung left of the shrine.
One wall had a rack holding various lengths of wooden Bo sticks and one or two wooden Bokken swords.
A long leather, worn and weathered, heavy weight kick/punch bag rested, slumped in another corner, waiting being hung for practise as and when required. 
There was a wooden striking post at the far end of the Dojo, with a well-worn Makiwara pad, standing to attention.
Other walls had portraits and Karate photos that completed the Dojo’s furnishings. The atmosphere was unique and it held its own distinct character.
The perfect Dojo, it was traditional and it had everything an aspiring Karateka required for their study, and better still it had its own resident Karate Master! 
Master Nakayama set up the Dojo in the early 70’s, 1972 I’m reliably informed.
The build and project was assisted by the legendary Karate expert Sensei Kanazawa, who was a top student of Master Nakayama at this time.
Built and set up with the intention of facilitating ‘live-in’ Karate training for the dedicated J.K.A International Karate students, who wished to study in Japan and experience an authentic Japanese Karate experience at the source. 
The classes began at 7.30am, and Master Nakayama a man in his 70’s (Circa 1985) still regularly took the class, most days. The class was relatively small ten to twelve students, which the Dojo accommodated comfortably.
The ‘Live-in’ students, were obviously very serious Karateka, and were bonded by their living together in dormitory rooms and sharing the Dojo every day. I believe there were six small dorm rooms, offering simple but adequate sleeping accommodation.
I felt fairly comfortable joining them and felt accepted, as I trained with most of them at the Hombu dojo’s Special morning classes’ each day and sometimes also during afternoon and evening classes. We had somethings in common; we were all far from home and shared the same interest, our passion to study and practise karate.

Training with Master Nakayama was not only a great privilege but also a great honour. I was delighted to be in his class and learn from him. His credentials are unquestionable and training with the Head of the Japan Karate Association was as good as it gets. His teachings stamped an authority and validity to the concepts and techniques being taught and practised.
Master Nakayama was supported and assisted by Sensei Kawawada. The aspiring student was indeed fortunate (spoilt!) receiving such notable expert’s instruction, which made every lesson a premier class in Karate excellence. 
The classes were generally centred on the three main Karate components;-Kihon (Fundamentals)-Kata-(Forms)-Kumite-(Fighting), the flesh, blood and bones of Karate. The emphasis was always to master the basics and concentrate on forming a strong foundation to build and advance your Karate.
At one notable class, Master Nakayama instructed us to employ the Bunkai (Analysis/Techniques) from the Kata we had just been studying earlier in the class, the Kata was; - Kanku dai. We were told to apply the Bunkai methods of attack and defence in our Kumite (sparring), to spar lightly and try to employ the methods discovered in the Kata. This is known in Japanese Karate as Kiso kumite, fighting structured from a Kata.
This had everyone concentrating and searching for the most appropriate and efficient ways to introduce the Bunkai into the spar with their partner and execute the technique in the most effective way. Stretching our minds and sparring strategies to accommodate the particular attacks and defences the Kata offered, this translated into a thoughtful and interesting session of Kumite.
Fortunately one or two ‘Live-in’ students studied and spoke good Japanese and though my Japanese was improving I was lost when the explanation was detailed and technical. It was learn by watching and copying otherwise.
Aaron Hoops, an American Karate student, helped by interpreting and translating much of the Sensei’s in depth explanations, which we were all grateful for.
One particularly intriguing explanation was Master Nakayama’s advice about the advanced use of Gyakusuki (Reverse punch). He referred to how we needed to ‘punch with the stomach’, an odd expression to a Westerner, I’m sure it was translated correctly, as it made some sense and was an interesting concept that required some understanding.
The ‘Hara’; - The abdomen/Solar plexus.
Eastern cultures, Japan included, believe the Hara- (The ocean of energy), is the source of our Ki energy, 
The Hara is the physical midpoint of the human body and the spiritual centre of the human being.
The stomach/navel, being the centre of the body needs to release energy, Ki. 
A few inches below the Hara is the Seika tanden the seat were man’s soul is believed to reside.
In Japanese the word and concept of Haragei–Belly Art has a both physical and spiritual connotation. In the West we associate rational thought with the head, Brain/Mind. In Japanese there is an expression; - Hara ga kangaeru- To think with ones Hara.
But we (Westerners) also have thoughts and feelings relating to the stomach, intuition and emotions. Sayings in our own language that suggest we too believe in the stomachs propensity to advise us. 
In English we say;-
We get a ‘gut feeling’, about someone / something. (A good or bad vibe, if you like).
We get ‘A sinking feeling in the gut’, (when we are afraid).
To have the guts, (courage). Not having the stomach for it (Having no enthusiasm or courage)
To hate someone’s guts (to dislike greatly).
We experience ‘Butterflies in the stomach’, (when we are in love).
A ‘Belly full of laughs’, (when we are happy). 
Misery guts, (Unhappy) etc. etc.



The Japanese language also has examples.
*Since the Hara contains ones vitality and power, the Japanese way to extinguish this life force/energy is; - Hara kiri;-, to cut the Hara (The lower abdomen), a form of ritual suicide by disembowelment.
As the centre of vitality/emotion it is from the Hara that anger arises. A common expression in Japanese is; -Hara ga tatsu;-The stomach rises, indicating anger.
Also, Hara no Hachi bun, meaning;-Don’t be greedy, don’t over eat, only fill your Hara (Stomach) 80%. And in slang; - Hara heta;-“I’m Hungry”
In cold weather, elderly Japanese people wear a Haramaki (a cloth wrap for the abdomen that gives warmth and protects the source of their vitality, the Hara). *Reference;-Sabio Lanz. ‘Hara’: A Japanese lesson / Triangulations.Wordpress.com/2010/10/28
In another example is the expression Hara ga dekite iru, which translates to achieving a Hara, implying that one is calm in any situation and has a rational approach to the circumstances he encounters, extended to the point where one is able to face death in a state of complete calmness, something a Warrior would strive to achieve.
Breathing correctly has a great calming effect, if we engage in diaphragmatic breathing, Hara shiki kokyu. In this method the lower abdomen expands as one inhales with deep breaths from the Hara, the chest is not utilised in this form of breathing. This method of breathing is used in Yoga and Zen practises.
In the ‘West’ we consider the brain has exclusive rights to consciousness, but in the ‘East’ the Hara, or lower abdomen, is considered the seat of enlightenment.
Physically the Hara is our centre of gravity; the stomach gives solidity, roots and centres us, but also allows agility. It is significant in our techniques speed, strength and power.
Whatever ones thoughts or beliefs are in respect of the mental and spiritual value of the Hara and Seika tanden, or Seika no itten; it is a characteristic of a competent Karateka to generate power from the stomach. The stomach is the source and serves a central role in performing correct martial technique. 
I believe this was the message and concept we were being taught when advised to ‘Punch with the stomach’. There are many more examples, but I hope I have made my point; - the significance of the stomach.
On the subject of punches; - Another perplexing expression and odd concept, that I came across, was; - ‘Punch through the opponent or target’. One pondered how you could possibly punch through your opponent? Obviously, physically this was impossible?
The idea behind this expression meant you should aim your punch through your opponent, not stopping your strike at the initial surface contact (the point of impact), but project your punches force, penetrating further, making the strikes power hit deep within the opponent.

‘TAMESHIWARI’
An example of this method in action can be witnessed in the practise of wooden board breaking. (Tiles, bricks, wooden boards and ice are also popular materials used in this exercise). This exercise is called; - Tameshiwari.
 Tameshi means – Trial, and Wari means-Break. (Generally understood as; - ‘Art of breaking’/ ‘Test Break’).
The Tamsehiwari is performed when a Karateka focuses his energy beyond the actual wooden board/s and aims to penetrate and punch through the wooden board, splitting them in two as the fist projects itself beyond the surface of the target with its direct decisive force.

Tameshiwari can be practised alongside, and in addition to other forms of Karate training; Kihon, Kata, Kumite. It can be a form of conditioning as well as a way to test/measure your power/focus.
Like the Makiwara, the Kick/Punch bags etc. it is another tool to practice and enhance your Karate.
Tameshiwari is used in some schools of Karate for conditioning, competitions, demonstrations and tests, used as an indicator for measuring the force created from the strikes. Other schools/styles pay less importance and attention to this skill.

MASTER NAKAYAMA’S LEGACY

Training at the Hoitsugan had been a unique and valuable experience. Though I was not a ‘live in’ student and could not attended these early morning ‘Master classes’ as often as I would have liked, I did manage one or two days a week, (as my schedule allowed) and for several weeks in 1985.
My efforts were handsomely rewarded by the teachings of Master Nakayama and Sensei Kawawada.
Master Nakayama was a modest man, even though the Head of the Japan Karate Association and its Chief Instructor, he was always down to earth, courteous and content to assist any aspiring student who dedicated themselves to the art of Shotokan Karate. His position, knowledge and commitment to Karate gave him a busy, lively and interesting career .Finding the time to publish several books, including his eleven volume;-‘Best Karate’ series, a primary point of reference for Karate students and teachers alike. His 1986 book; - ‘Dynamic Karate’ became popularly known as ‘The Bible of Karate’ and was an important reference book. He is also credited with many V.D.O. productions about Karate.
Master Nakayama, though in his 70’s, still travelled the world teaching and spreading the Shotokan Karate system with untiring enthusiasm and taught right up to his sad passing away in April 1987.
During his time as Chief Instructor of the Japan Karate Association, Master Nakayama upheld and promoted the ideals and principles of ‘Shotokan’ Karate (Inherited from Mater Funakoshi) in the form of the Dojo Kun and the Niju kun, preserving and continuing the Shotokan legacy. 























25) Asakusa; - Was a busy, bustling modern, clean and neatly organised metropolis. The area has a more traditionally Japanese atmosphere than some other neighborhoods in Tokyo do.
In other lives this area which is traditionally old downtown Tokyo was full of character. A major entertainment district; the sixth district was famous for its many theatres for most of the 20th century.
Historically Asakusa is also Tokyo's oldest Geisha district and still boasts many actively working Geisha.
There are traditional Ryokan (guest-houses), old-style wooden homes and small-scale modern apartment buildings throughout the district. Its relaxed demeanor and downtown credentials, resting beside the Sumida River, makes this area a popular place to hang out and visit.
More recently, during the dog days of American occupation, after WWII and during the post war years of Japans struggle to survive and re-define itself, a thriving black market of dodgy wheeler and dealers, profiteers and entrepreneurs thrived in this busy entertainment quarter, making it a lively destination. 
Asakusa is also famous for its large Temple and Shrine with its paved walkway leading to the main Temple. A huge red lantern, Chochin, with bold black, brush stroke Japanese Kanji hangs from the centre of Kaminarimon, the outer (Thunder) gate that welcomes visitors to Senso-Ji Temple.
The lantern is an impressive 4 metres tall, 3.4mtrs in circumference and weighs in at 670Kilos. (1,480lb)
One walked a pleasant gauntlet of small souvenir shops selling trinkets, religious and otherwise. The street decorated in plastic cherry blossoms which hung from poles overhead, amongst dozens of lanterns and other colourful decorations, also wrapped around posts along the way.
Samurai swords, Ninja throwing stars, Kabuki masks, silk dragon and tiger embroidered Kimonos, traditional straw slippers and straw hats ,figures of religious deities ,Buddha statues, rising sun motif towels and bandanas, popular two toed socks - Tabi, key rings and post cards.
A bewildering variety of biscuits, sweets and candy came in all shapes, colours tastes and sizes imaginable.
A pilgrim and tourist honey trap, ‘Stop!’ Buy me!’ they beckoned and seduced.
Just off the main boulevard with its glossy modern shops and behind the high rise buildings of sparkling glass and steel one could venture into a typical Japan of bygone times, narrow streets wound about small neighbourhoods of traditional wooden Japanese homes, local Inns, Ryokan, offered accommodation and local cuisine, there were noodle stalls, Izakaya restaurants , Yakitori bars and family run shops dating many generations selling all kinds of goods, all very quaint, charming and quintessentially Japanese.
Late one magical summer evening, I was walking down a narrow back street, my path snaking its way to Ueno train station, about a mile away. The streets were still and empty. My only companion was a plump full moon that hung heavy in the sky glowing brightly, an overripe banana yellow. 
My route illuminated by the heavenly guiding light, the pavements gilded edges tinted by lunar whims. A quicksilver radiance danced on the street, clashing and wrestling with the dark shadows cast by a troop of dreamy wooden Japanese’s houses that neatly lined the slumbering street.
Enjoying my moonlit stroll, I caught a haunting tune. The simple twangs and licks, I recognised, of a Koto musical instrument, (a traditional Japanese stringed musical instrument) emanating from the open window of an old wooden home. The house was otherwise lost in dark shadows and only occasionally exposed by splashes of moonlight, appearing and disappearing in a peek-a-boo show.
It felt as though I had slipped back in time... A Time Lord who’d ripped the fabric of the Cosmos open and had travelled through a distortion of space and time, visiting and experiencing an earlier Japan ,an era and distant memory of the before... at least within my mind’s eye and cerebral time machine!
It was comforting and reassuring to discover the old Traditional Japan was still there, bubbling quietly under the modern Western adopted surface and make over. 
Occasionally you would get a glimpse of feudal Japan, experience a blast from the past;-
A giant Sumo Wrestler swaggering down the street to the bath house (Sento), wearing his cotton Kimono, hair heavily oiled and fashioned in Samurai style with a top knot. This style is called the Chonmage. The Sumo are the only remaining Japanese class that regularly sport this distinctive hair style.
Doll like Geisha girls passing  by in elegant and beautifully embroidered silk Kimonos, their faces painted ghostly white with vivid red cheeks and lips, jet black hair groomed to perfection after  hours of waxing and construction and designed into a particular Geisha style to last several days. Balancing on their high rise wooden sandals, Geta, with elevated wooden bases (the footwear appearing a mixture of clog and flip flops) clip- pity -clopping down the road.
Though no sword wielding Samurai were to be found loitering about the town’s bars or Inns and no black clad Ninja assassins jumping about rooftops and somersaulting through our imaginations, the scene was fascinating none the less.
The modern Japanese male, it seemed, had swapped his Katana (Samurai Sword) for a golf club or baseball bat. Late at night on a street corner you were more likely to encounter a middle aged business man armed with a golf club or young baseball player practising their swings and form, rather than a Samurai or Ronin practising their slashes, thrusts and cuts. .
Open Space was a premium in Tokyo, rare and expensive. Hence you would regularly meet golf or baseball practising individuals on the quieter night time streets
Many skyscrapers and high rise buildings had large netted and contained golf practise ranges accommodated on their roof space, high above the city. They were quite expensive to use and permanently fully booked, consequently the quiet streets, late at night afforded a cheaper alternative.
Many shooting stars spotted in midnight skies were in fact AWOL golf balls, hurtling across the heavens!


































26) KATA: - The forms.

If Kumite (Fighting) is the spirit of Karate’, then Kata (Forms) is its soul.

Karate Kata are sets of prearranged forms, a pattern of movements of defence and attacking combinations. Each Kata has its own unique character, containing specific strategies, and techniques. All the stances, postures and movement particular to the Katas’ character are contained within the form. 

The Kata’s are practised in a sequence of actions performed in the same order, over and over , repeated to make the movement’s second nature and an automatic response. The Kata instil coordination, and a flexible mind and body evolves. One eventually does not think of the moves, one just does them, the body remembers whilst the mind is clear, both moulded by regular Karate practise. A trained calm mind and healthy body permits a fluidity of thought and movement, a unification of mind/body which creates the ideal conditions for the true power of Karate to materialise, a tranquil mind in the storm of battle.

When performing this Martial drama one should visualise the opponent/s and the Kata’s enactment should generate a powerful atmosphere, a life and death struggle, leaving any spectator in no doubt to its artistry and potency.

Wisdom from past Masters advises us to consider, understand and adopt the ingredients that are essential to execute authentic Kata.


1)Yoi No Kisin.  Prepared mind/spirit, (The right attitude).

2)Inyo.  Defence and attack awareness. (The passive and active, the hard and soft).

3)Chikara No Kyojaku.  The balance of power (Correct use of strength, stable stances and solid technique from various angles).

4)Waza No Kankyu. Correct speed and rhythm.

5)Tai No Shinshuku. Expansion and contraction, relaxation and tension. (Awareness of the bodies form). 

6)Kokyu. Breathing and posture control.

7)Tyakugan. Understanding each movement and focusing specifically on the target.

8)Kiai. Demonstrate the spirit shout. It should be seen and felt, as well as heard. (Kiai is the force that fuses the Ki energy and projects our Kime, the tensing and focusing of the technique at the target in an instant, the physical and mental intent united in action).

9)Keitai No Hoji. Stance and movement. (Correct posture and positioning).

10)Zanshin. Alertness, an enduring awareness. (Remaining vigilant and preserving a guarded, ready for further action capability). 

In studying and practising the Kata the Karate student is literally following in the footsteps of previous Karate Masters, treading along the same path (‘Do’). 
The Kata have been passed down through the ages in this way, over successive generations, from Master to student. This method of transmission ensures the student will learn and advance in the correct direction and manner, inheriting and preserving the true form.

The practise and study of the Kata allows the student to read the lesson and gain a deeper understanding of the concepts and ideas that present themselves and are revealed in the language of Karate. Kata’s are living, breathing books of knowledge. Within this treasure trove of information are all the techniques of a complete fighting system.
 
All the blocks, evasions, feints, strategies, a variety of strikes, with hand and foot, elbows and knees etc. the locks, holds, breaks, and chokes, sweeps and throws. The secrets of the Ryu (school/style) are found within these forms, the techniques hidden or disguised to the untrained, uneducated eye.

Kata always begin with a defensive block. Expressing one of Karate’s fundamental principles;-“Karate ni sentenashi” (“There is no first attack in Karate”) symbolising Karate’s peaceful, non-aggressive and defensive way.

The Karateka must never attack first, mentally or physically.

This statement was one of the twenty precepts on Karate’s character, written by Master Gichin Funakoshi, who is credited and acknowledged as the gentleman who introduced Karate to Japan. The Japanese Kanji characters for Karate are; - ‘Kara’ and ‘Te’, meaning empty hand, implying, that Karate is without weapons, concealment or harmful intent.

There are many levels in Karate and so too in Kata. Like the proverbial onion, it has many layers, from basic to advanced, from sporting competition performance and demonstration, to a serious war like dance and intense fighting drama.

It can be calisthenics, physical exercise of the body and a meditative, cerebral exercise of the mind. From defence to attack, from spiritual to martial.

The Kata are all these things. It is ones knowledge, understanding, spirit and perception that makes the Kata come to life.


“You may train for a long time, but if you merely move your hands and feet and jump up and down like a puppet, learning Karate is not very different from learning a dance. You will never have reached the heart of the matter; you will have failed to grasp the quintessence of Karate.” – Gichin Funakoshi


















































KATA or KUMITE?
As an aspiring Karateka I particularly enjoyed the discipline, study and practise of Kata.
In the early years of my training, at my local Karate club in G.B, a fellow student noted my dedication to practising the forms and asked me why I bothered with Kata. He argued that they were antiquated forms of fighting, redundant in a modern world and hence quite irrelevant. They were more dance like routines than fighting methods he explained. To emphasise and make his point he added; - “You can’t Kata someone in a real fight”.
I was taken aback, but considered his opinion. I concluded that this was a shallow view, an ignorant and uneducated assumption and a particularly sad reflection of this individuals Karate intellect, which centred solely on competition Kumite and point scoring. We were both low grades at this time, so his beliefs were forgivable.
I had learnt at this early stage in my Karate study, that the Kata were a vital ingredient to ones Karate progress, they were invaluable exercises.
Modern competition Karate sparring had been introduced to popularise Karate as a spectator sport and to allow Kumite to be performed in a non-violent environment, employing controlled techniques to safe targets. This allowed an exciting and spectacular duel as two contestants fought lively bouts executing exchanges with fists and feet.
The original, traditional and highly effective Karate methods of the ‘old school’ were relegated, but not forgotten, preserved within the character of the Katas. Here this ancient knowledge remained in its fundamental form and concept. These proven lethal techniques came in the shape of a rich variety of strikes to the vital points, the obvious being;- the groin, throat, temples, neck , including eye gouges, hair pulling, head butts, chokes, locks, breaks and throws, wrestling and grappling. These brutal, violent actions and strikes were excluded from competition/sport Karate Kumite duels for obvious reasons. Hence the Kata looked quite alien when compared to the Kumite - like chalk and cheese. The Kata and Kumite seemed quite divorced from one another, an odd couple, particularly to the novice or onlooker who was unable to read and decode the language and lessons exposed.
The obvious differences were in the distance of engagement, close quarter or arm’s length, freedom of movement or pre-set order, imaginary opponent or real opponent. Maiming, killing or point scoring, winning.
Basically;-
Kata was close up, in your face, nasty unarmed combat techniques performed in prearranged drills of defence and attack on an imaginary opponent/s, aiming to maim or kill your opponent/s, its lessons hidden and disguised within the form.
Kumite was a free flowing fight with a real opponent controlled by a set of rules. Avoiding close contact, keeping a safe strategic distance in defence and attacking predominantly with effective basic strikes; - punches and kicks, back fists and sweeps to score a winning decisive point. The techniques employed were immediate responses and reactions to the battles mood and sway, its cut and thrust.
Both Kata and Kumite are important disciplines and tools to enhance our Karate. They should both be embraced with the same enthusiasm. It would be foolish to neglect one in favour of the other.
Sometime later at a Karate competition I met the ‘Kata is pointless’ insinuating character and fought him in a bout of Shobu sanbon kumite (Three point score sparring) and managed to beat him quite convincingly, three Ippons to nil.
After our encounter and off the matted contest area, he acknowledged my victory and begrudgingly congratulated me. A little annoyed and puzzled he enquired - how had I defeated him so decisively?
I replied it was due to my special training... 
Special training? He queried, looking a little baffled.
I then executed my coup d’ grace. Irritatingly and intentionally so, I enlightened him and explained - Kata, Kata and Kata, then some more Kata.
I slapped him on the back and we both smiled, recalling our aforementioned discussion about Kata’s worth, there were no hard feelings and hopefully I had provided some food for thought for my opponent to dwell upon.


27) VITAL POINTS;-

Karate strikes are aimed at specific targets, the obvious being the chin (Jodan) solar plexus (Tudan) and the groin (Gedan), areas that are particularly sensitive to strikes and deemed knock out points.

The human anatomy has many more targets or vital points found about its length and breadth, lateral and symmetrical in distribution from the head to the body and limbs, including the twelve major meridians which are manipulated and used in the practise of the Eastern healing arts such as Acupuncture, Shiatsu and Reiki.

Karateka use similar points to incapacitate, stun or K.O an opponent.

The study of Kata is a strict discipline and requires serious attention to detail.
Instruction and guidance in interpreting and performing the Kata correctly requires the supervision of an accomplished and qualified teacher.

Within the Kata are the Bunkai, this is the exploration and analysis of the Kata, an enquiry and breakdown of the ‘form’ which allows the student to grasp the inner secrets and lessons hidden within. It is essential a student practises Bunkai with a partner, this allows the student to perform the techniques in defensive and attacking combinations, isolating the movement and actions so as to understand the correct method of application and its effects.

This process helps the Karateka learn the standard applications and then advance to alternative applications (Oyo Bunkai) .Through this analysis the student learns that there are multiple techniques within the Kata, magnifying and enhancing their knowledge and level of perception, their ability and comprehension.

In advanced classes the student studying and applying the Bunkai learns how to target and exploit the secreted vital points. Striking these points is a complex study and only divulged to trusted and responsible senior students.








Numbers; - Interestingly many of the traditional Kata have or originally had numbers for their title name.

* Superempai (Peichurrin)   translates to 108. 

A Chinese pronunciation of the number. (Many Japanese Schools of traditional Karate refer to this form as the Master Kata, including;-Shito-Ryu and Goju-Ryu).

Senseru - 36

Seipai - 18

Useishi (Gojushi) 54 / or Gojushiho (Japanese pronunciation of 54) 

All are factors of 108. Numbers used to name and identify Kata also occur in;-

Seisan (Hangetsu) - 13

Nepai (Nipaipo) - 28

Niseishi (Nijushiho) - 24

Jutte (Jitte) -10 Hands/Techniques (Temple Hand)

Jurokuno - 16 Steps.

Papporen - 8 Steps.

Sanchin - 3 Battles

Shishochin - 4 Directions

Seiryu - 16 

Seienchin is believed to mean ‘Calm in the Storm’ but allegedly also has numerical significance and relates to the number 72. Though Sei-en-chin does not translate or imply 72 in the Japanese language, Master Kenei Mabuni refers to this number (72) in relationship to this Kata, though its connection is not clarified. (As quoted in his book – ‘Empty Hand: The Essence of Budo Karate’).

The numerical significance is curious and undetermined.
Some scholars believe the numbers refer to the quantity of steps found in the Kata or the amount of techniques employed. Others believe it indicates how many vital points are to be found and targeted within the Kata and still others consider that it is religious symbolism. Whether the numbers are reference to Religious or Martial significance is cause for lively debate.

The number 108 has great mythological status in the Dharmic religions of the East, all originating from the Indian subcontinent and spreading across the world, particularly Southeast and East Asia. The largest Dharmic religions are Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism.

The number 108 and the divisions of it are prominent in Karate symbolism.

The Martial arts are heavily influenced by Buddhist teachings, particularly the Indian, Chinese, Okinawan, Korean and Japanese fighting arts. The celebrated Shaolin Temple in China was a leading light in the Martial arts, inspiring many schools and styles of un-armed combat. It is recorded that the monks of the Shaolin Temple not only studied Buddhist religious teachings, but also practised their own version of un-armed combat; - Kung Fu. Including studying the pressure points that dotted the human body.

According to the ancient texts and books of recorded knowledge the human body has 365 acupuncture points.

108 of these points will cause injury or paralysis if struck in a particular manner.

72 points can cause a loss of energy and ability- (fighting spirit).

36 points are named as; - Death points.

The 108 points significant to Martial arts were adopted as targets and specific strikes created to attack and activate these vital points. These techniques were then disguised and hidden within the Kata or Quan (Chinese Forms) thus protecting the secret knowledge and weapons applied.

The Kata’s were developed to memorise the sequences of defence and attack to targets corresponding to the vital points. The wisdom was thus preserved and passed onto succeeding generations via the traditional method of Kata/Quan.

(*Acknowledgement/Source; - The Bible of Karate: Bubishi, by Patrick Mc McCarthy)






























KYUSHO JUTSU;-


Japanese Karate employs a number of special techniques to strike and activate vital points. In Japanese this practise is known as Kyusho-jutsu or Atemi waza (Dim-mak, in Chinese).

The So Hombu Dojo of the Japan Karate Association (Tokyo, Ebisu) hosted two large anatomical charts, openly on display within the Dojo. The charts adorned part of the Dojos interior, covering a portion of the right hand side wall, immediately as you entered. Here beside the low shelves a student removed and stored his footwear prior to stepping onto the training halls large wooden floor. The rest of this section of wall was host to a half dozen blood stained Makiwara striking posts running its length.

Both sections of the charts were almost life size in proportion featuring a simple male body drawn clearly in bold black outline, defining the human form.

One section presented a front view and the other the rear perspective. The figure had one arm slightly raised at mid-level and bent upwards.

Japanese Kanji characters dotted the charts either side of the presented body detailing the points name and location connected by thin black lines leading directly to the target and vital point. Each point identified with a bold black spot.

The vital point’s locations all revealed from ‘top to toe’-front and back. It was indicative that the vital points were of great value in advanced Karate study and most certainly existed.

I do not recall any classes dedicated to Kyusho jutsu during my few years at the Dojo, though every class was centred on defending and attacking the main points at Jodan, Tudan and Gedan level (High-Middle-low level). I believe this knowledge was ‘special’ and something the higher grades studied in their advanced classes. The vital point’s knowledge was not something to be taught casually or carelessly.

Kyusho jutsu remains a fascinating topic and a subject that continues to linger within the old knowledge, mysteries and esoteric realms of the Martial arts.






























Foot note; - 
Though it is difficult to establish where and whom was the originator of this vital point knowledge, there is some evidence that relates to India’s contribution.
As these techniques were closely guarded secrets and practised behind closed doors, it is difficult to ascertain with certainty and to conclusively name its source. 
Historic records show that much merchandise and knowledge passed between India and China along the ancient trade routes, the Silk Road. Ideas both civil and cultural as well as commodities were imported and exported via this route. The Buddhist religion arrived in this manner, transmitted from India to China.
A notable traveller and visitor to China was the Indian Monk named Bodhidharma who lived circa 5th century and came to rest and reside amongst the legendary Shaolin monks whom he educated in Buddhist teachings including meditation and martial exercises. He is widely regarded as introducing and pioneering Chan Buddhism in China (Zen Buddhism in Japan). 
He was purportedly the third son of a great Indian king, the descendant of a Brahmin king.
It is recorded that India had a fighting system known as Marmaad which had been practised for centuries. It involved sophisticated martial techniques that employed strikes to vital points. 
There is 184 chapter medical study in Sanskrit text, the Susruta Samhita, written by an Indian physician (Susruta) between the second and fourth century AD, revealing amongst much valuable and unique medical information, the existence and location of over one hundred vital points which when struck caused injury, disability or even death. Bodhidharma no doubt would have had a knowledge of these methods being a king’s son, a prince. 
The Shaolin monastery on Mount Song, in Henan province is regarded as the place where Zen originated and Dharma (Bodhidharma) is acknowledged as its founder. 

During my time at  the temple complex I visited its training halls and among ‘The Hall of one Thousand Buddha’s’ I came across many lively frescos painted upon its walls .One particularly caught my attention and  intrigued me, it was a large fresco ,old but still colourful, depicting fighting monks engaging in a variety of combat routines. One of the combatants was distinctly different in appearance and was portrayed with a darker skin quality to the Chinese monks he trained amongst and quite clearly appeared foreign and of Asian descent.
The traditional Chinese Shaolin styles developed a system known as Tien Hsueh that incorporated attacking the vital points. 
These points could be manipulated for constructive as well as destructive purposes, the skill and knowledge could be applied for beneficial health motives; resuscitation and healing as well as detrimental intentions; inflicting pain, injury, and death. 
The Japanese Shorinji Kempo style which translate to; - Shaolin Kung Fu, still teaches the ancient art of Kyusho jutsu and Atemi waza, vital point striking and manipulation techniques, to its advanced students.











28) MOSQUITO A GO GO.
During Tokyo’s hot summer months sleep could be an elusive luxury. Laying upon my Futon bed, the humidity stifling and the relief from a noisy fan minimal, blowing hot air about the room. Uncomfortably drenched in sweat and suffering sleep deprivation, I desperately sought sleep to escape as it was imperative to recharge my batteries and prepare for tomorrows no doubt, tough Karate classes at the Dojo.
It appeared the forces that conspired to make my summer night time experience unbearable had many weapons at their disposal to keep me tossing and turning most the night in an exhausted wide awake ordeal.
Once the early hours arrived and the heat eased a little, cooling a degree or two, the few degrees difference felt glorious .With a slightly cooler heat (!!) one started to drift slowly away to gentler, dreamy places.
It was at this instant that ‘they’ would attack, as though awaiting this critical moment when sleep was almost washing over you. A malicious pinging sound buzzed your ears and startled by the surprise attack you were once again fully aware and awake, mosquitos!!  
They were persistent and very irritating, if you could splat them it gave great pleasure but they were hard to track and were masters of stealth and cunning. If it was not for the spiteful pinging sound made by their wings flapping beside ones ears, they would be undetectable and suck the life blood from you, morning would find you covered in itchy red spots from the bites and blood feast. These were insect Vampires that rose at sunset and vanished to their secret lairs at sunrise. I did not need a crucifix or garlic to protect me; I had tried both methods in desperation (!) I needed a mosquito bug killing machine.
At the local supermarket I found one. This came in the form of a simple plastic square object with a metal plate centre, were one placed a chemical impregnated tablet. The device plugged into the electric supply, heated up the metal plate warmed the tablet which then discharged a poisonous aroma that killed the evil, bloodsucking beasts. This was a great investment and worked very well, though I wondered what effect the chemicals would have on my own health?? Finely intoxicated on the fumes I slept in a chemically induced coma. Meanwhile a dozen blood thirsty mosquitos were falling from the sky, dead before they hit the floor, job done.



























29) SHIBUYA Mega Crossing and ‘Hatchiko’
Outside Shibuya station, beside the famous ‘Hatchiko’ exit lays a massive street crossing intersection.
When the red lights show, the whole world seems to suddenly stop for a brief moment as the traffic and pedestrians on all sides, all stop in a kind of unified suspended animation. The traffic from all directions halts as the traffic lights glow red and a mass of humanity patiently waits for the ‘All clear’ pedestrian green light, allowing them to cross the otherwise impossibly busy road. One of the World’s busiest zebra crossings, often referred to as a ‘Scramble Crossing,’ is suddenly clear to cross and the famous white zig zagging lines of the crossing are immediately lost to a 1000 plus pedestrian feet, marching  hurriedly across  the mega street cross-over. A herd of humanity in an organised stampede, it would seem, advancing from all directions, simultaneously. One would expect this to get ‘messy’ as people struggled to get through the crowds, but in Japan it was all very polite and organised. 
A site to behold and experience to witness.
I regularly joined the masses and crossed hurriedly in a state of excited panic, as the traffic revved and roared all around, their engines growling preparing to reclaim the massive street. I had no intention of being left stranded on the intersection as the lights turned green and the vehicles began storming across the tarmac. 
I never knew crossing a street could be so exciting!
On Friday evenings I visited one of 100’s, probably 1000’s, of bars that were found about Shibuya’s bright lights. This particular bar was a close guarded secret of mine, as it was the generous host that donated the first 250 cans of ice cold XXXX Australian beer for free to foreign patrons.
A commendable charity I felt, giving it my full support on numerous occasions...The beer was given away for free as an enticement to encourage foreigners to frequent the bar, which in turn, attracted Japanese customers, who wished to socialise, meet foreigners and practise their English skills.
A good deal, I thought. (Now you know why I kept it a Secret, Free Beer!)
The downside of this kind offer was the effect on ones navigation skills, traversing the mega zebra crossing at Shibuya, distracted by all the fluorescent lights flashing from huge billboards and the giant advertising screens that smothered the surrounding buildings.
I was the Boy with kaleidoscope eyes... splashing through neon puddles. Sober it was tough, after a few beers it was challenging.
Having survived the free beer and Technicolor assault, and made it across the giant crossing safely, I was met by the steady, gaze of Hatchiko.
This was the famous statue of Hatchiko. Dedicated to an Akita dog that embodied great loyalty and faithfulness and who is a much loved celebrity in Japan. This dog’s story is moving, and I often stopped to admire his bronze relief and character, rubbing his nose as I passed by. 
The loyal hound walked to the station every morning accompanying his master, a Tokyo University professor. Later in the afternoon Hatchiko would return to the station, around the time his master’s train was due to arrive. Here the dog waited patiently in anticipation of his master’s return. The dog was a regular at the station and spotted daily at these regular times, by the locals and commuters.
One day the professor did not return having suffered a brain haemorrhage and dying.
The faithful dog returned every afternoon, for the next nine years, still patiently and loyally awaiting his master’s return, never losing faith or forgetting his owner, until he too eventually passed away.
The sad story was even made into a film starring ‘Richard Gere ‘in 1987; - ‘A dogs tale’.
Today Hatchiko‘s statue is one of the most popular meeting spots in Tokyo. I often met friend’s here. As a rendezvous, a meeting place, it was perfect. Everyone knew its location. 
It seemed an appropriate and fitting tribute to the amazing Hatchiko, an honour to his memory and undying loyalty that we too now gathered and waited here, as he once did... 
Waiting patiently in the hope of meeting those near and dear to us.

30) YAHARA SENSEI:-


Mikio Yahara was one of the J.K.A’s more colourful, sometimes controversial characters and leading lights. Brilliant and (often) brutal seem to go hand in hand when respectfully and carefully (!) one mentions the name of Yahara Sensei.

His Budo Spirit and exceptional skill made him a feared and highly respected fighter, a lethal adversary would be more appropriate. This Sensei ‘took no prisoners’. He had a highly developed sense of Kokoro (Mind/Heart) often understood to imply never accepting defeat and a powerful will to succeed. His Karate concept was ‘one hit, one kill’-Ikken hissatsu.

Graduating from Kokushikon University he was accepted and enrolled in the J.K.A’s elite instructor’s course during the golden days of the 70’s and 80’s, when Karate was enjoying world-wide popularity and great acclaim.

At the University Karate club Yahara admits he went to the classes to punish most of the students. When he turned up at the club most Sempais (seniors) disappeared…His reputation preceding him.

He recounts in a magazine interview how at one memorable class during a particularly tough session, ambulances started lining up. Five students were hospitalised and Yahara was responsible for three of the casualties.

Another time during some spirited club fighting, Yahara infamously performed amateur dental surgery on his unconscious opponent. Having gotten his fist wedged in the victim’s mouth, he had to put his foot on the K.O.’d opponent’s chest and extract his bloody fist, which had a tooth embedded in his knuckle.

Not one to give up or surrender, Yahara once turned up to compete at a Karate tournament nursing a stab wound to his stomach after a violent encounter with some street thugs earlier in the day.

Yahara is recorded as advising; - “In order to be strong you must fight and if you must fight, you risk your life. To fight well you must be in a state of ‘Mu’- nothingness. This is a state of ‘Shugyo’-mental training, to achieve this mental state , which is additional to physical training to improve your overall techniques .When you fight you must be strong in both the mental and physical aspects. You have to eliminate your ego to achieve a state of ‘Mu’, you are then in a state of no emotion, no anger no fear and no attachment to life itself.”

Reflecting the maxim; - ‘The way of the warrior is death’.

His trail blazing fire brand style had been influenced by Yano Sensei in the early days, whom Yahara accredited his spirit development. A spirit that overcame fear and even death, he is quoted as saying.

Abe Sensei was another major influence and a senior mentor, whom Yahara held great respect for. Studying under Abe’s direction he focussed on the flexibility and flow of techniques.

Ueki Sensei taught Yahara agility, improving and influencing his movement. The kicking techniques, Yahara refers to as;- Ueki Sensei’s ‘Razor blade kicks’ were studied and incorporated into his own Karate.

Asai Sensei was a great contributor to the Yahara style. Yahara experimented with Asai Sensei’s torque techniques, the twists and turns and spins and his famous acrobatic jumps, ducks and dives performed with great nimbleness and poise. 

I believe Asai Sensei’s influence can be witnessed clearly in much of Yahara’s style, particularly his fast spinning techniques, the spectacular kicks, the bounce and spring that allowed him to rebound and respond quickly from any position. A famous competition bout film clip captures Yahara on the floor but still managing to kick a renowned Karate expert in the head from this position with a Mawashi geri (roundhouse kick).

Completing the J.K.A instructors course and graduating from the ‘School of hard knocks’.Yahara distinguished himself as a highly spirited Karateka who regularly issued severe beatings to young Black belts he selected from classes, testing skills and resolve. Yaharas’ tough, unforgiving and often flamboyant style gave him the reputation as the J.K.A’s ‘Bad boy’ or ‘Le enfant terrible’, as a French Karate student described him to me.

An infamous quote credited to Yahara Sensei was;-“Karate has no philosophy. My philosophy is to knock my opponent out”…

His Budo ethic in the modern sport Karate world was refreshing, if somewhat harsh, reminding one of Karate’s original concept and purpose.



In Karate competition Yahara was celebrated as a predatory fighter and was regularly to be found among the high ranks dominating the domestic and international championships. His ferocious style and indomitable spirit made him a force to be reckoned with.

Yahara is on record candidly admitting he would have won more championships had he not been so aggressive and unforgiving. At the All Japan Karate Championships in 1984 he took an impressive 3rd place in the Kumite section and took the 1st place in the Kata event.

Sensei Yahara is sometimes, considerately spoken of as the Champion who never was, meaning many Karateka believed that he was most deserving of the All Japan Karate Kumite Champion title in recognition of his fearless and spectacular fighting style. It was testimony and tribute indicating the high esteem in which this Karate Master is held by his admirers and fellow Karateka. In their opinion and beliefs, mine also; he was truly a great Champion. 

Master Nakayama is quoted as saying; - “Mikio Yahara is a Karateka whose daredevil style of fighting in the midst of a heated contest leaves spectators breathless”.

And he did, it was always an edge of the seat affair watching this Karate expert fight or sparing in the Dojo or at a competition. The atmosphere was always electric and carried a dynamic mood, albeit saturated with a tinge of fear.

As a sparring partner he was the Sensei even the bravest would prefer to avoid. But of course a true Karateka would be wise to learn and advance their Karate by partnering up with this fighting machine if the opportunity arose. A rewarding experience, but a challenging and bruising encounter was predictable. Facing Yahara Sensei on the Dojo floor was a daunting encounter, he seemed to come from all and every angle; it felt like you were surrounded. His defences were sharp and hard, as were his attacks, all abetted with light, agile footwork, swift moves, feints and evasions. Blocks would flow into powerful and often spectacular attacks and stinging blows.

He could jump high into the air or drop down low onto the floor, unleashing flurries of high kicks and a variety of punches, his arms and legs axes and swords you were wise to avoid. A whirl wind of flying feet and furious fists it seemed.

This was the Sensei whose martial demeanour and combative talent aspiring Karate students wished to emulate. 

I regularly watched Sensei demolish Black belts in the dojo, before, during and after class. I vividly recall (circa 1985) Yahara’s awesome torque technique, in the form of a double sided spinning Uraken (back fist).This combination was perfected to an explosive degree and was a devastating trade mark of this Master. A technique I marvelled at and would study, practise and develop.

I watched fascinated at the speed, accuracy and grace employed. He moved like a flash of lightening and explosion of thunder. Blocking (Soto uke) his attackers reverse punch with his lead guard hand, sweeping the punch inwards across his chest , immediately turning and spinning his body, flowing with the blocks momentum and direction, turning his whole torso and immediately unleashing a stinging back fist strike with his other hand, stunning the attacker with the surprising counter attack. 

His twisted body would then rewind, twist and turn, rotating back in the other direction as would his blocking hand, which now gathered momentum and whip like became another stinging back fist striking the attacker on the other side of the head. A spinning top of striking fists -‘Bang- Bang’! 

I saw many Karate students experience this counter attack, all were left dazed and confused, without exception, after being on its receiving end. I practised the technique 1000’s of times and adopted it into my own ‘bag of tricks’. I still practise this same technique on heavy bags most days to develop the twisting power of the torso and hips, developing the back fists whipping sensation, enhancing its precision, its speed and momentum, to experience the explosive sharp impact and focus.


In a popular Karate Magazine, Yahara is quoted as stating;-

“Without Ichgeki hisatsu, I cannot exist. In Ichigeki hisatsu it is a life or death battle. This is what I do. To perform *Shiken shobu, which means or can literally be translated to mean; - If you make a mistake, you die; the instant consequence of losing is death. In the old days the sword was unsheathed; it was the end, either for his enemy or himself.Once the ‘Katana’ (Samurai sword) is unsheathed-Blood will follow either that of your opponent or yours. 
Once the sword is unsheathed, it’s the end. 

Therefore, in a Karate context, my feeling is that if I move, I kill the opponent, or be killed. So ,I want to achieve the same level of mental stamina and strength as with ‘Shiken shobu’- Also , for my personnel pride, I have to win, if I move in order to win, I have to kill my enemy”.
	
*Shiken Shobu;-

1) Sword with a real blade

2) Match/Contest.

Often used in Japanese conversation to imply seriousness of the matter at hand, the word derives from the Samurai sword, literally meaning ‘To fight with real swords’. (i.e.;-If you fight with real swords, you have to be deadly serious).

Generally it also can imply a serious fight, game or match used in a life or death situation. It brings out the essence of the Bushi- Warrior and his ability to prevail in any and every situation, particularly combat.

Yahara Sensei is often characterised as an aggressive and dangerous fighter, but he also has a charm and wit that serve him well. Polite and friendly, some may find it hard to believe this ‘tough guy’ was also quite an introspective philosopher, a thinker as well as a fighter.

His style of Karate also has artistry. His performance of Kata is spellbinding and within its beauty one can feel the drama and power he presents in the forms.
Famous for his performances of the Kata’s –Enpi and Unsu, which were his favourite Katas. 

His rendition of Unsu (meaning; - ‘Cloud hands’) is a treat to behold. This Kata is executed in a dynamic form, bursting with energy and expressing his style. Yahara makes Unsu his own, the Kata lives and breathes enthused with his spirit.	

The Kata is defined by its graceful flowing movements, interrupted by sharp precise and powerful strikes, a spectacular jump, feints, twists and twirls. It is a highly advanced Kata which contains some unique combinations of technique including Keito uke, ‘Chicken head’ blocks and Gedan ippon nukite, lead finger strikes, accompanied by precise curving foot sweeps. Two Mawashi geri’s (Roundhouse kicks) left and right which are performed whilst laying low down on the ground. 

The Kata also incorporates an athletic high jump, the Karateka spinning 360 degrees, defying gravity, whilst executing a Nidan ushiro tobi geri, double back kick, before landing in a low sprinter start like position on the floor. Unsu is a vision and experience of stylish, striking and breath taking Kata.

Yahara’s Kata is a martial spectacle that leaves one in no doubts to its effectiveness and the performer’s prowess. The name;- ‘Cloud hands’, is said to derive from the Kata’s constant changing of movement ,its transition in form and pace, shifting and fluctuating like a cloud expanding and contracting, rising and falling. Like a gathering storm the clouds moody shapes swirl and configure, lightning strikes and thunder bolts follow...A tempest is unleashed.
	
In a Karate magazine interview, Yahara explained how he chose Unsu, as it complimented his physical ability. He felt the other Kata, in his estimation, were boring in comparison. He also emphasized the importance of maintaining Ki (Energy) all through the performance- “If you cannot maintain Ki, the Kata becomes a dead Kata”.

Master Nakayama is quoted as advising and warning Karateka that they should first learn and master the Heian Kata, Empi, Jion and Kanku Dai prior to attempting to learn the Kata Unsu ,otherwise they would;- ‘ look like a scarecrow trying to dance’.

In the Kata- Enpi, he explained the biggest characteristic for him, was Koshi no kire, the very sharp and quick, dramatic hip movements, “the bang-bang-bang,” he states. This fulfilled his needs of self-expression.  

Beyond the Dojo and Karate, Yahara was the director of his own personal security company, the highly respected; - International Security Service-
Always impeccably groomed and well dressed, he reflected the affluent, successful business man, courteous and polite with a ready smile, but always a ‘no nonsense man’, in or out of the Dojo.

It was rumoured, in his professional capacity that he acted as a go between, a mediator for business men and companies that had ‘issues’ with the notorious Japanese Mafia- the Yakuza. When / if, problems arose his skills and brinkmanship were in demand. The company also offered consultation and personnel protection to those in need.

An interesting article appeared in the mid-late 90’s amongst several Japanese national newspapers, recounting the astonishing story in which Yahara had successfully and single- handedly defeated 34…yes, 34 Japanese gangsters in a bloody car park battle. 
The story recounts how one afternoon in Shizuoka, having stopped at a store, with clients he was unofficially security for, he found a gang of Chimpira (low level Yakuza thugs) Awaiting him in a parking lot, a reception committee of sorts… 

Yahara sensing obvious trouble and a threat to his clients told them to get in their cars and lock the doors and windows. Trouble a plenty ensued. The clients were shouting, the Chimpira were all about his car, the atmosphere was tense. He knew if he backed down he would be finished.

He then gave a blow by blow account to the journalists on how he dealt with the situation and that he did not want to kill the first guy in line, so he deliberately hit him with a palm heel strike, sending him reeling. The next attacker was bounced off the car bonnet and then all hell broke loose as they all seemed to suddenly attack at once. It was a tough situation and he found himself between a rock and a hard place. 

Some assailants came running at him with baseball bats and he remembers a wooden club flashing past his head, only just avoiding the strike .This attacker was kicked hard in his stomach and “he doubled up like a prawn”, Yahara recalled. A bloody battle ensued, the casualty rate mounting. A character in a red leather jacket attempted to ram him with a fast approaching car. Fortunately he missed and veered off, tyres screeching...

The gang having taken a few casualties had enough and followed the escaping, speeding car, fleeing the carnage. Yahara remembered how he tried to chase them but he was exhausted and out of danger sank to his knees. 

Unabashed about stopping Yakuza gangs extorting his clients he explains; - “They are like leeches if you start showing weakness, they will not let you go”. 

Facing death threats he used to change address regularly he confided. His conclusion: - “I set out to clean the rubbish out the system, and fortunately so far I am not dead”…

This may all sound far-fetched and exaggerated a yarn. But having witnessed this man’s exceptional spirit and Karate skill it was no doubt true and reported as close to journalistically possible with perhaps a hint of well earnt poetic licence.

Yahara’s ‘Devil may care’ – ‘No retreat, No surrender’ attitude made him a frightening opponent, a one man slaughter house, as the Yakuza discovered.

References; - Samurai in Shirokanedai. ‘Mikio Yahara fights to keep the spirit of budo alive’. By Paul Kallender-Umezu (Metropolis magazine)
 An Interview with Mikio Yahara; - Mikio Yahara: The ‘one finishing blow’ concept. Interview by Oleg Larionov.  Translated by Alexander Chichvarin.   Edited by John Cheetham.

31) ‘Pachinko Parlours’

Across Tokyo and all over Japan one will come across the noisy, brash and colourful ‘Pacinko parlours’. These arcades are part of the regular Japanese street scene and experience. They are hard to miss, all manner of modern visual and auditory tricks are utilised to attract your custom and attention.
Lit up in bright screaming neon lights, alongside a variety of flashing images and oversized dayglo adverts , all arranged in an orgy of gaudy, vibrant colours that seem deliberately to clash in a conflict of jumbled colours. Spinning signs and strobes radiate like electronic tattoos glowing proudly in vulgar fluorescent glory, making me wonder if they were accidentally fashioned by a designer with acute colour blindness or perhaps an artist experimenting with psychedelic substances! The scene painted is not unlike that of a British seaside amusement arcade or that of a funfair – or carnival atmosphere.
Luring and tempting the passing customers with their overpowering sound and vision displays, a comprehensive assault on ones senses, producing sensory overload. These illuminated ‘Dens’ are filled with heavy smoke from the chain smoking patrons, sat upon stools in front of the machines which are set in neat rows.
Accompanying the bright lights and the clouds of billowing cigarette smoke are a variety of noisy sounds; blaring music bashing ones ears, competing with the incessant sound of cascading small shiny, metal ball bearings being hit by a ‘Flipper’ projecting the metal balls and sending them racing and crashing about a maze of metal pins that form patterned pathways the steel marbles navigate, scoring points when landing in certain pockets, that ring, buzz and bleep, all in unison with flashing lights and sirens!!
Like moths to the light, appearing hypnotised, the patron’s eyes stay glued to the vertical encased gaming machine, following the balls journey, lost in a trance, a ball bearing Nirvana it seemed.
Pachinko parlours were where the locals came to relax and escape for a while. Yes, relax...
This was a regular form of recreation and amusement for many and also, more often, a gambling devise. A very popular gambling-amusement diversion which offered rewards and prizes for particular scores.

It is estimated over 30 million people play Pachinko in Japan each year and an approximate value of $300 Billion is spent on the game. Commanding 40% of Japans leisure industry, a higher turnover than the Japanese car industry!
Close by the ‘Pachinko parlours’ are small nondescript shops of a dubious nature. Operated by anonymous characters, hidden behind a small hatch or window, offering cash rewards in exchange for the prizes won at the Pachinko arcade.
These ‘Exchange Shops’ are close by the Pachinko parlours. This method allows the punters to bypass the strict gambling laws, an arrangement that the authorities appear aware of, but ignore, allowing the practise to continue discreetly.
One unwritten rule is that a player is forbidden to ask where the prize/cash exchange shop is located. They must discover the location themselves.
Another challenge!

Sample prize list

The kind of points/prizes that one can expect to exchange the pachinko balls for in the halls and the approximate number of balls/points required to win a prize is shown beside the example items below;-

A punter could win anything from a disposable lighter (25 points) a cigarette (70 points), a 1.5 Litre drink (75 points), aftershave/perfume (600-900 points), a crate of beer (1250-1500 points), a zippo lighter (500-1500 points), sunglasses (1750-2500 points) to a wrist watch, digital camera or compact stereo system. (Each requiring approx.; - 2500 points).

There were many other prizes.








32) HONMON-JI TEMPLE;-

My residence in Tokyo , the Gaijin House in Nishi-Magome, rested within a pleasant suburb that hosted a tranquil park close by .The natural green space was set about a wooded hill that was the site of the famous and very important ‘Ikegami Honmon-ji temple’- a sacred and traditional Japanese temple with many shrines. Devotees of the Nichiren Buddhist sect come here to honour the distinguished Buddhist saint-Nichiren.

The devoted Buddhist Saint Nichiren founded this historic temple just prior to his death in 1282 AD.

The temple is also famous for many notable figures from Japanese history, which rest here, their remains and sacred objects entombed in the various shrines.

The main temple sits atop a bumpy green hill, with many other smaller temples and shrines dotted about the hills slopes and base. Pilgrims come from all over Japan attracted by the many temples and the Buddhist saints resting place.
A small forest of trees grace the hill, predominantly pines and cherry trees.

This small oasis of tranquillity and fresh greenness was just a short stroll from my home and I became a regular pilgrim here. It was a place to relax and reflect on my Japanese experiences and contemplate my Karate studies.

A steep climb up the many stones slab stairway led me to the huge wooden gates of the temple complex. Guarded on either side by two fearsome and muscular statues of the Buddhist protectors against evil spirits; - The Nio (Benevolent Kings) or Kongorikishi.

On the left side is ‘Agyo’ (Masshaku Kongo) and on the right is‘Ungyo’ (Narean Kongo) 

The deities are also said to keep the temple ground free of demons and thieves.

The wooden gateway with its elevated vantage point also served as a watchtower that overlooked the town below. On entering the complex, one finds oneself within a spacious open area of flat grey stone slabs paving the plaza that houses the main temple. Looming close by was an impressive and rather beautiful, five storey pagoda, reputedly one of the finest and most magnificent in Tokyo. It was certainly my favourite.

Here amongst the shifting shadows cast by the wonderful pagoda was my ‘secret somewhere’, a refuge of serenity ,radiating an old worldly charm, offering a sense of a more traditional Japan that quietly rested just below the modern nation’s space-age veneer.

It made a perfect setting and felt a world far away from the organised chaos of the surreal techno hustle and bustle of Tokyo central. Here you were not bombarded by all the sights and sounds, the technobabble and sensory overload. Here you could ponder the beauty of the trees, enjoy a fresh breeze, watch the clouds sail by, hear your heart beat and listen to bird song, all rejuvenating and nourishing for the soul. As well as my retreat for peaceful mental reflections it was also my place for personal exercise and fine tuning my physical Karate.

It became my private open air Dojo of sorts. Here I could practise the weeks lessons, down loading the teachings, revise and perform Kata and develop my ability-physical and mental –a form of **Shugyo.

I trained regularly two, sometimes three Karate classes a day, six days a week and was slowly progressing. There were numerous and regular episodes of ‘Hitting the Wall’-reaching a certain level and then not being able to proceed or advance, a mental block of sorts, stuck at a certain stage, my progress restricted.

Through my personal training I would concentrate on aspects of my Karate that I perceived as wanting or weak .This way, over time things would fall gradually into place and at last that previously elusive skill was suddenly grasped and a new level attained. Then of course the process began again, though a new level had been achieved, yet another new, higher level awaited my attention.


This was my place to attain a Shugyo like experience.












**SHUGYO; - (Shugyo is understood to mean; - to master a martial art, a deeper level of self, to cultivate an enlightened spirit, or to achieve a spiritual awakening).

Kata is a physical discipline and also a mental / spiritual discipline. Shugyo is the state of mind that fuses the two disciplines together in harmony. At Honmon-ji temple grounds I applied this principle to my Kata study. Shugyo can be translated in several ways but in the context of my Karate study, it meant an intense, rigorous practise. The mental approach to Shugyo is to clear the mind of distractions and to concentrate completely on the present moment. Always alert and willing to accept whatever occurs and respond instantly. By keeping our mind open, yet maintaining a deep concentration we create conditions for the body and spirit to harmonise, unite as one. The Japanese Kanji characters for Shugyo translate to struggle and training, it means one trains with complete totality. Nothing is acceptable but the very best performance possible.

During the Kata’s performance the breath, ideally, should be deep and abdominal .We should keep a good sense of visualisation and compliment this with fluid but powerful physical movements. The Kata then becomes ‘meditation in action’ or a ‘walking meditation’ a form of ‘moving Zen’.

Mental meditation or physical exercise depends on our perception and how we approach the subject. The deep mind-body trainings defining characteristic is the pursuit of higher (or deeper!) levels of consciousness as well as refining our physical skills and ability.

I was no Zen monk, but practising my forms (Kata) and incorporating the above ingredients whilst training at Honmon-ji certainly gave me a sense of something more esoteric, a positive energy, an unseen force, it was a subtle experience and something special. It is difficult to capture or translate into words without sounding pretentious, pious or raving bonkers... Perhaps all three! It was I guess a sense of peacefulness, a feeling of harmony, the rhythm of the body and mind in tune, at one with the moment.

The famous Zen Mastre-Takuan Soho, commented;-“Train the released mind- the mind is like a wild animal, first learn to control it, and then learn to set it free”.

On hot summer evenings when the whole of Tokyo was a furnace groaning in the heat, my escape to Honmon-ji’s shade and relative coolness was a refreshing delight. The pines fresh scent washing over me wiping away any tension or stress, cleansing me, my mind set free...






































The Name Shotokan and its origins;-


I regularly enjoyed the temples ambience, its stillness, the aesthetic aspects, marvelling at the five storied Pagoda that towered before me with its multiple roofs in tiers curving upwards and hung over the individual eaves and stories below in classical Oriental design. The top roof was home to a steel finial, a decorative feature which as well as being an attractive accessory also served as a lighting conductor, known in Japanese as a ‘Demon Arrester’! The Pagoda’s size, style and silhouette kept me in a state of awe on my visits; I found it beautiful and fascinating.

This particular evening my thoughts wandered, stirred by the distinct scent of the pine trees perfuming the warm air. The aroma evoked a story about the founder of Shotokan Karate...

I recalled the Shotokan Karate Master- Gichin Funakoshi was a keen scholar and a poet and that his pen name was ‘Shoto’ meaning ‘Pine Waves’. Master Funakoshi chose this nick name /nom de plume as a young man. 

Master Funakoshi found great inspiration in taking solitary walks exploring the local woodland that surrounded his hometown of Shuri and he often climbed the dirt track that wound its way up to the top of mount Toroa, which rose close by. Here among the vibrant pine forest and the refreshing natural beauty he would relax, reflect and meditate, savouring a sense of creativity from the environments revelations.

In later years he recalled poetically, how the cool breeze blowing through the pines seemed to make the trees whisper, which he described as: “like breaking waves on the shore”.

Mt.Toroa incidentally translates to ‘Tigers tail’, observed from afar with imaginative eyes and a lyrical heart the winding mountain path resembled the curled tail of a tiger and was consequently the source of the mountains intriguing name.

In the 1930’s Funakoshi’s students built a large wooden Dojo for their teacher. Above the entrance was mounted a plaque stating– Shotokan. Meaning, ‘Shoto’s house’ (Kan = House) though the students referred to their art as ‘Karate’, over time people came to identify the Karate that they practised and as taught by Funakoshi, as Shotokan. The name eventually came to represent the system and style of Funakoshi’s Karate.

The image of a tiger with a curled tail, (much like the curved path that twisted its way up Mt. Toroa) became a popular symbol of the Shotokan style of Karate.
The symbol is called the ‘Tora no maki’- Tiger scroll. The original image was designed and drawn by a friend and student of Master Funakoshi, - Hoan Kusugi , the artist’s name (a signature in Kanji characters) can be found in the top right corner, beside the curling tigers tail.

Kusugi had originally designed the tiger logo to adorn the cover of Master Funakoshi’s book; - ‘Ryukyu KenpoKarate’ (1922), the work was revised and later re-released and titled- ‘Retan Goshin Karate-Jutsu’, which became known as the Master text.

The tiger emblem was adopted by the Master as a potent symbol of the Shotokan style characterising its grace, boldness, strength and power. 

Here at Honmon-ji temple relaxing in my solitary bliss, entertaining my own thoughts and meditations among the fragrant wooded pines I felt a strong sense of empathy with the Masters experiences while he walked about Mt.Torao. His observations and poetic reflections;-“Pine waves” merited contemplation, respect and most importantly a very sincere gratitude for the great gift of Karate-Do which he had so diligently promoted and popularised.


*Pine Waves-Wind in the Pines-Pine wind.

Curiously there is a Kata practised in some Japanese styles of Karate (particularly the Shito-ryu and Shukokai varieties) titled Matsukaze, which translates to;-‘Wind in the pines’/ ‘Pine tree wind’. This form was originally called Wankan (Kings / Emperors crown) but its name was changed to Matsukaze by the founder of the Shito-ryu school of Karate, Master Kenwa Mabuni. 

The Shotokan system also has a Kata called Wankan, that shares the same original name, –but the Shotokan version of Wankan is a different Kata and performed in a distinctly different manner and appears unrelated.

The Shotokan school does have a Kata performed with the Bo stick (Long staff) named Matsukaze no kon, its creation and introduction is credited to Yoshitaka (Gigo) Funakoshi (son of the founder) .The form does not seem to have any connection to the Shito-ryu Kata –Matsukaze or to Master Gichin Funakoshi’s musings about pine waves.

Honmon-ji Temple –Oeshiki festival.

In October the temple became the setting for the very popular and quite spectacular; - ‘Oeshiki’ festival, a Buddhist celebration to mark the anniversary of the saint Nichirens death. The festivals history is a long one, over 700 years.

Over 3000 devotees assemble at the small Ikegami train station and line the route to Honmon-ji temple. The streets are decorated with 1000’s of lanterns and small stalls line the streets selling food, drinks, trinkets and all manner of goods and wares.

The parades hi-lite is the parade of the Mando, which translates to 10,000 lanterns, swinging high on five metre long poles, resembling an umbrella of sorts. The poles covered in colourful rows of dangling artificial cherry blossoms and paper flowers, cascading from the tops.

The pole itself is illuminated by lights from within.100’s of these Mando are carried along the crowded street.

Japanese ladies in exquisite Kimono dance and sing in synchronised rows with delicate fans in hand. Bare-chested men, banging on large drums, bandanas tied about sweaty brows, followed by the haunting sounds from flute players. Add the sound of whistles and gongs and the air is full of vibrant and festive sounds.

Eventually the long parade of lanterns reaches the 96 stone steps that lead to the temple, the spectacle ends in the temple grounds. 

The festivity and prayers go on well after midnight. 


























33) SUMO
Occasionally I would treat myself to an afternoon at the Kokugikan and watch the entertaining wrestling competitions that took place here at the ‘Sumo stadium’. A particularly good time to attend was when a Grand Sumo tournament was taking place.
Taking a subway train and travelling across and under Tokyo’s urban sprawl to Ryoguku station.
Exiting the station my destination was only a short stroll up the wide boulevard which led to the prestigious stadium. Along the way I often passed bulky Sumo wrestlers in their light, summer cotton Kimono swaggering along the sidewalk, to, from their stables and the stadium. Imposing characters, but always polite if approached and happy to pose for a fans souvenir photo. Which of course I partook in, I was diminutive, tiny in comparison posing alongside these giants. 
Here I came to enjoy the delights of a Sumo wrestling competition at the famous Kokugikan amphitheater .Here one could witness these colossal combatants crash against their opponent with great vigor and enormous force in titanic battles of strength and power. The whole stadium seemed to shake and shudder as these huge wrestlers collided in violent clashes, attacking with fast and heavy slaps and thrusts, prior to becoming locked and tangled together in a mountain of sweaty heaving flesh, pushing, pulling and grappling with their opponent to secure a victory 
The characters for the word ‘Sumo’ means;-“Striking one another”.
The Sumo match is a full contact bout and there are no weight categories in professional bouts, hence an individual wrestler can come up against an opponent twice his weight and size. Though even the smallest wrestler was the size of a baby elephant, they were all big boys by any standards. Fortunately for the smaller contestant the art of Sumo wrestling not only relies on brute force, size and weight to win a match, but also good technique .A smaller wrestler utilizing superior techniques can then defeat a larger opponent with these skills.
The aim of the match is to force your opponent out the ring or get your opponent to touch the ground with any part of his huge body, excluding the bottom of the feet of course.


The contest is fought during one sole round and can be over within seconds as one wrestler is thrown onto the clay earthen floor of the *Dohyo’, or forcefully ousted from the circle of combat. Some bouts can be a little more epic and lasting a few minutes, leading to entertaining battles as these huge masses of flesh and muscle clash in powerful exchanges. 
* Dohyo; - This is a clay floor arena, covered in a layer of sand; the Dohyo is built upon a platform of rice straw bales which creates the traditional combat stage. The Centre is marked in two white lines, Shikiri-sen, which the wrestlers position themselves behind ready to begin their bout. Above the clay floor and suspended high above the combat arena hangs a traditional styled rooftop resembling a Shinto Shrine.
One should not be fooled by their enormous body size and huge girth these men are supple athletes and can move at great speed when necessary their fast powerful attacking, thrusting and slapping hands make them formidable opponents particularly when combined with a rich variety of throwing and grappling techniques 
As a Karateka I often pondered how I would deal with a Sumo wrestler in combat...the thought bothered me, were would you strike meaningfully to incapacitate these giants? Obviously the only option was superior technique and striking the vulnerable points;- eyes, nose, temples, throat, neck, groin, knees, there wasn’t much available that would effectively stop these man mountain wrestlers. Perhaps disrupt their balance using stealth and speed, attempt to sweep or throw them using their weights momentum to unbalance them, taking advantage of over reach, encouraging them to commit fully to an attack then getting out the way utilizing feints, quick side steps and redirecting that massive surge of energy and force against them...Certainly you could not afford to be hit, slapped or grabbed by one of these formidable wrestlers, it would cost you dearly.
An encounter with one of these colossi would not be an easy or comfortable experience and one I would certainly avoid at all costs. If you miss calculated you would be dealt a crushing response, quite literally I feared.
I used to get into the Kokugikan stadium early, before the major title fights began, and was able to sit on the expensive cushioned floor seats, right in the very front row, the V.I.P section, next to and just below the Dohyo stage. (As a foreigner no one bothered me or requested I leave, as at this stage of the tournament the seats were empty and vacant and it was tolerated).

Here I could watch the lower ranks fighting up close. Often having to dive to safety and leap very quickly off of my borrowed and privileged cushion seat, to avoid a Sumo wrestler as he tumbled off the Dohyo like an avalanche of flesh rolling onto the spectator’s side in a huge lump and thump! The V.I.P section held its own dangers!
As the day and tournament advanced and the  fortunate fans arrived and claimed their ‘top spectator spots’ , I would have to vacate this prime location and retire to the higher floors and balconies above, way up in the ‘Gods’, as my budget ticket dictated. The giant wrestlers becoming smaller the further up the seating arrangements I climbed. I appreciated and was grateful that I had been fortunate earlier in the day and had enjoyed my proximity to the action.
Once the main event began and the top wrestlers arrived the stadium was full to capacity and any seat was now a valuable commodity. The atmosphere was now electric. The Grand Champions, the Yokozuna took their turn to perform, these were the elite and top wrestlers in the hierarchy of Sumo. They were ‘Stars’ and held celebrity status, giving much entertainment and joy to the adoring Japanese female fans and gaining great admiration from the Japanese men. 
I remember Chiyonofuji was a great champion and Yokozuna with a massive following. He was not only a very big burly man but very muscular and handsome, having a massive following and fan base. He remained in Sumo’s top ranks for ten years, his successful career and longevity lasting from 1981 to 1991.An impressive feat.
Also at this time on the Sumo circuit was the truly gigantic Hawaiian born Japanese-Samoan wrestler; - Konishiki, nicknamed ‘The Dump Truck’!! At his peak weight he carried a hefty 287kilos (633lb).He was a popular wrestler and though famous was not a Yokozuna. He held the second highest rank of; - Ozeki in Sumo wrestling hierarchy.
He came very close to becoming a Yokozuna and the first non-Japanese Grand champion. He was ginormous in stature, absolutely massive and I enjoyed watching his fights, literally a larger than life character.
Sumo is classed as a Modern Japanese Martial Art (Gendai budo) but is actually a very old sport retaining many traditional customs. Its history spans several centuries. Many rituals performed have been preserved within the wrestling Art. As well as its trail of strength and combat skills the Sumo is associated with ritual dance in Shinto ceremonies, believed to be the human form wrestling with a Divine Shinto spirit (Kami) The wrestling was a formal ceremony originally performed to entertain the Shinto deities. 
The Shinto Religion plays an important part in the sports customs. Each bout is preceded by an intricate ritual ceremony, including throwing of salt about the Dohyo by the wrestler prior to his bout, signifying purification. 
The wrestler leads a regimented lifestyle, many living in communal residences, or ‘Sumo training stables’ (Heva) here their lives are molded in the Sumo tradition, from their dress code and hair style, the food they ate, Chanko nabe, (A staple Sumo diet which comprises of a hearty hot pot dish), to their strict and dedicated training routine and the rules laid down by the Japanese Sumo association.
Around the Ryogoku area you can find many retired Sumo wrestlers running Chanko nabe restaurants, serving the famous ‘Sumo Food’, the wrestler’s staple diet, comprising a rich variety of stew like dishes of meat, vegetables and seafood. One or two of the Sumo themed restaurants even boast a Dohyo, here customers can have their photo taken and maybe indulge in some light hearted wrestling as an after dinner treat...
	Another worthwhile cultural experience is to visit one of the numerous Sumo Stables to witness these giants practicing their grappling Martial art. Of course this is acceptable only on a recognized and authorized guided tour or in special circumstances or invitation. The Sumo stables are not Public or site-seeing places.

The Ryogoku area has been the center for the Sumo world for approximately two centuries, and though many Stables are to be found in this area, only a few allow visits by ‘Outsiders’.

	











34) The Magazine Gallery   (Magazine House, Tokyo).


A few blocks from the upmarket and highly fashionable Tokyo shopping district of Ginza and a brief and pleasant stroll along its wide glitzy boulevards, framed in exclusive wall to wall swanky designer shops and plush restaurants, rested two popular ports of call of mine when I visited the area.

In this notoriously expensive area of Tokyo, I had discovered two very welcome inexpensive treats. In fact they were better than inexpensive, as both were ‘Free’ and rewarding.

One of my visits was to the inviting large modern building, named the ‘Magazine gallery’, which housed a library of International Newspapers and magazines. It was free to enter and open to the public. It was a comfortable and peaceful resting place, where I could lose myself within the numerous publications, the magazines and periodicals that were neatly filed and found among the racks and shelves, a print feast from all over the world. 

I could be found amongst the English print newspapers and magazines, catching up on news, current affairs and enjoying British humor in the form of the satirical ‘Punch’ and ‘Private Eye’ magazines, keeping up to date with the scandals and scams in business and politics.

Of course I was particularly interested in the Martial Arts/Karate magazines from the English speaking world;- G.B, U.S.A. Canada, Australia etc. spending many hours poring over Karate articles. 

In the winter it was a cozy, warm and welcoming refuge from the cold and rain on dull afternoons, and in the summer it afforded one a pleasant atmosphere and comfy chairs to enjoy a read whilst wallowing in the freshness of air-conditioned coolness, avoiding the humidity and heat of the sweltering city.

One could browse at leisure and it was a popular place to visit on my days off.




































The ‘Kabuki-Za’ Theatre

Further along the same boulevard near the corner of Showa-dori and Harumi-dori was the Tokyo Kabuki-Za Theater. Here Kabuki was performed each day, a form of very colorful dance –drama routines. Kabuki is sometimes referred to as; - ‘The art of singing and dancing’.

The Japanese Kanji characters translate to; - ‘sing’-‘dance’- and ‘skill’. (Read left to right).

The actual word deriving from the Kanji ‘character meaning;- ‘To lean’ (Kabuku).The word is regarded to mean ‘Bizarre’ , ‘Unusual’ or ‘Out of the ordinary’ ,originating from the offbeat characters known as Kabukimono, who once roamed Japanese towns dressed in eccentric clothing and displaying weird hairstyles. They walked with a swagger carrying a long sword and an arrogant attitude.

Within this traditional Japanese building, the audience could marvel and be entertained by the rich showmanship of these classical acts, recognized as one of the three major forms of Japans definitive theatres. Kabuki traces its roots back to the Edo period. It is a highly respected art form and regarded as a Japanese cultural heritage.

The shows are famous for their spectacular and colorful characters vested in elaborate costumes and wearing bizarre make up and outlandish hairstyles. (‘Punk rockers’ and ‘Glam Rockers’ fade into a dull comparison!)

The actor’s movements are performed in an exaggerated manner, the movements style serving to translate the story clearly to the spectators as the Japanese language used is usually a very formal and an old fashioned version, which is difficult for even the Japanese to fully comprehend. The stories tell of past events and embellish historical dramas.

Live music with traditional instruments and singing set the atmosphere, creating a visually stunning performance, complimented by wonderfully decorated scenery and a lively stage set. Sets have trap doors and revolving platforms for scene changes and the arrival and disappearance of characters .Some have long ‘Catwalks’ leading through the rows of spectators to the Kabuki stage.



Helpers to the actors, vested in black, can be briefly spotted like darting shadows, their dark silhouettes flitting about the stage offering props and supporting the performer as required. These dark clad assistants are called; - Kurogo and though one can’t help but notice there presence, they are considered non-existent. 

Many ladies at first day opening performances attend the show wearing beautiful embroidered Kimonos.

I used to pop by once in a while to immerse myself in all this glamour. Short term visitors and the curious were permitted free viewing from the very upper balconies and seating that were found in the heights of the playhouse, resting just below the ornate and decorated Theatre ceiling ;- the ‘Gods’.

Here I enjoyed an interesting cultural experience which retold and revitalized tales and events from Japans long established, rich heritage and traditions, offering a vivid and dramatic glimpse of a bygone age.

























The ‘Budokan’: All Japan / World Karate Championship’s.

During my time in Japan I was fortunate to be able to attend the Major Karate Tournaments which were held at the prestigious Nippon Budokan, (Japan Martial/Warrior - House/Hall) located in Kitanomaru Park in central Tokyo. The impressive octagonal building was originally built for the 1964 Summer Olympics to present the Judo competition.

Today it is a popular venue for musical events and rock concerts. The Beatles were the first pop band to play here in the summer of 1966.There was some hostility and disapproval to this gig, as it was felt a Western Pop band would not be appropriate performing in this Martial Arts Arena. They felt it would tarnish and corrupt its Martial Spirit and image. The concert went ahead and over the years many other famous rock bands followed, playing live at the Budokan.

However, the Budokans main function and purpose is still to host and serve the Martial Arts. All the major, recognized Japanese styles and schools hold their annual National Championships here; this includes a rich variety of Martial Arts; - Judo, Aikido, Kendo, Shorinji Kempo, Karate etc.

Among the hi-lights of my visits were The All Japan (Shotokan J.K.A) Karate Championships and the first ever World ‘Shoto’ Cup (1985).

Other great treats were attending and witnessing;

The All Japan Wado-Ryu Karate championships.

The All Japan Goju-Ryu Karate Championships.

The All Japan Shorinji Kempo Championships.

The All Japan Shito-Ryu Karate Championships .

The 1987, 4th Kyokushinkai World Open Karate tournament.








AIKIDO


Whilst in Japan I visited the Aikido Hombu Dojo of Doshu Morihei Ueshiba (founder of the Aikikai School) on a number of occasions.
This was a purpose built Dojo, originally a wooden building, constructed in the 1930’s prior to its modernization and rebuilding in concrete in the late 1960’s and in the 1970’s two more floors were added, making it a five story building. 

The Dojo was not far from my place of work, and only a few blocks away in Wakamatsu-Cho, Shinjuku. The main Dojo was on the third floor and this was a large and spacious matted area, allowing plenty of room for students to perform their magnificent spinning locks, spectacular throws, break falls and rolls. During my visits I marveled at the skills and concepts I encountered, it was a fascinating Japanese Martial Art.

The Aikido student employed a subtle method of meeting and blending with their opponent’s form of attack, fusing with the attacker’s rhythm and using that force against them, rather than resisting and clashing. This is a form of ‘Awase’ (blending, uniting).

AIKI- (DO):

AI- Joining/Uniting // KI- (Energy) Spirit // (DO-Way/Path). 

Some would say that Aiki is the same as the Karate Kiai and there are obvious similarities, but Aiki refers to extracting the power, (Ki), out of the attack, whilst Kiai is generating the power, (Ki), into the attack, a subtle difference.

KIAI-

KI- Energy (Spirit) // AI- to Unite/Joining (An abbreviation of the word ‘Awasu’, meaning literally to Unite. 

Hence; - Aiki means; - United energy and Kiai means; - Energy united.





35) ISAKA SENSEI:
Isaka Sensei fascinated me.
His approach to Karate training was ‘Different’; he appeared a very serious and intense Sensei. 
Always polite, but a busy man, pre-occupied in developing the perfect technique and movement in his Karate. He was dedicated and deeply engrossed in this quest.
Somewhat of a pioneer in the J.K.A Shotokan School, he experimented with the body’s biomechanics and its relationship in performing Karate, searching for the most efficient and effective way to utilise the body. Studying, identifying and isolating the body’s muscles, relevant to the particular technique studied, enhancing and maximising the speed and power through the relaxation and tension of the muscle groups involved to increase the techniques desired effect. 
Akihito Isaka Sensei had a very impressive competitive record, holding several titles over a distinguished career. His Karate was strictly traditional Shotokan, but he was always seeking to improve and refine the style further.
His teaching skills and unique methods of instruction made him a very popular Sensei and his advice and teaching was much in demand. 
Some early morning classes, but more often before the late afternoon class, virtually every day, Isaka Sensei could be found stood in front of the large mirrored wall section of the Dojo. Studying his form, his Gi trousers rolled up to the knee, performing painfully slow motion Mae geri (Front kick).Totally focused and executing the movement with exact precision, feeling the muscles, tendons, fibres actions etc., methodically breaking down the technique to understand how it all worked, as he slowly kicked. Grasping the muscles function and adopting this knowledge to maximise the strikes potential.
Isaka Sensei’s serious study of the body’s physiology, in relation to Karate, has undoubtedly improved the development and understanding of Karate techniques. His innovative approach and ideas to this subject have been a great contribution and enhancement to the style.




















36) UPS and DOWNS.
The Karate Roller coaster of thoughts and Feelings...
My Karate ability and understanding progressed slowly but surely, there was no ‘Instant Karate’ or short cuts. It took time, patience, commitment, effort and perseverance which were important ingredients to advancement. 
In Japanese there is a word which could be used to summarise this ingredient;-
Tamashii, an indomitable spirit, to cultivate a strong, unwavering mind set to obtain an objective.
In my own study and practise I found that once a particular subject had been understood and could be performed correctly and to an acceptable standard, a new level was reached.
The new level attained would invariably lead onto the next level up and subject to be confronted, grappled, grasped and mastered...Each new level reached advanced us one  step up towards the mountains summit and success.
The instructors at the J.K.A were always diligent in supporting the students study and with acute attention to detail which they generously communicated, which sometimes made you feel inundated with sensory and information overload.
 During some classes the attention was so intense that every nut and bolt of the technique’s mechanism, its execution and movement, were broken down into individual segments and each part painstakingly explored and explained.
This was excellent and informative teaching, but I have to confess to being unable to perform in a fluid way as each segment had to be connected in a precise manner. I felt I was being tied up in knots trying to achieve the detail required. 
Every part of your stance, body alignment, its position, the flow of movement and execution of technique was adjusted and corrected to create the perfect Karate. This initially, could be frustrating, as you had to apply the advice and wrestle with your body and the concept, re-arranging yourself to perform as perfectly as the Sensei required, nothing less was acceptable.
I was regularly given a lot of attention, adjusted and re-configured, from ‘top to toe’, the flaws in my Karate exposed, pointed out and corrected.
I often contemplated the situation and wondered why they picked on me and gave me so much attention, as I noticed other Karate class mates performing poorly or incorrectly and yet they were not corrected or advised. 
Some days it felt very draining, trying hard to accommodate these exhausting and demanding standards. On bad days, when feeling in low spirits, the constant attention and regular correction made me feel I was not good enough or worse, perhaps they did not like me and were giving me a subtle message, Karate is not for you. 
On reflection and with a clear mind, I came to understand I was actually being taught properly, with great care and with a very special assistance that could only enhance my Karate. This realisation finally dawned on me one evening, after beating myself up mentally about the constant correction, direction and progress of my Karate.
I was in the local Yakitori bar, across the road from the Hombu Dojo. It was a small but cosy bar serving beverage and snacks. The perfect watering-hole and resting place for weary Karateka, here we often retired to nurse our bruises and lick our wounds!
This particular evening, I was amongst a group of Japanese Karate students, enjoying a few drinks and discussion about... ‘Karate’.
My tongue loosened by the cold beer, I confided that I had grave concerns in connection with the Sensei constantly correcting me. Why so much attention? I pondered. Explaining to them how it felt a negative situation, as though pouring cold water on my enthusiasm and effort, dampening my spirit.
A student, wiser than I, interpreted the situation and made his point clearly. Illustrating how it was in fact a positive situation, adding how privileged and fortunate I was. The attention indicated that the Sensei’s recognised your efforts and were helping you. You were deemed worthy, they see you have potential; they are interested in your progress. The Sensei’s are investing their time, experience and expertise in you. 
 “You are very lucky!” he told me.
And in a moment of clarity, I realised truthfully I was.
It was the ‘Kick in the butt’ I needed to snap out of my wallowing in self-doubts and self-pity and realise this attention and assistance was not only constructive, but priceless. I had perceived the regular, extra personal instruction, very poorly and incorrectly. They were not putting me down, they were lifting me up!
I converted my perception, and saw things with a fresh mind and new eyes, and learnt to cherish every correction and adjustment the teachers afforded me. I was certainly getting my money’s worth!
The ‘Master’, the owner of the Yakitori bar, was always welcoming, quick with a smile and funny story .He liked to share the local (Ebisu) news and gossip entertaining my visits with colourful tales of neighbourhood occurrences and ‘going-ons’ . One evening in casual conversation and knowing I was a Karate student from the Dojo across the road, he confided in me that the Dojo regularly sent a junior student Instructor over for a bucket of ice for injuries sustained in the infamous instructor’s class held at the Hombu.
Here I often sat at weekends treating myself to a well-deserved small feast, consisting of a variety of skewered meats, some Soy sauce, and a dab of Wasabi (Japanese mustard), to dip the meats in, all washed down with Chu-hi, a refreshing body and mind lubricating, lemon soda drink with lots of ice and a large dash of Shochu, giving an effect similar to strong vodka. Two glasses of Chu-hi and you were at peace with the cosmos... (Generally drunk from the neck down it seemed, one became comfortably numb...)
Another evening, I was with a small group of students and Sensei Imamura (World Shoto Cup Kumite Champion1987 and a few weeks away from winning the All Japan Kumite Championships at the Budokan on 24-25/9/88), Izumiya and Sensei Shina joined us for some food and drinks. In conversation Sensei Izumiya asked me some questions about my Karate study, reasons for choosing Karate, coming to Japan etc. which I answered thoughtfully and honestly and got his nodding approval. The final question being, what grade I wished to achieve in Karate. I thought for a moment and decided I should be humble and not seem too eager for high grade glory and said I would be very happy to reach third Dan. 
He replied immediately and told me; - “You aim too low! You must aim higher!” I said; - “Oss! Sensei, I understand. I shall endeavour to reach higher”.
We raised our beer glasses toasting one another and gave a big loud “Kampai!!” (Cheers!)
On another memorable outing and celebration amongst some of my Karate class mates and Sensei occurred on Sunday the 9th of April 1989. The Japanese class Sempai’s (seniors) along with the regular Deshi (students) arranged a party to celebrate four Kenshusei, (intensive training student) who had graduated from the notorious *J.K.A Hombu Dojo instructors training programme. Having completed their rigorous study they were now recognised and certified as full time professional teachers of Karate.
The graduated instructors where; - SenseiTatsuya Naka, Sensei Nobuyoki Aramoto and Sensei Pemba Tamang, (a Nepalese gentleman, who at this moment in time was the only non-Japanese student to have been enrolled and successfully completed his apprenticeship in this esteemed class). Also a young lady, Yoko Nakamura was among the graduates and celebrated, but I note according to the J.K.A list of Kenshusei it states she graduated in 1987. (Perhaps a belated appreciation?).  Her performance of Kata was astounding, graceful, accurate and powerful, I watched her deservedly win the first Shoto World cup and become the ladies Kata Champion in 1985. This little lady could certainly pack a punch!
Meeting around 11am at a trendy restaurant in Shibuya we indulged in an oriental feast washed down with much warm sake and cold beer, regularly toasting our Sensei’s success with hearty “Kampais!”(Cheers!) And Omedeto!” (Congratulations!) Our enthusiastic voices booming about the bistro in salute. 
Mid-afternoon after the meal and drinks we found ourselves in Yoyogi park conversing and recounting Dojo Karate stories and taking photos to record the special day. In the course of conversation it was discovered that it was my birthday, tomorrow, the 10th of April, I would be 29. 


“Sogoi”! (Great!) Exclaimed the Sensei’s. Aramoto Sensei told me you must perform Kata and Naka Sensei suggested everyone sing along with Happy Birthday …Oh dear I thought…An odd combination and request, but it was an offer I could not refuse on this occasion. The Kata chosen was Heinan Yondan, so with a belly full of beer and rice wine and the encouragement of fifteen merry Karate souls singing Happy Birthday, I performed the Kata, as best I could under the circumstances, to my smiling, chanting audience. Once my performance was completed everybody clapped heartily and we had a good laugh.
Foot note:
*The Instructors Class; - The Tigers Lair!
The Japan Karate Association instructor’s course and classes was host to the best of the best exponents of Shotokan Karate. It had a worldwide reputation for excellence and the world’s leading J.K.A Shotokan Karate experts and teachers graduated from the intensive three year course. After graduation the core of the teachers who taught at the Hombu and about Tokyo, continued studying and training in this class every day, year in year out. As a specialised class admission was by invitation only, it had a strictly closed door policy and no spectators were allowed to witness the classes unless invited and granted special permission.
The regular daily classes at the J.K.A Hombu, were always demanding, tough, challenging and sweaty, usually bruising and sometimes bloody affaires, but always educational. The instructor’s class was on a higher level still, several times severer and even more intense. 
The instructor’s class was held in high esteem, Karate students regarded it as a definitive study of Shotokan Karate, a premier level of practise. It possessed an aura of trepidation and a steely sense of danger permeated its mystique, the Tigers Lair’, as I called it when contemplating its persona. There was certainly a unique mood and vibrant energy surrounding this class.
The instructor’s class began soon after our daily special morning class, six days a week, all the top Sensei’s attending the course would gather in the Dojo and start limbering up prior to their quality class, whilst we showered and changed after completing our lesson. This was as close as we got or were permitted to the teachers training session. 
By dawdling and hanging back a little, one hoped to get a brief peep of the Sensei’s class. This plan failed on every occasion and anyone caught hanging about would be told to leave immediately, shoo-shooed and ushered out of the Dojo by the seniors.
Having been discovered lagging behind, we would be in a state of panic, apologising profusely, bowing repetitively and simultaneously trying to run as quickly as we could down the side of the Dojo, our damp rolled up Do-gi’s clutched desperately under our arms as we hurried out, stealing quick glances of the Sensei warming up. 
Kenshusei
The training programme (Kenshusei) was introduced in 1956 by Master Nakayama to uphold uniformity, a standardisation and to control and maintain the progress and quality of the style.
During my time in Japan, this class comprised Karate greats such as Sensei Asai, Ueki, Abe, Ohishi, Isaka, Tanaka, Osaka, Imura, Kurasako, Yahara, Kawawada , Ohmura, Kagawa, Ogura, Imamura, Yokomichi , Shina, Izumiya, Hanzaki, Koike, Nakamura, Tamang (The only foreigner enrolled in the class at this moment in time and a great honour), Aramoto ,Naka and Noda all led and instructed by Master Nakayama. It was an awesome line up and an extraordinary level of talent gathered and concentrated in one class. 
The Japan Karate associations (J.K.A) motto is; - ‘Keepers of Karate’s Highest Tradition’.
Some days I would get to the Dojo late afternoon, before the early evening classes began, to practise Kata and use the Makiwara. On more than one occasion I recall strolling barefoot across the Dojo floor following, but avoiding, a trail of what appeared to be droplets of red candle wax which led to the changing rooms and then realising it was in fact dry clots of dark, crimson blood, staining the wooden floor .

A bloody memory from the previous class I mused, which incidentally had been the infamous instructor’s class...

37) ‘The Great Buddha of Kamakura’

Sunday was a day of rest and repose. The Dojo was closed.
It was time to relax, allowing me time to unwind and to explore Tokyo and the surrounding areas delights.
One of my favourite escapes and an enjoyable day trip was a two hour train ride out of Tokyo to Kamakura (‘Kanagawa Prefecture’). Once an Imperial city, set on the sheltered inland cove of Sagami Bay. 
My interest in this area was its proximity to the sea and sandy beaches, albeit the dark volcanic variety. Coming from a small Island (Jersey, Channel Isles, G.B) I missed the sea and sand! 
Another BIG attraction was the magnificent ‘Kamakura Daibtsu’; - ‘The Great Buddha of Kamakura’ and a thoughtful memorial to Master Funakoshi. (Shotokan Karate’s founding Father).
I often walked along the dark sands barefoot to feel the grains of sand massage my hardened Dojo feet and taste the salty sea breeze, all very refreshing and revitalising, good for the Soul.
One could not come to Kamakura without visiting the Great Buddha.
The image of a magnificent bronze Amida Buddha rested in a classical seated, meditational pose. The figure reaches a height of 13.35 meters, rising about three storeys high. (It is the second tallest Bronze Buddha statue in Japan). The image is said to weigh approx. 93 tonnes.
The Giant Buddha statue, Cast in 1252, was originally housed within a large wooden temple but due to natures sometime violent moods, the building housing the Buddha was destroyed several times by typhoons and tidal waves. 
The base of the statue was destroyed during the Great Kanto earthquake of 1923, but was rebuilt a few years later.


The Great Buddha has been sat in the open air since 1495 and seems quite content, looking quite magnificent under bright blue summer skies. Having witnessed and survived all these catastrophes the bronze cast Buddha still sits in a calm mood, unperturbed by the whims of time or the elements...a much loved icon and symbol of Japan.
For the curious or those seeking shade and some coolness, you could even venture within the hollow Buddha’s bronze image for a small fee and wander about the inverted Buddha’s dark interior, admiring its moulding and construction, its seams and rivets if that interested you.
A notice within the Temple grounds reads;- 
"Stranger, whosoever thou art and whatsoever be thy creed, when thou enterest this sanctuary remember thou treadest upon ground hallowed by the worship of ages. This is the Temple of Bhudda (sic) and the gate of the eternal, and should therefore be entered with reverence." 
I often came here to the Temple grounds of ‘Kotokuin’ and marvelled at the Buddha’s size and serene image set amongst the Temples peaceful surroundings.
The peace was regularly interrupted, in a polite and orderly Japanese way, by groups of visiting school children and coach loads of elderly visitors who came to this popular attraction for a day out, take photos and to pay their respects.
This was a good spot for ‘people watching’ and to pass a lazy but rewarding gentle day.
Rudyard Kipling the famous poet and writer, visited Kamakura and wrote a poem in tribute to the statue (circa 1892);-‘Buddha of Kamakura’.






38) MASTER ( SHOTO) FUNAKOSHI
A memorial to Master Gichin (‘Shoto’) Funakoshi, founder of the Shotokan style of Japanese Karate, is also to be found in Kamakura, built in 1968, as a tribute to the Masters life and legacy.
Set in the Temple grounds of ‘Engaku-Ji’ Temple, which was one of the most important Zen Buddhist Temples in Japan.
The stone monument has some calligraphy which reads; - ‘Karate Ni Sente Nashi’ (There is no first attack in Karate).One of the Masters, Niju Kun, twenty precepts. There is also a poem, beside this. (Right, of the precept). Which Master Funakoshi wrote on his way to Japan, from Okinawa. 
Another stone recounts a brief history of the Masters life and his dedication to the development of the Art of Karate Do, with an explanation about the Masters transformation of Karate Jutsu to Karate Do.
Finishing their tribute the students wrote;-
“To commemorate his virtue and great contributions to modern Karate, as a pioneer, his loyal students organised the ‘Shotokai’ and erected this monument”.
The stone tablet ending in the profound;-
“Kenzen Ichi” (The Fist and Zen are One).
Master Funakoshi was born November 10th, 1868 and ‘left this World’ on April 26th, 1957.
I stopped off here, whenever I visited Kamakura. It was a station stop (Kita-Kamakura), along the same train line (JR Shonan-Shinjuku line), passing beside the Temple complex which took one to the Kamakura terminal JR station. Here I would pay my respects, and reflect on the Masters teachings and the legacy he left behind. 
I also attended a ceremony here on a special memorial day, commemorating the Masters life and organised by the J.K.A Hombu Dojo. I was one of two foreigners, stood amongst a gathering of Japanese Karate Sensei’s and Students. We offered thanks, prayer and gifts of flowers, incense, rice and water, in traditional Buddhist custom.
























39) ‘Stroll on the beach...’
One afternoon I was walking along the beach at Kamakura and exploring the small coves that framed the rugged and twisting coastline. I climbed up and over some big smooth boulders and rocks worn by the sea, investigating small clear rock pools stirred by darting shrimps and side walking little crabs, and found my way onto a sandy track that led one off the beach and strayed into a wooded forest of tall trees.
An elderly Japanese gent approached me, coming down the track.
“Sir”, he said. “Do you know the Lord Jesus Christ?” 
An odd greeting and peculiar question from a total stranger, emerging from a forest! But this was Japan and things could be perplexing for an Occidental living in an Oriental perspective.
He was polite, well dressed, un-threatening, spoke good English and posed an intriguing question on a lazy summer afternoon ... (A convert to Christianity I guessed).
Without really thinking I replied immediately;-“Yes I do, in fact, I have just been walking and talking with his Father” (i.e.;-God).
The old man looked surprised, considered my reply and then smiled broadly; - “Sogoi”! (“Great!”) He replied, “Very good answer”. Our conversation went no further and seemingly content and satisfied with my answer he hurried off on his way, saying; - “thank you...thank you... goodbye...”
No other question was asked.
I thought about his question and my quick reply. I had no intention of being flippant or cheeky, the answer just came out. In a way it was true, as fanciful as it sounded.
I had not been praying in the classical sense, but in a private way I had been communicating with the ‘unseen’, a concept of ‘God’. Thinking and talking things over with my inner conscience, that guiding voice.


Somewhere deep within my own thoughts I had been contemplating life’s mysteries, wrestling the puzzle of existence, the riddles of the cosmos, the wonder and magic of nature, the mind-boggling  variety of sights, sounds, smells, shapes and sizes ,the flavours ,tastes , feelings, the colours, textures and designs that make up our experience of reality. 
Then contemplation of the Buddha, Jesus, and Krishna, their messages...All wonderfully profound, enriching teachings and philosophies requiring time to ponder and reflect on.
I was no theologian and avoided belonging to any ‘Religious club’. Though baptised a Christian, I didn’t really spend time in churches praying in the traditional sense, or wearing a crucifix in a regimented way. Though I attended church services for family baptisms, marriages and funerals .I respected religious beliefs, the underlying message was harmony, peace and love in all the great religions, and I believed it gave hope and comfort to many in a confusing and often cruel world.
I tried to lead a good life and sincerely hoped that there was a purpose for this gift of life, its experience, the present reality and my perception of being, of living. 
I secretly hoped there was an omnipotent spirit, a benevolent superior being, an all-powerful and compassionate creator guiding us mere mortals towards a just world of abundant peace and infinite love. My utopia...
I guess my hope was rather demanding, and it was quite a big ‘wish list’... 
Sometimes when my lofty ideals evaporated or abandoned me and I fell, or crash landed back to Earth from Heavenly heights, dusting off the Stardust, I contemplated if perhaps this was it, the expected event. It was all here and now. We ourselves were Heaven and Hell. Our fates and destiny decided by the choices we took, the life we constructed and led.Yes, I’m sure there must be higher goals and deeper meanings, but at times I feared perhaps they resided only in the mind, dwelling merely in mankind’s artistic notions.
Alternatively; - perhaps the ‘Gods’ had a mischievous streak and rolled the dice, gambling with their creation .Mankind’s destiny played out on a giant universal game board. You and I just ‘pieces’ in their entertaining contest, each  move, step and turn we took depending on the whim and roll of the dice and the number revealed when it landed.
Like in the game;-‘Snakes & Ladders’, we advance and climb the ladders reaching new heights and progress or we retreat and slide down the snakes to lower depths, regressing. Playing the board game of life, the proverbial roller coaster of ‘ups & downs’, forward or backwards, upwards or downwards, above or below... To reach the top and win the game, or perhaps not! I concluded that something is gained and something is lost in living each day, with equal servings of pleasure and pain in a bitter-sweet adventure…
I walked among the tall trees, enjoying their shade and shadow. I afforded myself a smile, considering my inner questions and answers, my assumptions, arguments, considerations and conclusions, my mind games. 
I guess I should be careful in how I engaged my thoughts during my internal silent dialogues, my soul searching.
I believe when you talk to God it is called prayer, but if God talks to you, it’s probably a recognised mental illness, possibly schizophrenia!
I certainly was not hearing voices or receiving commands or messages from the heavens. Though I did listen carefully...
I was comfortable with my notions and enjoying life’s challenges, its contradictions, its mysteries and intrigues. I considered thinking about these enigmas a healthy mental exercise, exploring and stretching my cerebral capacity, utilising the gift of imagination, trying to understand and make sense of it all. Searching for my purpose and place in life. To try and grasp the deeper meanings and higher ideals revealed, to experience a fuller, more productive and satisfactory existence on Mother Earth, 
Whatever the truth, I believe; - “It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness”. 
(A quote/proverb attributed to several people, notably J.F. Kennedy and brought to public’s attention by Peter Benenson, the founder of Amnesty International at a human rights day ceremony held in December 1961.The candle circled by barbed wire has become the societies emblem)
I proceeded on my philosophical peregrination, one foot dangling over the edge of the abyss and eternal mystery, the other foot balancing precariously on a banana skin...




















40) Springtime ‘Sakura’& ‘Hanami’
Springtime was a refreshing time of the year, a time of renewal; nature was shaking off its cold, bleak winter coat and bursting forth in warmer shades, the seasonal flowers flourished and bloomed in vibrant colours. A revival was proceeding, a new crispiness filled the air, a fresh sense of hopefulness prevailed. 
In Japan an age old custom is to picnic under a Sakura (cherry tree) at this time of year, enjoying the blossoms (Ume) in full bloom. The blossoms usually reach Tokyo around early April, and Hanami festivals are held to celebrate this event. (Hanami is the custom of picnicking under the cherry blossoms)
Large numbers of people congregate about and below the glorious, budding trees decorated in blooming pink and white flowers. Families, friends and work mates gather to celebrate the trees beauty and spring’s welcome arrival, enjoying snacks and drinking warm Sake. Temple grounds, shrines and parks are popular locations for a cherry blossom picnic.
The festival was originally celebrated by the elite members of the Imperial court, and slowly spread to the warrior class, the Samurai and then later to the common people.
The cherry blossoms advancement is tracked from its beginnings in Southern Japan, known as the cherry blossom front, (Sakura zensen) as it makes its way north.
The Sakura is symbolic in Japan and associated with mortality; - life’s brief transience, its delicate form and beauty, blooming then dying, a metaphor for the fleeting joy and beauty of living.
The blossom image is regularly depicted in Japanese art, and found on many Japanese items from the rich decoration of an elegant Kimono, to adorning dishware, from stationary items to tattooed bodies etc. All embellished with the popular Sakura motif. As well as found in Japanese art it is also celebrated in Japanese poetry and literature.
On a more ominous note, the Sakura was painted onto the sides of planes used by Japanese Kamikaze (Divine wind) pilots during WWII, before setting off on their suicide missions. The Sakura again used to symbolise life’s transience and impermanence.
There are also many folk stories about the Japanese relationship with the Sakura.
One story recounts;-
‘The Samurai and the Sakura’
There was a Samurai who cherished the Sakura tree that had resided for many years in his family garden. The tree was so old that his parents, grandparents and ancestors had all enjoyed the trees presence ,particularly its springtime awakening and the flowering blossoms .The family used to meditate under its decorated branches festooned in glorious blooms, enjoying  natures  gift and beauty.
As the years rolled by and the Samurai aged, the seasons came and went and the tree became his most precious possession.
Sadly one day, the tree, very old now, began to wither and die. During one bitter winter the old tree, finally succumbed to age and the harsh elements and died. 
The Samurai was devastated and overcome with grief. It had been his dearest treasure and a source of great joy. Nothing could console him due to the demise of his prized tree.
After many days of mourning he went out into the winter white garden, bowed down before the old tree and begged of it; - “Please, I beg of you please bloom once again otherwise I am going to die instead of you!” 
Feeling old, lonely and hopeless, he sat down under the tree and unable to contain his despair any longer drew his short sword (Tanto) and committed ritual suicide, Seppuku / Harakiri. 
His warm, red blood spilling onto the white snow and staining the trees roots...In death his soul was released, departing from his earthly body, the liberated spirit immediately entering and uniting with his beloved old tree.
An hour later, in the midst of winter, miraculously the tree blossomed once again, energized by the Samurai’s spirit.
The story goes on to explain that since that day, every year the tree continued to bloom in winter on the exact day the Samurai had made his oath and offered his life in sacrifice.
****************************************************************

I spent one glorious springtime afternoon at Ueno Park, Tokyo, sat under one of many cherry trees that grew here. (Over 600 Yoshino cherry trees flourish in the park). The trees branches decked like carnival bunting, bursting in stunning pink and white Sakura blossoms that danced gently in the breeze, before a sudden gust caused the delicate blooms to rain down, showering me like wedding confetti in fragile scented petals. 
It evoked the old Samurai’s story and I pondered the tale... In a moment of clarity or Sake induced enlightenment, I sincerely appreciated what the Sakura symbolically represented, the profound wonder and fragility of life, its fleeting beauty and transient moment. 

“Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery, and today is a gift... ”
 (That’s why it’s called the present).

 (A wonderful quote attributed to various people, there is no specific proof of original source though believed to be the creation of either- Ellenor Roosvelt, Bil Keane or Alice Morse Earle).
























41) The YAKUZA. (Japanese Mafia)
The ‘Yakuza’ are an infamous Japanese organised crime syndicate. It is not one single organisation but several individual gangs, crime families and clans that are involved and control the murky and seedy side of Japanese business and run the lucrative ‘Black Market’ trade.
Yakuza translates to Eight, (YA) Nine (KU) and Three (ZA), these amount to worthless digits as they equal a  Zero points score in a Japanese card game named; -Oicho-kabu (Similar to ‘Black Jack’).This is the worst hand one can be dealt or hold, it is worthless and literally pointless, a losing hand.
Hence the name implies; - Worthless, good for nothing.
The gang’s structure is similar to other organised crime syndicates, such as the Mafia family structure. 
A single Kumicho (the big boss) or Oyabun (foster parent) is in charge and rules the roost. The Yakuza Oyabun method incorporates the Japanese hierarchical system as caregiver, i.e.; - the foster parent (Oyabun) and child (Kobun) relationship. It is a close relationship demanding loyalty, respect and like a family they are afforded the clans protection.
The Oyabun, in Mafia terms the ‘Don’, rules the gang under very strict leadership rules and runs the operation in a highly organised fashion.
The Yakuza involve themselves in all the usual rackets that spin profits, from illegal gambling dens, pornography and prostitution, protection rackets, counterfeiting, smuggling, drugs, fraud, general scams and putting pressure on successful and legitimate businesses via intimidation and blackmail in securing ‘contributions’ or ‘donations’...
SOKAIYA.
Bribery in the form of Sokaiya is the most popular form of extortion used by the Yakuza. Finding any incriminating evidence on a business or company president and threatening to turn up at important meetings and ‘dish the dirt’, generally being a nuisance and disrupting the proceedings, ‘IF’ they are not rewarded and paid a fee. 
Embarrassment and humiliation in Japan brings great shame and is much feared and something to be avoided at any cost... The Yakuza ‘cash in’ on this.
Oddly in polite fashion and according to Japanese custom, using an indirect and roundabout way, they request a charitable donation or sponsorship for special events they have organised. Offering expensive tickets with highly inflated prices for the privilege to attend these sports events, music concerts and beauty shows .An ‘offer’ the Company cannot refuse...
In 1982 the Sokaiya scam was taking on huge proportions and affecting many companies. A new law was introduced and made it illegal to pay blackmailers. But this had little effect. The Yakuza just changed tactics and strategies disguising their methods. One method that has proved quite effective was for all the companies’ to have the annual shareholder meetings on the same day. The gangsters cannot be everywhere at the same time and so this disrupted the organised criminals scam somewhat.
It is reported 90% of the Tokyo Stock exchange corporations hold the general shareholders annual meeting on the same day...
The Gangsters also involve themselves in front companies and with ill-gotten gains invest in legitimate businesses for example; - real estate, construction, entertainment, import/exports. 
On the Silver screen.
The cinematic version portrays these crooks as a kind of modern day Samurai with the same honourable ethics.
They are generally celebrated in Japanese film and given a nostalgic and romantic status, as the often misunderstood heroes, upholders of Japanese traditions, embracing honour and loyalty and preserving the Samurai legacy.
Boryokudan or Ninkyo Dantai?
The authorities call the criminals; - Boryokudan (Translates to; - Violence group). This is an insulting word, insinuating a degenerate and violent thug, a gangster with no class. The gangsters, on the other hand, refer to themselves as; -Ninkyo Dantai (Translates to; - Chivalrous group). They see themselves as an exclusive gentlemen’s club or charitable business association...
The gangs/clans that make up the Yakuza have different roots and their origins make for a variety of colourful and sometimes romantic tales. All members have similar histories and come from the same background;-the poor, unemployed, misfits, petty criminals, wheelers and dealers, gamblers, master less and unemployed Samurai (Ronin) all finding themselves falling on hard times and  bonding together in an unholy alliance of desperate free market profiteers, eventually materialising and forming the gangs of today.
Some believe the Yakuza predecessors originate from the Kabuki Mono- (The Crazy ones). Gangs of loutish individuals, street thugs who wore outlandish clothing, sporting eccentric, unusual hairstyles, spoke in a vulgar slang and carried long swords (Katana) intimidating local towns and villages as they disturbed the peace, robbing, fighting and killing. Ship less, land loving Pirates of sorts. 
As a point of interest, it is from these odd hooligans and characters that the Kabuki theatre traces its origins, borrowing from the outrageous Kabuki Mono’s extravagant hairstyles and the outlandish colours and costumes they wore. The word Kabuku means to deviate.
The Yakuza believe they are descended from honourable men -the Machi-Yakko (City Servants).Beholden by the local populace as heroes and protectors. Serving the local communities and protecting them from bandits and thieves.
There are tales of the unemployed warriors, Samurai who found themselves master less and jobless during times of relative peace, and became Ronin-(Master less Samurai) selling their skills as ‘Swords for hire’, an Oriental version of the ‘Magnificent Seven’.
(The ‘The Magnificent Seven’ was a 1960’s Hollywood ‘Western-Cowboy’’ film depicting the ‘good guys’ as vigilantes protecting the poor and vulnerable villages from roving gangs of predatory bandits. Incidentally, the ‘Magnificent Seven’ was a remake of an earlier Japanese idea/story and film; - ‘The Seven Samurai’).
Others believe their roots are from the Tekiya (street peddlers) and Bakuto (gamblers) whose title names still are found in some Yakuza clans.
It appears a mixed bag of characters came together to form and create the established Yakuza gangs that we know and who dominate todays modern Japanese underworld.
IRIZUMI
The Yakuza wear colourful tattoos (Irizumi); some have their whole body covered in an inky suit of body art.
Originally tattoos were to show non-conformity to the rules and regulations of society and began as simple black ringed tattoo’s worn on the arms, to reflect each crime committed .The tattoo was also seen as a sign of strength. Today it is still all these things but also a badge of honour and often representative of the clan you hail from and serve.
I have tattoos on my upper arms and they attracted a lot of unwanted attention in Japan. ‘Gaijin Yakuza’ some confused locals pondered and mumbled! I do recall with some embarrassment that people on occasion, noticing my tattoos, would look concerned and move away from me if my tattoos exposed themselves, showing through my thin cotton shirt on a hot summer’s day or if my shirt sleeve rose up.
I certainly was no Yakuza and tried to conceal them as best I could.
At street fairs the local Yakuza, who managed the stalls were always keen to inspect the tops of my arms (biceps and shoulders) when spotting my inky tattoo designs poking out from underneath my short shirt sleeves and would request to see them, they would then compliment me and take off their shirts to display their tattoos which they wore with great pride, their upper bodies revealing heavily tattooed torsos and limbs. The designs were very colourful and beautiful. 
I never had any problems with the local gangsters and they generally left foreigners alone. They saw us as a novelty and guest rather than a ‘cash cow’ or target. We weren’t worth the trouble, I guess. I often got a cold beer and a small snack delivered to me when visiting bars, a gift courtesy of a local gangster or two sat at another table. I always gave a polite smile, bow and grateful thank you and they appeared content to make one welcome, sometimes wanting to introduce themselves and have a good natured chat about ones thoughts and feelings about Japan.
Of course I was generous with my flattery and praise and truly it was my honest opinion, I genuinely loved Japan. Of course they would be delighted and I would gain even more beers!
YUBITUME.
Some gangsters I noted had fingertips missing. At first, I thought from an accident, but there were many individuals and instances of missing digits, so perplexed by this odd incidence I investigated and discovered; -Yubitume...
An interesting, if somewhat bloody and gruesome practise.
The Yakuza employed this ritual as an offer of apology and sign of regret. This ritual entailed chopping your little digit fingertip off or could entail a whole finger depending on the gravity of the apology This was then presented to the ‘Boss’(Oyabun) wrapped in a piece of cloth as a symbol of sincere apology for some failure or wrong doing, a begging for forgiveness.
The finger cutting ritual it is said, originates from the Bakuto (Gamblers) who failing to pay a debt would have a digit cut off leaving him unable to clasp a sword correctly and hence leaving him vulnerable and compromised in defending himself. It also served as a warning sign that the person had not paid a debt and was not to be trusted.
References; - Yakuza: Past and present: Adam Johnson. Japan 135.Prof.Naff


































42) PERFUMED COACKROACHES
Another pest, unwanted roommate and a regular visitor were cockroaches. No matter how clean, hygienic and tidy you kept your room and belongings, cockroaches would find a way to pay a visit. In Japan there were some big black, ugly bugs the size of a mouse, super roaches!
Scuttling along the matted Tatami floors they would catch your attention. There were a variety of sizes of roaches and if you invested in a Cockroach Motel; - “They check in but don’t check out”, as the advert read, you would find a huge selection of these beasts, in all shapes and sizes stuck to the gluey floor of the ‘cockroach motel’ that had tempted the bug’s curiosity and sealed their fate, leaving them incapacitated and ready for disposal. 
A horrible ending to the creatures, but what else could one do to stop their raids and impromptu visits? These were critters supposedly able to survive a nuclear war! Stamping on them was an option, but that was a grisly exercise and created a vile crunching sound that made me feel a bit queasy and was messy .It required several stamps of ones foot to finish the wounded, crushed beast, as it continued moving in all directions, each severed part seemingly alive and trying to escape. They were certainly tough opponents.
One evening listening to some music cassettes on my Sony Walkman (A portable audio - music player and prehistoric version of today’s iPod) lazing about on my Futon. I was suddenly aware of something landing abruptly on my bare chest and then charging down my stomach towards my boxer shorts and nether regions at great speed. Surprised and shocked at this sudden occurrence, it gave me a jump, believing it was a mouse, as it felt quite large and moved fast. Getting up in a panic, I saw it was a cockroach, a big one. I sought the can of ‘Bug terminator’ spray we kept in the room. The bug fiend retreated into a corner, perfect. Not wanting to stamp on it in my bare feet and make a mess, I pointed the can and sprayed, “Take that vermin”! The roach took a good soaking and scuttled off making its soggy escape, unaware I believed that soon the fatal spray would overcome him and it would be the end of his antics.
Returning to my Futon I put down the can of spray and noticed it read; - ‘Lavender air freshener’, Oh no, wrong can, the beast would survive and now be the best smelling cockroach in Tokyo. Nights following if I got a scent of lavender I knew he was back, prowling about the room...


















43) Summers and winters; - City.
Air Con. Joy
Summers in Tokyo were suffocating hot and humid affairs. Skies were burnt cloudless and dry, glowing bright and blue. The heat was such that one retired at every opportunity to the sanctuary of the air con. luxury found within department stores, shops and train stations that offered some refreshing cool air.
Fortunately air conditioning was standard and found on most premises. Whilst seeking shelter and shade from the heat, re-hydrating and trying to stay cool the city buildings offered a welcome crisp refuge whilst also affording fascinating distractions .Here you could stroll about discovering all manner of goods and services on offer.
Summer afternoons, in between Karate classes and my English teaching job, I could regularly be found touring major department stores, wandering about the many floors, riding the escalators up and down the numerous levels and passing the time pretending to be a keen shopper, whilst taking advantage and enjoying the air conditioned bliss.
Most stores had a cafeteria and a regular treat I allowed myself was to indulge in a large glass of Aisu Kohii (iced coffee). A popular drink in Japan, a real tonic as well as a thirst quencher. The caffeine hit restoring vitality and raising a sagging spirit a few notches, a delicious pick me up.
Beer gardens and Taverns in the Sky.
In the evenings a seasonal delight was frequenting Tokyo’s summer beer gardens located atop the highest buildings and set about the rooftops of the skyscrapers that soared to great altitude and nudged into the black starlit heavens. These were welcoming open-air watering holes, taverns in the sky. After a hard day’s work this was the ideal place to seek refuge and unwind. Up here, high above the stifling sticky city below, was a relatively cooler and pleasant place, an oasis of sorts. On a clear summer evening from the roof top of a Shinjuku beer garden you were offered a wonderful panorama and could clearly see the volcanic cone of Mount Fuji in the distance, set majestically on the horizon and silhouetted before a spectacular blazing sunset.
Experiencing a Tokyo beer garden on a hot, balmy summer night with a thousand stars seemingly within your grasp, an ice cold beer, sweet music and an abundance of angelic Japanese office ladies was divine indeed and the evening got better as the nightfall cooled and friendships warmed.

CICADAS.
It was official; summer had truly arrived when the air waves were dominated by the distinctive singing-screeching-chirping Cicada beetles that announced summer and their arrival, with great excitement and fanfare. In Japan their song (noise!) is considered ‘The Sound of Summer’.
The Cicada is big by cricket standards and can measure up to 5cm in length, about the size of a small bird (In Latin ‘Cicada’ means tree cricket). They spend most their lives underground, about seventeen years, then dig their way to the surface, shed their shell and become adults. The males make a lot of noise to attract a lover, mate and then die... The females lay 400-600 eggs before they too die. Generally they live about four weeks above ground.
The noise can be almost deafening. The intensity of the sound is a measurement and indication of the degree of the heat, as the sound falls and rises with the temperature fluctuations.
Vibrating their tymbals rapidly, (membranes in the abdomen that produce sounds) the abdomen is mainly a hollow resonating chamber and acts as the amplifier for the Cicadas love song to attract mates. The sound emitted is recorded as reaching up to 120 dB!!
I lived in Shinjuku-Sanchome for a few months one summer and the racket these creatures made was extreme during the long hot days, less at night as the temperature dropped a little. The neighbourhood trees were alive with the sound of these passionate singing bugs. 
I actually enjoyed their song and presence. They were an important part of the Japanese’s summer experience.


Winter in the city.
Winters were relatively short in Tokyo and due to the cities modern, state of the art infrastructure, one was insulated from the worst excesses of the biting cold. Skyscrapers were good places to take shelter as within these giant towers were a variety of facilities to explore. The Hi-rise buildings were virtual mini cities presenting multiple levels of temperature controlled shopping malls and entertainment plazas with hotels, surgeries, stores, restaurants, cafes, bars, discos, cinemas, concert halls, ice skating rinks, gymnasiums, bowling alleys, golf shooting ranges etc. etc.
Competing with these giants of steel, concrete and glass that stabbed the frosty winter sky was a parallel hidden world which reached deep below the city’s surface and metropolitan sprawl. One could spend time beneath the city’s façade (subway) or high above among the clouds (skyscrapers) within these man-made environments and their comfortable controlled atmosphere.
The metro rail system provided a cavernous world of giant underground shopping malls, convenience stores, numerous restaurants, cafeterias and a variety of amenities lining the labyrinth of subway boulevards.
Long and large interconnected tunnel passageways led you for many miles below Tokyo’s city surface keeping you dry, warm and protected from the elements above and outside.
From the subway trains to the subway stations, around and about the underground malls and shops you really didn’t need to venture above ground. Everything you needed was down here in this vast subterranean city.
Some days after spending much time below ground, I would realise I had not been up to street level all day and that I had not experienced or seen natural light or the sky in sometime. 
Like some space-age troglodyte wandering about the modern caverns of a hidden metropolis I was blissfully unaware whether it was daytime or night time, winter or summer above ground.
Eventually I would resurface, leaving the warren of tunnels below and re-joining the surface dwellers above.




















44) The Autumnal Season;-
Seasonal ‘fall’, autumn, begins in northern Japan in mid-September and slowly advances. Creeping southwards and colouring the foliage with its rustic autumnal mood and seasonal theme.
By October and November, Central and Southern Japan are aflame in a riot of colour.
The movement south of this distinct and colourful seasonal change is called the ‘Koyo Front’. The forests, woods, parks and gardens character transforms from the vibrant fresh greens of summer, to rusty hues, canary yellows and wine reds.
Temples and shrines are particularly beautiful at this time of year, hi-lited by the back drop of leafy displays of intense colour.
The colours are vivid and stunning, creating a magnificent warm glow, though heralding a fresher season. The foliage at this time of year is called Kouyou (Koyo) which translates to red leaves. 
The trees canopy burns in glorious russet colours in a variety of shades of bright scarlet reds, golden yellows, chestnut browns and flaming orange .(Like the glowing embers of fading summer , burning brightly before dimming, leaving a warm memory in the grey, white  ashes of winter).
This magnificent bouquet signalling the ‘last of the summer wine’!
The autumnal foliage is celebrated in Japan, and is as popular as the Cherry blossoms (Sakura) celebrations and festivities of spring. Both are spectacular seasons and nature proves herself the great artist, painting a visual wonder, a masterpiece of breath taking natural beauty, a feast for the eyes!
One October, I visited Nikko and some of its famous shrines and temples in Tochigi Prefecture; set within a very scenic National Park, its surrounding wooded hills and forest were ablaze in colour. 
The wooden, carved Shinto and Buddhist temples are intricately and very ornately decorated, so much so, they overloaded ones senses. There was so much fine detail in the carvings, its artistic lines and curves, all painted in a multitude of rich colours complimenting the buildings aesthetic charm.
Among them was the famous Tosho –gu shrine which is home to the iconic carved images of the three (wise) monkeys; See no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil. 
In Japanese Mizaru (eyes covered). Kikazaru (covering his ears) Iwazaru (covering his mouth) the motto in Japanese is mizaru, kikazaru, iwazaru and translates to; - “see not, hear not, speak not”. The symbolic proverb stands above the entrance to the shrine that was built in the 17th century .Sometimes the image is referred to as the three mystic apes (Sambiki Saru) 
This lavishly decorated Shinto shrine is dedicated to ‘Tokugawa Ieyasu’ (Founder of the Tokugawa Shogunate). 
Nikko’s most important temple is ‘Rinno-ji’, (Rino temple!? I smiled, perhaps a tribute to me, amusing myself with a flight of fancy...).It is a Buddhist temple complex and encompasses fifteen temples, founded in the 8th Century by the Buddhist monk, Shodo Shonin, who introduced Buddhism to Nikko.
The Sanbutsudo, the main Temple building houses great, gold lacquered, wooden figures of Amida, Senju-Kannon (Kannon with a thousand arms) and Bato-Kannon (Kannon with a horse head) (Kannon is a Buddhist deity of mercy)
The surrounding woodland mountain slopes were covered in a delightful mature cedar forest that dominated the landscape.
I remember taking the train back to Tokyo, early evening, my eyes still digesting all the colours, carvings, temples and shrines and the fresh woodland air making me very hungry, and a craving for roasted chestnuts.






45) Hokkaido Ice festival / Sapporo snow festival.
‘Sapporo yuki matsuri’
×☆☆☆☆☆How was it?
In February each year the capital city of Hokkaido, Sapporo, hosts a winter wonderland putting on show a great variety of amazing frozen artwork in the form of great ice sculptures. Hokkaido is the northern most of Japans four main islands and the second largest, with Honshu being the biggest.
It is one of Japan's most popular winter events. The idea and event having originated after a few snow statues were made by local students and displayed in Odori Park in 1950. Today it has developed into a major Japanese event showcasing spectacular works of snow and ice sculpture.
Our Western Snowman was the only thing I could compare to the sights I experienced, and though a much loved and an iconic seasonal Christmas/Winter character, it appeared rather simple in comparison to these amazing Far Eastern statues of fashioned snow and ice. We needed to improve our skills it seemed! 
Visitors come from all over Japan and from across the world to marvel and enjoy the sculptures which are presented about the three main sites. Here one can admire the frozen works of art on display.
Odori parks centrally located, is the main viewing spot. The park hosts huge snow monuments and statues that reach up to 15meters high and up to 25meters in width, all exhibited in their winter glory .At nightfall the sculptures are illuminated, further enhancing the spectacle, with a glowing charm creating a magical fantasy ice world.
There are food stalls, serving delicious hot snacks and drinks and a variety of events, including musical concerts that make the festival very popular. Some of the shows and musicians use the snow sculptures as their stages.
I was able to get a competitively priced package deal. The deal included flights to ‘Sapporo’ and two nights’ accommodation in a good hotel, with breakfast.
I jumped at the opportunity to visit this famous event. One cold Wednesday morning, (10th of February 1988) I boarded a plane at Tokyo’s Narita airport and flew to Hokkaido and its capital, Sapporo.

On arrival I was not to be disappointed, an hour after landing, I was exploring Odori parks wonderful ice delights and its breathtaking snow carvings, finding it all enchanting as I crunched about the fresh snow underfoot, slipping and sliding on icy patches.
Retiring from the snow fields, hungry, with ice sculpture sensory overload, I found a cozy local eatery, a Jingisukan dedicated restaurant, offering the famous local Hokkaido dish on its menu. Named after the infamous Mongol Emperor (‘Khan’);-‘Genghis khan’. (Jingisukan)
I requested a serving of this popular dish and indulged in a ‘Genghis khan’ feast consisting of a large platter of sliced Japanese mutton and chopped vegetables, predominantly bean sprouts, which you cooked on your table, which was equipped for this procedure, with a small hot grill in the tables center.
The ‘Special menu’ I chose included a very attractive offer, “ALL” the beer you could drink within one hour. A challenge I felt, and a recipe for disaster... 
I merrily cooked the meat and vegetables, quaffed a few beers, some more meat, some more beer and then some more beer, and so on...
The event turned into quite a messy affaire, as heaps of grilled bean sprouts, vegetables and slices of lamb were hungrily devoured and washed down with copious amounts of beer.
That night I was sick several times and suffered the mother of all beer induced illnesses.
The next day I was a fine wreck of a man, very fragile, a Zombie.
My head was pounding incessantly to a painful, thumping beat. It sounded and felt like; - ‘The hoofs of a thousand rampaging Mongol horsemen, racing across the steppes of Mongolia...’
The glare of white snow and ice hurt my eyes...
I had a Mega Hangover; - Futsukayoi, (Literally meaning; - ‘Two days drunk’ in Japanese).



46) ‘GOMI’; - Wot a load of Rubbish!
Once a week a rubbish collector would make his presence known to the local residents as he drove through the neighbourhood and passed by our Gaijin House, blowing a strange sounding horn, advising the residents of his arrival.
He collected the used Newspapers, magazines and any unwanted paper that was disposed of.
In return and in exchange, the paper collector rewarded donations of waste paper with toilet rolls. The amount of toilet rolls you received depended on the weight of the collected paper rubbish you presented, a novel re-cycling operation in action benefitting both parties.
‘GAIJIN GOMI NITE’!
The first Thursday of each month there was a special garbage (Gomi) service, which collected and cleared unwanted household items, ‘white goods’ (large electric items, fridges, washing machines etc.) and dumped furniture.
This was hugely popular event for the foreign community in Tokyo. A time of re-cycling plunder of the perfectly good condition items left for disposal in neat piles on street corners. 
The Japanese households would clear out electrical items that still worked perfectly well, but that they had replaced or updated. This included all manner of furniture and fittings, as they modernised their homes and cleared out the unwanted items.
Being particularly conservative in  general, and a proud people, the Japanese would not offer these perfectly useful items to family, friends or neighbours as it may appear offensive ,rude and demeaning, insinuating that the receiver of these old , unwanted  goods was in need of charity and ‘poor’ in some way.
Not wanting to insult or offend the goods were laid out upon Tokyo’s streets for disposal, destined for the rubbish tip.
This was a gift from heaven to the Gaijin living on a limited budget, surviving Tokyo’s expenses and feathering his Japanese nest on the cheap!

Most of us could not afford the basic luxuries and essentials to furnish their abodes. We had no shame and offered a free clearance and recycling service to the Tokyo public.
One could regularly find; - T.V’s, radios, VDO players, electric heaters, ovens, fridges, microwaves, general furnishings, ornaments, framed paintings etc.
Nearly everything and anything that had been dumped or discarded that was useable had some value to us .Welcome gifts littered the streets it appeared. 
I furnished all my rooms and apartments over the years in this manner.
I still possess a very delicate and beautiful, antique porcelain Samurai doll, which I discovered abandoned on a street corner among boxes and stuffed black bin liners of trash. It was far too beautiful to be discarded and lost to a rubbish tip.
It needed little attention to revive its former glory, a soapy cloth wipe over and it shone proudly again. Stood in a classical pose a long spear held in hand and wearing an assortment of other weapons.
The Samurai is presented within a large glass display case, vested in fully embroidered traditional clothing.
It stands proudly in my lounge, an ‘object d’ art’ and is a popular curiosity and conversation piece when friends visit.  A little Japanese treasure salvaged that survived the Tokyo bin man’s clutches and the oblivion of a rubbish dump!









47) KAGAMI-BIRAKI- ‘Opening the mirror’-


Just after the New Year festivities in Japan comes the traditional celebration and ceremony of Kagami Biraki - which translates to ‘opening the mirror’ or ‘mirror opening’.

The celebration is centred on the concept and tradition of renewal and the redirection of effort and spirit. The ceremony is held in many traditional martial arts Dojo’s. Kagami Biraki signifies the first class practise of the New Year as the Dojo’s generally close for one or two weeks around New Year.

The celebration falls around the second Saturday or Sunday of January, and traditionally on January 11th.  (Odd numbers are considered a sign of good luck).

This is an old Samurai tradition dating back to the 15th century. Adopted and introduced to the martial arts around 1884, when the founder of Judo, Jigora Kano incorporated the custom at the Kodakan (Judo’s H.Q).

The whole Dojo is cleaned and everything arranged neatly- (an early Spring clean!) - Repairs are made and a general make over is applied, giving the Dojo a refreshed, clean and tidy appearance.

A class is held early morning which is attended by all the schools instructors and students, everyone practising together in a sweaty class of martial defensive and attack drills led by a senior Sensei. In 1988, Asai Sensei led the J.K.A Hombu Dojo’s Kagami Biraki ceremony and class. 

The class involved Kihon applied to specific combinations and then tried and tested during Ippon kumite drills, the class concluding with the study of the Kata, Enpi. The Kihon and combinations begun at a furious pace, creating a steamy mist enveloping the Dojo as our combined body heat rose from our efforts on an otherwise cold, dark morning in the middle of a bleak winter. Rows of white Gi clad Karateka marched up and down the crowded Dojo floor, expelling Kiai’s with mighty and harmonious shouts, creating a powerful impression and setting the mood. 

The Ippon kumite followed and was intense, with Sensei stressing the importance of the attack and how it should project forward in one committed powerful action, aiming to score on your partner, to hit the target.
The defender had to employ the blocks and counters immediately in response to the fierce attack or be hit. 
The defender knew what was coming as the attacker would announce his intended target, i.e.; - “Head”, “Stomach” etc. Hence the defender was aware and had no excuse to not block or stop the strike. Though a basic exercise it created tension as the attacker was keen to score and the defender was equally keen to dodge and counter .This was a one chance, do or die dual. It certainly made you very attentive.

The final section of Asai Sensei’s class was the Kata- Enpi- referred to as;-‘Flying Swallow’. The names origins are vague and its Japanese characters don’t point to the word meaning swallow, but rather- ‘extending arm’, as per the rising punching block (Age tsuki) found in this Kata. Enpi actually means elbow. 

Some Karate teachers and historians believe the Kata was based on the sword skills and striking techniques executed by *Saski Kojiro that were said to resemble a swallows swift movements, hence the Kata title.

 (*Saski Kojiro was a famous Japanese Swordsman who fought and died in combat against the legendary Miyamoto Musashi- ‘The Sword Saint’).

When the class ended we were treated to some demonstrations by senior instructors, including performance of Kata (Form), Ju-ippon kumite (Sparring), and self-defence techniques.

Important dignitaries, senior instructors and invited special guests gave short speeches praising and encouraging the Dojo’s standing and achievements.

Official speeches ended, the official party began. Beer bottle tops popped and there were cries of “Kampai!” (Cheers!) Bowls of red bean soup (O-Shiruko) were then served, containing Kagami-mochi- the traditional rice cake offered at this event. Beer and rice cake at 8am in the morning seemed a rather strange breakfast!

Kagami mochi is pounded, grounded rice dough that forms into a tough, though pliable, gluttonous and sticky cake. It is formed into the shape of a mirror. These cakes symbolise an offering to the deities in the hope one will receive their New Year blessings in return, the consumption is a physical act of prayer.

A difficult and rather challenging food to eat and particularly to swallow, somewhat like trying to eat a foam pillow!!! One was wise to break the cake into small edible pieces. These cakes were hazardous and a notorious seasonal killer.

In Japan, these innocent small rice cakes are responsible for taking many lives each year. Elderly people are particularly vulnerable to chocking on these cakes. Emergency Services issue annual warnings of the danger this silent New Year killer presents. 

Japanese are reported to each consume approximately 1Kg of Mochi per year, mainly during the first week or two in January. In January 2015 the Tokyo fire department reported 18 people rushed to the cities hospitals in the first three days, with at least 9 dying from choking. Tokyo’s hospitals receive 100 related patients each year suffering from this seasonal dish. A National newspaper; - The ‘Yomuri’, reported 128 people hospitalised.

I ate my sweet red bean soup, O-Shiruko and Mochi with great care, feeling relatively safe with the hi calibre of Karate instructors in attendance, no doubt ready to perform a Japanese version of the ‘Heimlich’ manoeuvre, or maybe a sharp, powerful palm heel strike to the lower back to dislodge a cake blocked windpipe.

Some instructors in attendance wore customary Japanese wear, the male Kimono/ Yukata of old, adding a romantic hint of a more traditional Japan. I have a rare photo taken in the Hombu Dojo after class during the celebrations. Stood posing beside Tanaka Sensei (7th Dan) in this traditional attire, sporting a smart Yukata and looking quite the serious Samurai, arm around the shoulder of this very proud smiling Gaijin student in his blue jeans and T-Shirt…Shoji Sensei (8th Dan) is also in the photo. On reflection a wonderful souvenir and happy memento of my Karate experience. 


ROHAI  KATA;-

On the subject of mirrors and Kagami Biraki;- There is a mysterious Kata, known to the Japanese long before Master Funakoshi introduced his Karate teachings to mainland Japan.

The Kata is called Rohai, translating to ‘Vision of a white crane/heron ’. This is a very graceful Kata, which features some interesting techniques, one legged crane stances, - (Tsuru ashi dachi) circular punches and palm heel strikes.

The Kata ‘Rohai’ is called ‘Meikyo’ in the Shotokan Karate system and its name was changed from Rohai to Meikyo by Master Funakoshi. Meikyo means - ‘Bright mirror’ and the Kata is often referred to as ‘The mirror of the soul’ or ‘Polishing the mirror’.
Master Funakoshi’s reason for the title change is undeclared, as far as I am aware and a little unclear. But interestingly and perhaps connected (?) there is an old Japanese legend relating to the Japanese Sun Goddess –‘Amaterasu’. 
(The word Amaterasu derives from Amateru meaning “shining in Heaven”). 
Of particular interest is a very similar version of this age old Legend concerning the Solar Goddess, but relating to Karate and particularly to the Kata; - Rohai / Meikyo.

The Karate version;-   

Amaterasu the Sun Goddess had lost her much loved mirror. Unable to see her reflection and admire her beauty and radiance she became very sad. Her sadness led her to retire to a dark cave to mourn her loss. In her dark mood the whole world was shrouded in an inky blind blackness of eternal night.

The other Gods concerned with the all-enveloping, light devouring darkness, held a meeting and realised they had to act to restore the light and life.
They summoned a great warrior and sent him to entertain the Sun Goddess with a mighty war dance, which was performed outside her cave dwelling, were she grieved in the gloom.

Aroused from her lamenting by the sounds and commotion, curious she was lured out of the cave. On witnessing the magnificent warriors dance and enjoying the spectacle she was overcome with joy and smiled, immediately radiating sunshine and light once again upon the Earth.

The war dance that was performed for the Sun Goddess is reputed to have been;-Rohai (Meikyo).

Maybe this legend was the reason the name was changed to Meikyo?  ‘Shimmering mirror’/ ‘Mirror of the soul’...

The mirror is symbolic in that it allows us to literally reflect and see things as they are; - good- bad- happy- sad.

It represents justice and truth. 

The mirror is also symbolic of the Sun Goddess shedding light (Life/Wisdom) on the world, banishing darkness (Death / Ignorance). 

We should all strive to spread light, whether we be the sunshine or the mirror that reflects it… so all can see clearly.

48) KANGEIKO; - Special Winter Training.

Two weeks after ‘Kagami Biraki’s’ New Year celebrations and the re-dedication of our Karate spirit and effort, came the ‘Kangeiko’.
Kangeiko is special winter training- austere practise, and is celebrated towards the end of January. Seven days of intense, early morning Karate classes were held at the Sohombu Dojo in Ebisu, Tokyo. The classes were led by an outstanding line up of the Japans finest Shotokan instructors.
Classes began at 7am, which meant a very early start. 
Rising from the warmth and comfort of my Futon (Japanese bed/mattress) at 5am in the deepest darkest, coldest throes of a bitter Japanese winter, took a little extra effort and dedication.
Young and old, high grades and low grades all assembled at the Dojo H.Q.
All Karate members were welcome to join in this celebration and extra training experience. (But were unofficially expected to attend).
After a brief warm up and the ritual bow in, we proceeded to observe Mokuso (Meditation, to clear one’s mind, or; -warming the mind ready for hard training), before the main class and lesson began. Sensei’s and students all then left the training hall in an organised group ,venturing onto the freezing streets to run through Tokyo’s sleeping suburbs, bare footed and clad only in our Do Gi’s, escorted by the particular lead Sensei of that day. 
It was an unusual sight to witness, a hundred or so, white Kimono (Karate Gi) clad students and Sensei’s charging about the otherwise slumbering streets, Kiai’s (warrior shouts) ringing out with our  warm breath billowing like clouds of smoke into the cold, dark morning air, no doubt awakening the local population.
Jogging alongside Tanaka Sensei and Kagawa Sensei with Ogura Sensei a little ahead, all giving sincere Kiai shouts, is a sound and vision experience that my memory recollects vividly.
After a good run about town, our blood pumping and bodies warmed up, we returned to the Dojo ready to begin the day’s class.
During the Kangeiko one of the treats afforded the students was that your regular highly respected and much sought after Sensei’s would join the students in the class line up and practise the lesson alongside you.
This meant you often ended up facing a Senior Sensei as a partner in one step, three step or five step sparring, a rare opportunity, if a somewhat daunting prospect, yet an experience not to be missed.
Performing any sort of Kumite with the calibre of Sensei’s like Yahara, Tanaka, Kawawada, Kagawa, Shina, Ogura, Imura, Koike, Izumiya, Yokomichi, Kurasako , Imamura, Omura, Hanzaki and Abe etc. etc. was an extraordinary experience, not only demanding but educating. Though the one -three-five-step Kumite routines were considered basic, when confronted by the likes of these Sensei it immediately became advanced training. Avoiding their lighting fast attacks was essential and generally a humbling experience, being on the receiving end one got a sense of Karate’s true power.
On one such occasion I found myself facing Tanaka Sensei during the class study and practice of three step sparring –Sanbon kumite. This was the basis and foundation in acquiring good attack and defence skills. Facing Tanaka Sensei I would need to up my game somewhat, and be very alert. Although I knew which attack was about to be unleashed, (In this practise the attacker announced their attack prior to its launch). I was to discover that even with a warning and with all the stealth, speed and spirit I could muster I could not avoid Sensei’s attacks. Each punch caught me, fortunately in controlled, but solid strikes that sunk into my stomach area (Tudan) with a thud, my block too late or ineffective.
All the basic blocks; - Soto-uke, Uchi-uke and Gedan barai seemed quite useless, null and void, in these instances. Sensei’s precise and penetrating attacks defeated my defences every time.
The stomach level attacks ended and next came the head level punches (Jodan).
I remember awaiting the Jodan head attacks with some trepidation as each and every stomach punch had connected quite easily, even though my blocks met the striking fist, making contact about Sensei’s wrist or forearm, they just could not deflect or stop the punches, the attacking technique was faster and stronger and pummelled through my defences reaching their target.
My Age uke (Head block) would need to be good, very good, failure to block, deflect and avoid these attacks would no doubt, leave me with a very sore head.
Sensei Tanaka’s eyes nailed you first, sharp and focused. Looking into his eyes was like looking into the eyes of a Tiger and at this moment in time, Sensei appeared the embodiment of the ‘Shotokan Tiger’! His aura and presence were power full. Whilst facing Sensei and concentrating on his dark eyes, searching for signals and trying to anticipate his next attack, he suddenly lunged forward without warning with great feline agility, a growl was almost audible. The sudden pounce had surprised me, as did his ferocious roar, (Kiai) which came from deep within, it was a sound which you not only heard but felt as it resonated and stunned you simultaneously. 
The first attacking punch landed directly on my forehead, as did the second and the third, as Sensei stepped forward in the three step attack. Each one planted perfectly, with an ease of effort it seemed. Sensei was being kind to me, his control was precision perfect, not really hitting me hard, but landing his fist right on target with a tap every time, nailing me!
At the end of our encounter Sensei gave me a chance and a short lesson by showing me a Jodan oi suki, which he performed very slowly telling me to block with a strong Age uke. (Upper, rising block).
I blocked, my arm rising to meet his slowly approaching extended arm and twisting forearm and fist. His punch was performed in slow motion, and as my block met and connected with his projecting fist and arm, his fist just continued on its trajectory, pushing my blocking arm down as his punch and Ki over powered the defence and caught me, again, tapping me on the chin.


The message I was receiving was:-More work was required on my blocks!




Kankeiko Diary;-
From white belt to black belt I diligently kept a daily diary on all my Karate practise, all the classes I attended, all the Sensei’s I trained with, all the lessons, and the advice/wisdom I gathered from this unique experience, all recorded for posterity and a point of reference for the future. After each class I would retire to a local coffee shop and contemplate the lesson and write my notes and thoughts down. A labour of love, of course whilst researching and writing this book I could not find it! Typical and it remains elusive still, hidden in a box somewhere safe …
Fortunately my 1988 J.K.A yearly issue, pocket diary, has some brief details of events and my memories are still vivid, thirty years later.
According to the 1988 Diary the winter ‘Kangeiko’ began on;-
Monday 25th January; - and it began at 7am, with an explosive and fierce class taught by Sensei Yahara.
Beginning with unforgiving Ippon kumite (one step sparring), executed with a dynamic spirit, total commitment and attention. Simple singular attacks, but hard and fast. The defender evaded and blocked, then countered with a solid strike. Changing partners after each pair had performed an attack and defence against one another. This gave you an opportunity to test your attacks and defences against many different opponents of all shapes and sizes and with various levels of competence. You could not relax as the partner switches were rapid and as soon as the ritual bow to one another was completed your new partner was suddenly upon you, hurtling forward attacking. Frantic and ferocious struggles ensued .After twenty or more of these tough encounters, we were deemed sufficiently warmed up (Exhausted!!) and would progress to the main event Jiyu kumite (Free style fighting). 
The emphasis on this particular occasion, Sensei explained, was scoring with a combination of techniques, not just a single strike. Sensei wanted to witness continuous flowing multiple attacks, in a fluid, non-stop sparring exercise in which we were expected to use a mixture of punching and kicking attacks, including sweeps and throws when possible. 


For example; - A feint, move in and execute a left hand Jodan kizami suki, (lead punch/jab to the nose/chin), followed immediately with a right hand Gyaku suki tudan (reverse punch to the stomach),then continuing in this mode and harnessing the momentum quickly executing a swift, left lead leg Mawashi geri jodan (a roundhouse kick to the side of the head) and then bringing our rear, right leg forward and performing a sharp Ashi barai (foot sweep), sweeping our opponents lead leg/foot .Then as he stumbled, delivering  a final finishing blow to his unbalanced, falling body with a powerful Gyaku suki (reverse punch) to the body or head (whichever target was best presented). Take downs with terminating strikes were encouraged.
The Dojo was alive with an electric atmosphere as we all endeavoured to score with multiple attacks and beat our equally keen opponents. Bumps and bruises were in plentiful supply.
If one survived this ‘Blood and Thunder’ class, and recovered in time, at 10am Sensei Kagawa instructed the Special morning class and hence yet another demanding and bruising session loomed. 
Todays warm up consisted of making us squat down low, and then rising and executing Mae geri, (front kick) on the spot, then returning quickly down into a deep squat, then immediately rising up again kicking.
This was repeated several hundred times, the kicks alternating from left to right. Our legs burnt and the muscles ached from the deep squat and the up and down kicking combination. Then when we thought it was over, we had to do the same with Mawashi geri (Roundhouse kick) and then finally Yoko geri (Side kick).
Next we paired up for Kumite, and were instructed to use only the legs to attack. Our legs were like jelly, from the previous tortuous exercises and we had to work hard , with extra determination to control and use our tired legs correctly and effectively, constantly encouraged by Sensei’s enthusiasm we kicked with all our worth.
I managed both morning classes, after a breakfast around 9am and resting a little between two tough lessons in Kumite, collecting several cuts and bruises in both classes, this years ‘Kangeiko’ was off to a fast and furious start.

Six days to go...
Tuesday 26th January; - 7 am class was instructed by Sensei Osaka and the 10am Special morning class was taken by Sensei Tanaka, two more invaluable lessons in Karate excellence. The first class was Kata; Sensei Osaka led us through the Heian kata’s, studying the principles of movement and posture employing and understanding the correct relaxation and tension that played through the Kata’s performance.
The second class (led by Tanaka Sensei) was focused on Kumite, with many tried and tested techniques (expert tips) that Sensei Tanaka’s unique style of spirited fighting employed, using dodges, feints and deflective blocks that turned immediately into destructive counter strikes. All the attacks and defences unleashed with a concentrated and a determined mind set.  ‘The eye of the Tiger’!
Wednesday 27th January;-7am; - Sensei Kawawada took the lead in a demanding class, mentally and physically. Commencing with a variety of novel drills and combinations up/down the Dojo for seemingly an eternity, when you reached the far end of the Dojo, Sensei would call Mawate (turn around) and we would turn and march back up the Dojo to his count, blocking, punching kicking…whenever we reached the other end, Sensei would again call, Mawate (turn) and off we went again, ad infinitum, this was repeated the whole class.
At the 10am Special class, Abe Sensei took us through our paces, and nearly finished me off with a very Spartan lesson of simple but severe one step Kumite. Sensei emphasised the importance of good control when executing techniques but…force and contact were imperative. Highlighting the importance of strong focused strikes, to always make a solid impact when hitting a stomach target. This method would also help to condition the solar plexus, Tudan target, of our opponent, who failing to block would receive a punishing strike. Sensei Abe’s classes were always contact classes and you were expected to give and take some hard blows. If your attack did not hit the target and was blocked, then you would receive a sharp, solid counter punch to your stomach for failure…It paid to score first!
 At the risk of being regarded as some kind of masochist…though a tough and tortuous routine of unforgiving classes, this was ‘Karate Heaven’ to the true enthusiast and dedicated student. It certainly fashioned one’s mind, body and spirit to persevere and endure.
Thursday 28th January;-7am;-Sensei Kurasako exhausted the class with his relentless and it seemed insane repeat techniques and drills that reached into the thousands of repetitions, until one was so exhausted one entered another zone and level of conciseness, the body automatically blocking, punching, and kicking without any thoughts- except an eagerness to reach the end of the drill! Character building, I was reassured by my class mates and a hearty slap on the back by Sensei who told me;-“good for spirit”!
10am class was Sensei Osaka who kindly readjusted my fading will to live with some in depth Kata Study and practise, explaining the individual techniques within the Kata, presenting a clear, understandable analysis of the applications (Bunkai), breaking each part of the Kata down into segments as we performed the techniques in a practical manner allowing our comprehension of the Kata and Bunkai to vastly improve. The Kata studied today was; - Enpi
Revitalised, I prepared and rested ready for Friday’s classes.
Friday 29th January; - 7am; - Sensei Imura stood centre stage. Always a strict and traditional teacher with excellent technical ability, he was particularly accomplished in Kata and his Kata was exceptional. He was always enthusiastic in sharing his passion, instructing us in the finer details and exposing the Bunkai (analysis/hidden technique) within the Kata. Invaluable advice on the correct methods of applying and delivering the techniques was his regular gift to his students.
Sensei introduced the Kata of choice for today’s lesson; - Tekki Nidan. The class was taken on a fascinating journey. The Kata was slowly explained and performed, the forms movement and rhythm exhibited lucidly, then divided into various sections of importance.
There are three Tekki Kata; - Shodan, Nidan and Sandan. Tekki translates to; - Iron horse riding. Shodan; - First level. Nidan - second level and Sandan -third level. The original name of this Tekki form was Naihanchi or Naifanchi which translates to;-'internal conflict'.
This is an unusual Kata as it is linear in movement, moving from side to side, in a low stance , Kiba dachi (Horse stance or straddle stance- Naihanchi-dachi), which helps build strength and conditions the legs. The low stance permits a strong grounding and good balance, whilst generating explosive power from the hips. It incorporates fast footwork and body shifting.
The fast whipping arms and hands flow in neat, sharp movements applying grappling and throwing techniques against attackers from any angle, including a lock and foot sweep combination that Sensei demonstrated on me.
The Kata’s core strategies essentially teach close quarter combat. A famous Karate teacher, Motobu choki, notorious for street brawling during his youth, is credited with advising that the Kata contains all that one needs to know to become a proficient fighter. 
During class Sensei Imura demanded 100% effort and kept us fired up and at boiling point the whole lesson, with hundreds of repeated technique’s, that eventually became automatic responses and second nature to us.
I was quite exhausted at the end of this class and have to admit to missing the 10am class to rest. (The shame!).  But in my defence, I was back in good spirit for the 6pm class, keen not to miss Sensei Kawawada’s evening lesson, always an inspiring teacher who gave me a lot of attention, tidying up my Karate with distinct and honest advice.
Saturday 30th January;-7am;-Sensei Isaka took this class in his own unique style, performing the techniques slowly and advising on the correct use of each muscle in the techniques execution, a master in Karate physiology, he broke down each part of the bodies’ movement and showed us how each part worked and how it fitted into the whole, his movements exact, flowing and precise.
Special morning ,10am class; - Sensei Hanzaki gave us a class in Kihon and how we should project speed and power in each and every attack and defence. The class ended in some spirted Kumite.
I faced a visiting American Black belt, who was a very enthusiastic Karateka and spoke very good Japanese. He was an energetic individual to deal with, but I was ready. He attacked fast and furious with an assortment of punches and a lively determination.
Sensei Hanzaki stood by us noting the forces in play. I stepped back avoiding his attacks, as a fist flew close to my head and quickly and instinctively executed a fast Mawashi geri jodan (High roundhouse kick) catching him on the side of his head, (his temple) with a controlled slap.
Sensei put his arm up high and said; - “Ippon!”
The feisty attacker didn’t see it the same and continued his attack, seeking revenge it seemed. Maybe he did not hear Sensei’s call, punches and kicks sped towards me. 
I had considerately not decked him, showing respect and control with my high kick. It appeared he took my kind gesture (Controlled kick) as a weakness and my technique as null and void and tried to take the advantage. I, a little irritated by his bad manners blocked his punch, kick combination and spun round and unleashed a powerful Ushiro geri tudan (Mid-level back kick) sinking my heel deep into an exposed solar plexus.
Sensei called “Ippon!”, again. This time my opponent crashed to the floor winded, it was a technical K.O.
When he got up and recovered his breath, he bravely bowed acknowledging my strike and admitted; - “I guess that was an Ippon” ...I bowed and shook his hand.
Sunday 31st January; - Eventually arrived, and was most welcome!
The final ‘Kangeiko’class.
The Grand finale was instructed by the brilliant Sensei Asai.
After an initial jog to a local Temple and then devoting ourselves to running up and down a steep, punishing stairway which consisted of a hundred plus, stone steps that led to the main complex and shrine, our blood was truly pumping and our hearts racing. We were ready for today’s lesson.
Sensei treated us to some unusual exercises about the Temple rounds. An enjoyable atmosphere prevailed as we stretched and got our breath back, the instruction was more relaxed and there was a sense of fun. When the training finally ended we were permitted to take some photos as a memento of the final day of the 1988 Kangeiko event. Everyone was keen to get a group photo of the Dojo gathering and stood beside so many of the top Sensei’s in attendance. We all assembled under the main Temple shrine and posed for a photo, one for posterity and a happy memory. Everyone sweating and smiling we jogged back to the Hombu Dojo to finish the class.

Asai Sensei a broad smile on his face gave us a final class full of interesting twists and turns whilst attacking and defending with open hand (Shuto) techniques, a refreshingly unorthodox approach compared to the standard J.K.A Shotokan basics we religiously performed.
The class ended with a quiet moment in Mokuso all students knelt in Seza. We recited the Dojo kun with passion, bowed out to our Sensei’s, then to each other.
Students then collected the short squares of wet cloth towel, kept at the rear of the Dojo and used to dampen the soles of our feet when the Dojo floor got too smoothly polished from our constant bare footed movements sliding and stepping up/down its wooden surface, becoming shiny and slippery dry. 
We then all lined up at the top of the Dojo, either side of the shrine, and when the Sempai gave the command; -“Soji!”(Cleaning) all the students, in unison, slid down the Dojo floor on all fours, our lead arms pushing the outstretched damp cloth across the Dojo floor cleansing it of any sweat or blood...
This year’s Kangeiko was over and the seven days of intense, early morning classes came to an end. We were all elated to have completed the course. As a reward and to celebrate, the Dojo laid on some welcome cold beers and snacks. At 8am a little decadent and rather early in the day, but none the less a welcome treat!
I was presented with a J.K.A official certificate for having completed the whole seven day course, signed and stamped in official recognition of my efforts. My second Kangeiko completed (and second certificate), proving I’m a glutton for punishment!
I was very pleased and quite proud receiving my certificate from Sensei Asai. 
Framed it would be a nice reminder, a record, memento and souvenir of my time, trials and tribulations at the Sohombu Dojo.




49) CURIOUS REACTIONS.

The Tomato sauce sachet incident;
An embarrassing accident occurred one lunch time at the popular Burger outlet of ‘Wendy’s’.
I had sat down to feast on a cheese burger and some fries. (Occasionally I craved a Western Fast food fix). To spice things up a little I reached for some tomato ketchup that came in small sachets. The sauce sachet proved rather challenging and a struggle ensued to open it.
In my hunger and frustration to release the contents I employed some extra strength, wrestling the stubborn item into submission and violently ripping it in two. Unleashed by my brute force the popular red relish squirted at high speed, hurtling across the café towards a nearby table and bursting in a crimson puree splash. 
The table was occupied by two well-dressed salary men no doubt busy discussing business deals or management projects over a coke and fries.
The high velocity ketchup exploded abruptly on contact and they unfortunately both took direct hits. The sauce showed no prejudice hitting both gents in equal measure...One was hit directly in the forehead, ‘Splat!!’ After the initial impact the sauce ran slowly down his face, before dripping onto the table.
The other gentleman was struck upon the side of his head and cheek bone, where the condiment stuck like a cherry blob. I was horrified, and stood up approaching them to apologise and offer some tissues. I bowed deeply and said how terribly sorry I was. They did not flinch. Stone-faced they carried on their conversation, totally ignoring my panic at my clumsiness and my horror watching the sauce dripping from their faces. It was all quite surreal. They just blanked me. I apologised again, leaving a pile of tissues on the side of their table and quickly retreated to mine.
Looking over at them, expecting them to wipe the sauce away and perhaps mutter something, or take a glance at me...But nothing they continued chatting, covered in tomato relish. I started to wonder if they had realised what had occurred.
But of course they must have known, how could they not!? Surely they could feel it, or at least notice the messy red stain they shared, it was glaringly obvious. My distressed antics begging for pardon should have gotten some response...
But Nothing. 
Perhaps they felt obliged to ignore me and save me the shame and embarrassment?  That was my ‘gut feeling’. 
My intuition -‘gut feeling’ turned out to be correct.
Sometime later and after a variety of experiences in Japan, I came to learn, understand and appreciate the Asian concept of; - *‘Saving face’.

*Saving Face;-
The concept of saving face guides daily life in Asia, particularly in Japan.
Saving face is crucial in Japanese society; they will try to never allow anything to cause a ‘loss of face’. They will not openly insult, criticize or deliberately put anyone ‘on the spot’.
It is felt that causing someone to lose face is a great humiliation for the subject and lowers their own self-worth in the eyes of their peers, whilst ‘saving face’ raises their self-worth.








Mr.Katoh;
On Saturdays I taught the Japanese director of a leading International (European) Pharmaceutical company, business English in the comfort of his very beautiful traditional Japanese home in an exclusive suburb of Tokyo.
The gentleman was a joy to teach, he had a good sense of humour, a good command of English and being an intelligent man grasped the lessons quickly and ‘kept me on my toes’ asking probing questions which I had to think about and reply with satisfactory and accurate answers. 
It was a two hour session. The first hour commenced with a gentle warm up and was a basic tongue loosening exercise, using a less structured and regimented study, with the emphasis of practising and utilising English in a general everyday manner;- ‘free Conversation’.
This gave us a free range of topics to explore and allowed us to discuss anything and everything. In fact it was a valuable experience for me as I learnt many things from our conversations and some days it felt as though I was the student and Mr. Katoh the teacher, particularly enlightening was his eloquent revelations about Japan and its culture which fascinated me. We discussed everyday life, politics, history, philosophy, religion, travel, music, movies, cultures, food, sports...everything. 
The second hour was more serious and we explored the professional application of the English language in relation to the business sphere. An hour of business English, in which we role played parts/situations that occurred during business meetings, negotiating, marketing, presentations, interviews, projects etc.
Mr Katoh wished to advance his vocabulary and terminology, an important aspect in performing his role professionally as the director of a major company. I’m pleased to say he progressed well and my teaching methods appeared to work.
During our lessons his wife would politely enter by the sliding Shoji panels, that separated the various rooms, bowing and greeting us as she entered the elegant Tatami matted floored room, offering green tea served in delicate cups, accompanied with a plate displaying an assortment of small Japanese biscuits, some savoury some sweet .The welcome sustenance was laid onto a low, wooden table.
One this particular Saturday I was suffering a very serious Futsukayoi (Hangover) but though feeling quite awful had mustered up the strength and will to make the class and keep up my commitment. It was my duty to be in attendance, my ailment was self-inflicted, and the price one paid for over indulgence...I would have to suffer silently.
The class was moving along nicely, though my head was pounding. I had occasional hot flushes then cold sweats and my stomach twisted in knots and spasms as my body struggled to adjust and detoxify after my recent night on the town.
I had a sip or two of the bitter green tea and found it hard to swallow and enjoy today. My sensitive stomach ingesting the tea suddenly cramped, and I retched at the taste, then to my ultimate shock, shame and embarrassment, I exploded in a sudden vomiting fit, all over myself... Oh no please no! (I begged the Gods!) This cannot be happening. But it was, and did.
I in total panic looked at Mr. Katoh who sat close by across the room, totally absorbed in his reciting and reading of some paragraph we had been studying. He did not flinch, never looked up and totally ignored the event. (The same response I had encountered in the Wendy burger bar, reference the sauce sachet accident).
His seemingly intentional refusal to acknowledge my disastrous situation and his lack of reaction or response appeared a mixture of emotions;-Polite denial and avoidance of an uncomfortable and embarrassing situation. I guessed a sense of empathy and a generous courteous manner.
I broke the spell with a sorrowful; - “Mr Katoh I’m very sorry I’ve been Ill...”
Though he still seemed reluctant and resisted addressing the situation, he eventually looked up and away from the book pages he hid within. 
Peeping from under his reading glasses and feigning surprise he said; - “Oh I’m very sorry, are you okay”?
Calling his wife, who diligently came to my rescue and gave me some tissues to clean myself up and sympathy muttering “Kawai sooni” (what a shame/ I pity you) fortunately I had been only sick upon myself and the rich furnishings were left unscathed and not stained. 
I apologised profusely in my best Japanese with numerous remorseful; - Sumimasen’s (excuse me/I’m sorry) (A sincere; - I’m very sorry for the trouble I have caused you).Followed with Gomen nasai (I’m very sorry) and Domo arigato’s (thank you very much) for her kind assistance, embarrassed and ashamed, I excused myself and went and cleaned up in the bathroom, trying to compose myself, clear my head and look presentable. Damage limitation and control! 
Discarding my stale beer and noodle stained tie, and after a few wipes of soapy water the stains on my shirt were cleansed .Once back in the main room and fresher I apologised again. 
Perhaps we should end the lesson if I was ill. Mr. Katoh   suggested. I said I was O.K. and if he could tolerate my bad manners in being ill in his home we should continue, why not?
He wondered what could have caused this ailment, which made me only flush redder, particularly when he asked the probing question, if perhaps I had been drinking the night before. Guilt swept over me and I was glowing red and burning from my own culpability.
I lied thinking it would be for the best, which further increased my discomfort.
“No” I said, “I was having a quite night in yesterday eve”.
My mind totally contradicting the fake story I had just spun, as blurred images of the previous night played out before me in a fast forward motion; -A lively bar, crowds of merry people enjoying a rock n roll band, pretty young ladies in abundance, cold beer flowing down in copious amounts and the encouraging group chant of “Ikkinomi”!! (‘Down in one’).
That had been my downfall, the drinks game.
I was being economical with the truth, but there was a price to be paid for deceit and I felt much worse as I sunk to an even lower level of shame.
I believe Mr. Katoh knew better but he let it go, allowing me to ‘Save face’...A very uncomfortable feeling for me juggling a violent hangover, my shame, the lie and a very sobering embarrassment. 

****************************************************************

Before I eventually left Japan, a year or so later, Mr.Katoh very kindly presented me with a Sayonara (goodbye) souvenir and gift:- Master Gichin Funakosi’s  Dojo Kun, hand painted by a Japanese calligraphy artist, the exquisite brush strokes declaring a Karateka’s oaths, (its basic philosophy) mounted and framed .A thoughtful, kind and very  generous present.



















The Clothes shop;- 

One afternoon passing a small clothes boutique in Shinjuku, a T-shirt displayed in its shop window caught my attention. It advertised a Japanese university rugby team, sporting a bulldog motif and the University name. I liked it.
I entered the shop and noted curiously that the shop assistant had walked away from where she stood awaiting customers and had gone behind a pillar, perhaps to tag/price some clothing.
I said “Konichiwa” – (Hello) but I was greeted by silence save for some feint mumbling I couldn’t quite make out.
I approached the pillar and the shop assistant hurried across the store to a row of clothes on a display rack and disappeared behind the fashionable wear. 
The chase was on it seemed. I approached the clothes rack where she appeared to be hiding behind, and asked if I could see the T-shirt in the window I had liked.
She rushed out from the display of clothing and went quickly behind the shop counter, mumbling anxiously to herself. She seemed disturbed, uncomfortable and quite agitated. I looked about wondering what had caused this odd behaviour. There was only me in the shop it seemed and then it dawned, I was probably the cause of her strange behaviour. I spoke gently and smiled not wanting to appear threatening or aggressive, too foreign or alien and fuel whatever was making this young lady a shaking wreck.
She couldn’t handle the situation and then to my amazement began giggling hysterically and muttering aloud to herself, before collapsing dramatically onto the shop floor, convulsing in uncontrollable hysterics. I asked if she was O.K. but this only increased her odd fits momentum.
I pondered the symptoms displayed and assured myself this was not an epileptic fit or seizure and on confirming this realised this was just a very odd occurrence and probably an overreaction brought on by this young ladies total inability to deal with a Gaijin (foreigner) visiting her shop, a cultural fit of sorts. She was unable to cope with the situation, I figured. 
I really did not know what to do it was a very strange situation to deal with. I considered the circumstance. She was O.K. I could see she was not hurt or in any pain, though totally crippled by her frenzied laughing fit. I was qualified and certified in First Aid, but could see this was not necessary and I dare not touch or approach her, I figured that would only make things worse.
In a state of some bewilderment, and a little concerned, I took a deep breath and left the shop scratching my head, leaving the babbling and giggling shop assistant in wild spasms of manic laughter, her legs and arms kicking and waving about uncontrollably thrashing about upon the floor.
The T-shirt still in the shop window.

















50) KURO OBI – YUDANSHA.
The Black Belt Exam.
The end of February 89’ dawned and heralded an important date on my calendar, a day of reckoning of sorts. On the 26th of this month my Shodan, (Black belt) exam was held at the Hombu Dojo, Ebisu. 
For the past couple of years whilst living in Japan, I had been dedicatedly kicking and punching my way towards this event. The culmination of my studies and practise were to be put on trial. I was to be tested and if successful, graded to 1st Dan Black Belt, Shodan. The moment of truth was before me.
This Tokyo winter day was cold, crisp and dry. The early morning was bright, the sun’s golden glow a welcome sight in a cloudless frosted metallic blue sky. “Ii o tenki desu ne”, I thought in Japanese, which translated to; - what fine/nice/good weather.
Its literal translation was more poetic and can be read as; - “what good (Ii) heavenly (Ten) energy (Ki) we are receiving”.
I exited Ebisu train station by the main entrance; - ‘Out’ through the ‘In’ door... (Which incidentally was two way).
Having commuted into town upon the ‘Yamanote’ line, I was preoccupied my head busy juggling thoughts, anticipating and contemplating the exam ahead of me.
Today I stopped at the statue of Ebisu, one of the seven Japanese Gods of good fortune and the namesake to this busy railway station and suburb of Tokyo. The statue stood by the main entrance/exit of the station.
The station was built in 1901 by the Japan Beer company to facilitate the distribution of its popular brand of beer which was distilled in a nearby brewery and named ‘Yebisu beer’, adopting the deities name;- Ebisu.
Specifically Ebisu is the God of fishing and business but more importantly to me he was a God of good luck and one that greeted me every day as I exited the station and made my way to the nearby Dojo. Always bearing a joyful guise and offering a cheerful smile to one and all. 
Today I went over to the statue and rubbed his smiling head and thanked him for his ever jovial presence and asked him to afford me his blessings and luck for my important grading today.
I am not particularly religious or superstitious but was open and welcoming to any blessings or good fortune he could afford me. 
Thoughts of the coveted Black belt dangled before my mind’s eye. My mind rewound the past, the years I dedicated to Karate training in Japan. 
I attended two classes, sometimes three classes a day, Monday to Saturday inclusive. Sunday I usually rested but invariably some form of personnel training took place during the day. This amounted to a lot of training and preparation for this one moment. All that study and practise had to now come together, to fruition during a strict and demanding test.
I would have to prove my understanding and abilities, demonstrating the progress I had made effectively enough to impress a somewhat awesome grading panel of undoubtedly the world’s top Shotokan experts/instructors. This would be a tough call.
I actually felt confident, excited and strong, ready to meet the challenge I had prepared for, it seemed for so long now. 
The grading panel were all familiar to me; they were my regular instructors each day of the week from a variety of classes I attended. I was comfortable with the venue, the Hombu Dojo, as it was my home from home six days a week, I knew it well.
I hoped I would do my Sensei’s proud and prove to be a worthy reflection of their tutelage. I had trained hard, but they had taught hard, investing a lot of time and effort in my advancement and my understanding of Japanese Karate.
As I walked to the Dojo I pondered how my progress had been positive and generally good. Though I was always my own worst critic. My aim was quite lofty, I sought perfection, perhaps an unattainable concept but seeking perfection helped me continuously improve and to reach acceptable and sometimes even respectable standards, glimpses of excellence.

I had passed all my Kyu grades with notable 1st class passes, some I jumped a grade to the next level; - Kyu. All were encouraging indicators as I reassured myself and prepared for today’s grading. I had to be positive. Today I could not afford to pick myself to pieces or doubt my ability. I had to be quietly confident. My mind and body a cocktail of mixed emotions, excitement, enthusiasm and apprehension a vigorous energy stirring my being. I must nurture and control these feelings, use them to my advantage. It felt like a tidal wave, a Tsunami of Ki was surging within. 
The big metal sign announcing the location of the Japan Karate Association Hombu dojo loomed in front of me.
I climbed the metal stairwell up to the Dojo, each clanking step one step closer to my goal.
The Black belt was certainly not the be all and end all of Karate, but it was the first real step towards being recognised as a serious student of this Martial art and accepted for advanced training. The Black belt was not a sign of expertise or mastery, as often misrepresented and misunderstood in the ‘West’.
The Shodan (Black Belt) literally meant ‘first step’ or ‘beginning step’. The Black belt (Shodan) indicates a level of competence in the styles basics.
It was symbolic to me at this moment in time. Mon raison d’etre (My reason for being here now). I had come to Japan explicitly to study Japanese Karate and immerse myself in the art, to further my knowledge and skills. Achieving a Shodan, Black belt was an important objective to me as an indicator to measure my level of progress thus far and a reward.
I signed into the Dojo exam register at the office counter and entered into the Dojo viewing area and the training hall.
A crowd of students, teachers, friends and family mingled and gathered. The atmosphere animated, a buzz in the air. Clubs and students from all over Japan, plus some foreigners, like me, had all converged here in Tokyo to witness and participate in this prestigious Dojo grading.
I got changed into my Do gi, and quickly joined the busy throng of students limbering up and stretching.
A sudden clap of hands rang out like thunder echoing about the Dojo. A Sensei announced loudly we were to line up. We were then called by name and divided into small groups and sent to our allocated positions to face a particular grading panel.
One group would perform Kihon (basic drills and combinations). Another group would display a Heian kata, any one of the five basic kyu grade Kata’s chosen by the Sensei. The other group would engage in Ju ippon kumite (one step sparring). And finally the last group would perform advanced senior Kata. In my case this would be Bassai Dai.
Senseis in pairs sat at tables looking over sheets of assessment forms, twiddling pens.
Kihon.
The moment had arrived; the first test was to be Kihon (basics). I was summoned to come forward by Sensei Abe who sat with Sensei Kawawada.
My judges for this section awaited my performance. Both were brilliant technicians and strict traditionalists, a difficult duo to impress.
Given my orders I performed the drills combining a variety of blocks, punches and kicks in various Karate stances; - Zenkutsu dachi (Forward stance) Kokutsu dachi (Back stance) Kiba dachi (Horse stance). Marching up and down the Dojo executing the defensive blocks of Jodan age uke, Tudan soto uke, Tudan uchi uke,* Tudan shuto uke and Gedan barai, all accompanied in a mix and match routine of strikes with both hand and foot.
*Shuto uchi / uke imply a strike or block. ‘Shuto’ actually means ‘Sword hand’, though Westerners generally call it ‘Knife hand’. The emphasis of the word being our hands become a ‘Blade’ of sorts. Whether you are performing a strike or a block  the intent should be the same;-the open hands become a swift, sharp,  cutting, slashing ,thrusting, stabbing, chopping weapon.*
(All blocks (Uke) could become strikes and all strikes (Uchi) could become blocks).
Hand strikes included reverse punches- Gyaku suki, lead hand jabs- Kizami suki. Step forward punches- Oi suki and back fists- Uraken. Then open hand strikes and chops- Shuto uchi. 
Finally the legs were incorporated into the drills and combinations, all duplicated on both the right and left side. Front kicks- Mae geri, then sidekicks, both the thrusting and snapping variety- Yoko geri Kekomi and Keage. Followed by roundhouse kicks- Mawashi geri and finally reverse, back kicks- Ushiro geri. All the techniques performed at stomach and head height (Tudan and Jodan levels).
Each combination was repeated over and over and complemented with loud Kiai’s to show commitment, a focused spirit and the projection of power. A text book execution of the technique, the movement and posture was required. Correct foot positioning, a strong stance and proper distribution of weight, accurate balance, the appropriate use of the hips and a precise concentration of force, correct breathing, all combined with a resolute attitude - the right spirit. These ingredients insured the technique was performed in the required and expected manner, perfectly.
After what seemed an eternity the Kihon section ended and had given me a good sweat and warm up, helping to take the edge off my excited psyche, settling me into a calmer mode and pace allowing me to prepare for the next challenge with a clear composed mind.
Heian Kata.
Awaiting to scrutinize my next presentation, the basic Kata section, were Sensei Oishi and Sensei Osaka.
A Heian Kata of their choosing would be randomly chosen from the five Heian Katas that are the Shotokan Ryu’s (School) basic Katas .These five Katas comprising Heinan ;-Shodan ,Nidan, Sandan ,Yondan and Godan are employed as an introduction to the discipline of Kata and are fundamental building blocks leading onto Dan grade level Kata progression.
I stood attentive, feeling quite lonely out there on the Dojo floor whilst they discussed things between themselves. I tried not to think or guess which Kata they would choose. My mind in a suspended limbo...I did not want to distract or confuse myself. I needed a tranquil but prepared mind. Sensei Osaka ended my wait, looked at me and stated; - “Heian godan”.
My favourite Heian Kata! I bowed deeply, but keeping my eyes directly on my judges, rising slowly and declaring very loudly- “Heian godan”! 
Immediately looking and turning to my left, blocking with a fast left Uchi uke, in Kokutsu dachi and a strong right Gyaku suki... And I was gone. 
A few movements and moments later I was performing a robust but smooth combination beginning with a right leading supported block (Morote uke) in a strong back stance (Kokutsu dachi ), stepping through into a forward stance (Zenkutsu dachi) with a low double armed cross fisted block (Gedan ryoken juji uke) followed instantly with a rising double armed, open handed cross block (Jodan kaisho juji uke), a sharp twist rotating my hands in a clockwise movement, a lock, a break and the open hands coming to rest at my right side, left hand over right, then the left hand sweeping out in an open handed vertical block, then I’m immediately stepping forward into a solid forward stance (Zenkutsu dachi) and punching to the mid-level (Oi suki ) –“Kiai”!  A brief pause and strong Kime.
Now I’m spinning to the rear and dropping down into a Horse stance (Kiba dachi) blocking low with a fast downward right sweeping block (Gedan barai). (Alternatively this can be interpreted as a hammer fist strike (Tetsui uchi) to the groin).
Another powerful fluid and interesting sequence of moves and techniques followed. Turning the head quickly and looking forward again ,still in the Horse stance , my left arm making a slow wide open back handed sweeping block (Haishu uke) immediately followed by the right rear leg rising and arcing in a fast crescent kick (Mika zuki geri) making contact with the open left hand in a loud slap, **landing in an opposite sided Horse stance and executing a right elbow strike (Enpi), the left hand supporting the elbow, quickly stepping sideways in a forward cross step stance (Kosa dachi) legs bent and performing a supported mid-level double block (Morote uke). The stance now changes and shortens (Renoji dachi) the right leg straitening as the left foot slides out of the cross stance, extending a little whilst the supported block rises upwards and is used as an upper cut strike (Uho tsukiage) to the rear.
**(I have also been taught this sequence as a right elbow strike; with a left downward open palm heel block (Shotei otoshi uke) which then supports a stinging right back fist (Uraken) stunning the opponent prior to a hip throw utilising the leverage of the crossed legged stance).

Suddenly I was jumping high into the air (Tobi komi) my legs bent tucked in and crossed, my fists pulled back tight either side of my waist and landing in a low cross legged stance (Kosa dachi ) whilst executing a double armed cross fisted block (Gedan ryoken juji uke) exploding in a loud “Kiai”! Quickly rising and facing the rear, stepping into a strong forward stance and performing a double armed supported block. (Morote uke).
Turning my head and body swiftly reversing my stance and deepening it, looking forward again, my right open hand reaching down sharply and striking with rigid fingers- ‘Spear hand’ (Nukite) and grabbing (Hiki) at the imaginary opponents genital region, my left arm bent and pulled back to my right shoulder the open hand in a ‘Knife hand’ (Shuto) pose, which very rapidly smashes downwards in an open hand blow to the groin, executed simultaneously as the right striking/grabbing hand pulls back in a pull and push like double action (Tsukami hiki) accompanied with a powerful “Kiai”! (Translating to a nasty strike/grab/rip with the right open hand aided by a sudden left rigid open hand chopping strike to the opponent’s groin).This double technique combination  is known as Shuto uchikomi (Sword cutting strike / inside block) 
Rising up from a deep front stance (Zenkutsu dachi) into a guarded back stance (Kokutsu dachi) my right arm raised in an upper level inside block (Soto Nagashi uke) and the left arm in a lower level downwards block (Gedan uke). This stance/position is called Manji uke (Swirling block).
A few more moves and it was over and I was bowing out.
(There are various interpretations on the blocking/striking applications from the Kata and the correct way it should be performed. I have not detailed every move and technique but given a general summary of the Kata’s drama and highlights. The basic, standard movements in the JKA Shotokan Karate version of Heian godan were at this moment in time and at my level, as recalled above).
The Kata felt good, I was not sure how it looked but hoped it was performed correctly and satisfactorily.



Ju Ippon Kumite.
The next trial awaited me. Sensei Isaka and Sensei Yahara were my adjudicators. The discipline they would judge was to be Ju ippon kumite.
I was partnered with a keen Japanese University student who appeared to be raring to go. His eyes bored into me weighing me up, psyching me out as he limbered up .The body language told me he was a fighter. His shaven head, cauliflower ears and broken nose confirmed it. He didn’t look friendly...
My gut feeling (my Hara- intuition) told me he was taking no prisoners and would want to impress Sensei’s Isaka and Yahara. I felt calm, almost detached but I was in the zone and ready for any eventuality. There was no time for doubt or fear. It was do or die time. In front of Sensei Yahara this was even more profound.
We bowed to one another respectfully and waited in Yoi, the ready position for our instructions. One would be the attacker- Tori (uchi) and the other the defender- Uke. Then we would reverse rolls. The first round I was to be the Uke, the defender.
These were pre-arranged attacks to the mid-level, Tudan and head level, Jodan and consisted of punch and kick attacks. The object was to defend, block, evade, and counter with a single strike.
This part of the exam is a bit of a blur and seemed to be over very quickly. Three of the attacks and my subsequent defences and counters remain vivid and stuck in my minds library.
The first attack; - My Tori (uchi) lunged forward, fast and furious as I had anticipated, with a very powerful Tudan oi suki (Step through stomach punch).I slid back to absorb his advance and projection forward, correcting my distance and compensating for the loss of my defensive position- the Ma-ai, (The critical distance between you and your opponent).
As he stepped in to complete his attack, I held my ground and waited. When I was convinced he was totally committed, (The moment he was shifting his weight from the supporting foot to the other foot, as his rear leg came forward and just prior to his foot resting and settling on the floor).
I swept my lead leg out, hooking the heel of his extended advancing foot and sweeping it upwards with the sole of my own lead foot- Ashi barai (foot sweep) simultaneously blocking with Soto uke (an inward mid-level sweeping block) sending his attacking arm, fist and whole body sideways following his swept leg. My opponent hurtled to the side, his balance lost to the speed and momentum of the foot sweep and sweeping block combination, knocking his whole body out of sync, his orientation lost. The Ashi barai’s power lifting him, his fate sealed. For a brief moment my opponent was mid-air, feet both off the ground.
I quickly advanced sliding forward and countered with a solid Gyaku suki to his exposed stomach, bringing him crashing down onto the wooden floor, a clean K.O.
I was pleased with myself but right now could not afford any celebration, it was a good start but there was more to come and right now my partner was ‘rattled’.
He was O.K. and got up, slightly winded but more surprised at his sudden felling. My counter punch had been hard but performed with control; I had ‘pulled’ it a little.
We squared up composing ourselves as best we could under the circumstances and pressure we felt. I prepared to defend, he to attack.
Revenge was in my partner’s eyes, a fire burnt deep inside and suddenly he was leaping forward in a fast bouncing step and almost upon me with a straight punch directed at my face, his fist flying towards my chin.
I stood firm and immediately defended with a rising block (Age uke), simultaneously countering with a reverse punch (Gyaku suki) to his stomach, following this by sliding forward, my lead leg rising quickly hitting the target on the side of his head with a sharp roundhouse head kick (Mawashi geri jodan).The smacking sound distinct as my foot slapped his head. The Gyaku suki should have been enough, but my instinct dictated I had to follow up with a decisive move, a ‘Killing blow’.
The kicks execution was swift, stinging but controlled as I used the flat instep, top of my foot for the impact. A kinder strike, as using the ball of the foot (Koshi) would be crueller and rather painful as it created a more damaging hit when making contact.
Although we were committed to attack and defend with true force the counter attack had to be measured. Fast, strong and powerful -but controlled.
The reason behind this being respect for the attacker as he was not permitted to respond to the counter attack. He had one chance, his attack and then he was open to the counter. Hence the defender had a clear advantage once he had evaded and blocked the attacker. It was primarily an exercise in attack and defence to hone our skills and demonstrate our ability to K.O an attacker.
This was the understood rule and correct etiquette in this exercise.
Kicks were always to be avoided. They carried immense power and one was wise to escape them. During the kicking attacks my opponent’s front kick (Mae geri) turned out to be particularly strong and speedy as it hurtled towards me like an express freight train. 
As the leg fully extended and stretched out to its maximum reach, totally committed to the strike, the ball of his foot reaching for impact with my stomach. I immediately blocked his outstretched leg making contact at the ankle with my lead arm, executing an inward sweeping block (Harai uke) straight across my body, redirecting the force of the attack and pushing the striking leg away to the side knocking him off target and balance, the momentum carrying the kick away from me. 
Out of immediate danger and having opened him up, the sweeping blocks effect left him vulnerable and his upper torso exposed. I instantly executed a rear leg thrusting side kick (Yoko geri kekomi tudan) aimed at his stomach, hitting him with a penetrating kick, the side of my foot (Sokuto) sinking into his body and sending him flying into the Dojo side wall which he crashed into and slid down and onto the floor.
Sensei Isaka called “Yame!!”(“Stop”!!) Ending our heightened and enthusiastic engagement.
He spoke at some length with Sensei Yahara, whilst we stood in Yoi, grasping welcome deep breaths and wiping the sweat from our brows.
My spoken, ‘everyday’, Japanese was O.K, but still quite basic. My Dojo, Karate Japanese was relatively good. (It had to be if one wanted to grasp the essence of the Karate study, all lessons were in Japanese!).
Isaka Sensei was discussing Kime (Focus/concentration) during the performance of techniques. Sensei Yahara was listening intently and nodding in agreement. I gathered it concerned me and my partner’s spirited encounter during this stage of the exam. 
They both looked very serious and when Sensei Yahara took a good look at me, nodding in agreement with Sensei Isaka, I felt my hunch was correct. They were assessing me it seemed and my use of Kime and its application in relation to the execution of my counter strikes.
I felt my defences had been acceptable and effective. My counters attacks immediate responses and focused. I employed strong Kiai’s as I delivered my counter strikes. I had not taken advantage of my opponent’s inability to respond to my counters. I felt, rightly or wrongly I had used Kime, (Decisive focus). Kime is a very important ingredient in authentic Karate.
Kime is the focussing of one’s entire being into the target, the unity of the mind and body during the execution of technique .Totally destroying the target and defeating the opponent completely.
The Kiai is the audible tool or method used –A ‘war cry’- or more correctly a ‘Spirit shout’ used to focus the spiritual, mental and physical energies into one powerful and explosive single point, in one instant. It was the gel that brought everything together. Kime is the critical ingredient of the actual Kiai, concentrating all the Ki energy.
Kiai is not just a loud shout; it is the unification of all ones energies. Originating in the lower abdomen, the Hara (The Ocean of energy) an internal energy is released, exploding externally. Recognising a good Kiai required more than just hearing an explosive sound, it was also vital to witness its execution in the participant’s body language.
Sensei Isaka was a deep thinking and serious minded man dedicated to the true essence of Karate technique and devoted much time to understanding these deeper concepts. Yahara Sensei was also a truly dedicated, no nonsense Karateka. He believed in the concept of Ikken hissatsu- One strike, one kill - No messing about! Their joint analysis was interesting and I guess they were clarifying and confirming what they had witnessed and if they agreed.
Drawing me suddenly back from my ponderings and breathing Sensei Yahara almost smiled and told us to bow out. It was done, over.
Sensei Isaka busied himself writing up notes and filling the assessment forms. I prayed mine would be positive and all would be good. My final test and challenge arrived, soon after. No time to rest, I was sweat sodden and my Gi felt like a lead weight. I would now have to dig deep for those untapped reserves of Ki energy.
Bassai Dai Kata.
Sensei Asai and Sensei Kagawa were ready to asses my senior Kata, the advanced Kata I chose was ‘Bassai dai’. This Kata’s name is generally understood to mean; - ‘To breach a fortress’. (Some interpretations can also translate to;-‘Extract from a fortress’ and ‘To move an obstruction’).
This was quite apt I felt as I faced my grading finale…I had to confront the barriers and smash down the obstructions before me and emerge victorious, extracting my prize from the ‘Fortress’. All those hoops and hurdles, trials and tribulations, blood, sweat and tears. This was it, my quest. My reward lay before me. I had to encapsulate all that time and training into ‘Now’.
I breathed deeply, all thought was pointless now and my automatic responses had to carry me onwards. I bowed and announced; - “Basai dai”! My declaration resonated about the Dojo forcefully, as though it was my last words and final statement. My arms at my front held low, pointing to the floor, the left hand open and wrapped over my right clenched fist.
Bursting forth my right knee and leg raised high in a forceful leap, leading me into the battle and landing forward forcefully in a cross legged stance (Kosa dachi) my legs bent and locked, my arms having come forward raised and bent, the open left hand supporting the right fist, blocking and striking simultaneously (Moroto uchi uke) exploding into the opening sequence and emitting a powerful and loud “Kiai”!. (The striking technique can be translated as a close range upper cut punch (Ura zuki), a back fist (Uraken) and/or a knee strike (Hiza uchi).)
I was now rapt within the Kata... Moving in a fast rhythm and with power, slowing when required and then picking up the beat again. Outwardly and physically expressing the drama held within the form, its life or death struggle. 
The hips playing a pivotal role (quite literally) as  the body changed directions rapidly in sharp twists and turns accompanied with strong defences and powerful attacks.
Suddenly I am moving forward in three solid back stances (Kokutsu dachi) executing three sharp knife hand strikes/blocks (Shuto uchi/uke) right, left, right, the tempo is bang-bang -bang as I step through, hands cutting through the air, then stepping backwards into another left open handed strike/block in a guarded back stance, then shifting my body weight and posture into a forward stance (Zenkutsu dachi) extending my right arm and its leading open hand performing a hooking block and grab (Uchi hiki uke), seizing my imaginary attacker, pulling him swiftly forward and off balance ,bringing my hands down towards  my right hip, bent at a right angle, the left open hand supporting the right. Pulling downwards as I turn my body counter clockwise (Left hip turned away, right hip forward).The right leg rises quickly, bringing the knee up towards my chest before the leg rapidly descends in a low stomping kick (Gedan fumikomi geri) the outside edge of my foot (Sokuto), the big toe curled upwards, the other toes turned downwards making the blade of the foot rigid as it stamps down sharply on my opponents knee with a loud “Kiai!” My fists raised and pulled up tight to my chest.
Swiftly recovering my attacking leg ,lifting the knee back up high and then stepping down securely into a defensive back stance (Kokutsu dachi) with a guarded left knife hand block (Shuto uke) facing the rear.
Off I go again into the fray, battling the imaginary adversaries, evading, blocking, striking and controlling the fight…Three successive mountain punches (Yama suki’s) in solid forward stances, accompanied with a roaring Kiai as I performed the third and final of the double punch combinations, bringing me out of my engrossed trance like state, stirring my focus and Mushin (No mind). Before I knew it... it was suddenly all over.
The Kata seemed to just happen. I was aware of being there and sensing my opponents as the drama unfolded, yet it seemed my mind and body performed instinctively on autopilot, an inner spirit or energy driving me.
As I captured my breath and bowed to the Sensei I noted I had ended the Kata were I had begun it, a good sign. I felt good, this was a very rare feeling for me concerning my Karate. An opinion I was not used to, but when and if this feeling of ‘good’ occurred, I guess this was to be a cherished moment.
I had put my whole being into the exam. Whether I passed or failed I had given the best performance I could.



















SHODAN BLACK BELT. 

(Exam results)  Conclusion;-When White Belts Dream...

Monday morning arrived and not too soon. It had been a long night and I had been anxiously awaiting the dawn, anticipating the results of my ‘Shodan’ Karate exam, my thoughts recollecting and reliving the grading, analysing my performance via the vivid imagery playing out and presented in my mind’s eye. 
Today the results would be revealed for all to see and witness, printed and posted upon the notice board at the ‘So Hombu Dojo’.
Arriving at the Dojo I was excited, though some nagging doubts began to enter my thoughts as I signed into the class register at the reception, bowing with a respectable and obligatory; - “Oss!” and greeting the gathered Sensei and students with “Ohayou  gozaimasu” (Good morning).
I entered the early morning twilit Dojo approaching the notice board with some trepidation and took a deep breath, my eyes examining the poster announcing the exam results...
I was not disappointed, to my relief and great joy there upon the Dojo notice board was my name written in bold print and jumping out at me;-
Cesarino (‘Rino’) Orlandini- ‘Shodan’.
I stared at my name and the word; - ‘Shodan’ for what seemed an eternity, transfixed in dis-belief really. It was official; I was a Japan Karate Association Black Belt, I had achieved my goal.
I afforded myself a smile and silent congratulations. 
Jubilant and savouring my success, I hurriedly and excitedly went and got changed into my ‘Do-gi’ for the Special morning class and my last lesson and class as a ‘Kyu’ grade.



























‘DRUNKEN TREE’: - The Black Belt.

The Chinese roots of Japanese calligraphy reach back as far as 28 century BC and were introduced to Japan circa 600 century AD. This system of writing was titled the ‘Karayo tradition’ and is still practised today, regularly infused via Chinese cultural contact.

The fascinating Chinese writing system was transferred to Japan via its cultural associations, travel and trade. The Chinese calligraphy’s transmission was adopted by the Japanese, who subsequently added Japanese qualities and ingredients to accommodate Japanese ideas and approach, which blended with the traditional Chinese style transforming and creating a new style

In Japan the characters evolved and transformed in a metamorphous, emerging as the cursive Kana writing system which became an artistic form of writing as well as a practical form of communication.

This marvellous form of writing has captivated many Western artists over a number of years, particularly calligraphers .Many Western artists studied and practised this oriental calligraphy alongside their own disciplines and art.
Japanese School children are expected to learn 1,006 basic Kyoiku kanji characters before 6th grade ends. This Kyoiku kanji is a sub set of a larger list of 1,945 Kanji characters, called the Joyo kanji. These characters allow a level of fluency required to read literature in Japanese .This is usually mastered by 9th grade.

The actual number of characters in all totality is disputed. According to the ‘Daikanwa jiten’ there are about 50,000 characters. But some mainland Chinese dictionaries (Yiti Zidain) contain a staggering 100,000 plus characters!!

The Japanese government says that you need to know almost 2,000 characters to be considered fluent in Japanese. More characters are in use but these 2,000 are most commonly employed. All educated Japanese can read more than 1,945 characters.

Depending on their major, many Japanese university students can read 5,000 plus.



To make things a little easier to translate and create sounds and words the Japanese have other alphabet systems; - Katakana, which has approximately 46 simple stroke like characters, derived from the more complex Kanji. Along with another system called Hiragana, also comprising about 46 characters.
The Katakana is used to translate foreign words and sounds and the Hiragana translate the Japanese words and sounds which the main Kanji characters do not cover.

The Japanese alphabet consists of 99 sounds formed with 5 vowels (a-e-i-o-u) and 14 consonants (k-s-t-h-m-y-r-w-g-z-d-b-p-n).

If that was not enough to fill ones brain with alphabetical overload, they also use our Western alphabet and Latin script, the ‘A-B-C’ this is called Romanji.

I hope your keeping up with all these important facts and trivia as it will further hi-light my very own total ignorance and cultural naivety during my first clumsy attempts to understand the Japanese language. 

Like the artists and calligraphers of my own Western culture who marvelled at the beauty of Chinese and Japanese characters, I too found them charming. There was artistry in these strokes, exuding a mysterious and beguiling quality. 

I wanted to translate my name into some distinguished, aesthetically beautiful Japanese Kanji characters. These characters would adorn and decorate my Karate belt in style. In these early days of my Japanese cultural innocence and more so ignorance, I thought this would be quite simple… ‘Easy-peasy’.

I tasked a very lovely Japanese university student, Yuki, to find me some Japanese characters that were really fancy, symbolic and special. Bold yet graceful Kanji that pronounced my name when read.

She kindly and patiently explained in a respectful and knowledgeable way that it would be difficult. A polite Japanese way of saying; - ‘Mission Impossible’! Advising this would be complicated and the word/character could be lost in translation. 

A Western occidental name in a Latin Roman alphabet, translated into oriental Japanese Kanji characters. What could possibly go wrong I pondered?

References; - Nakata Yujiro: The art of Japanese calligraphy (1973).
                      Yuuko Suzuki: Introduction to Japanese calligraphy (2005).
                      Hachiro Onoue: History of Japanese calligraphy (1934).

Katakana was the preferred characters and script to pronounce and read foreign words, a system of simple strokes. But it was not as elaborate or as eye catching as the Kanji.

So I pressured Yuki to search high and low for Kanji characters for my name.  
I wanted Kanji!

Eventually after some discussion she agreed. No doubt keen to please and assist my, yet unknown to me, ridiculous quest.
We came to an understanding that, though the Kanji character would have a particular meaning unconnected to my name, it was possible with some manipulation, tongue twisting and colourful imagination to find some Kanji that could and would sound and pronounce my name when read. The sound; - ‘Ri – no’. (My first name). 

Orlandini, my surname was a non-starter and Yuki would’ve had a mental breakdown or committed Hari-kari (Ritual suicide) if I had tasked her with finding characters to suit my family name.

Days then weeks passed and Yuki dedicatedly and diligently toiled, searching high and low to satisfy my request. Visiting numerous libraries and pouring over books and texts about Kanji characters, their pronunciation and meanings. 

Then one evening when we met, she had a broad smile and explained excitedly she had found two very beautiful Kanji characters that made the sound ‘Ri-No’.

I was delighted and anxious to see them. Yuki showed me her findings and we looked over the ornate Kanji characters which really stood out. “Ri”, she said pointing to the first character, “No” she added pointing to the other. Together they pronounced; - ‘Rino’.

“Magnificent”! I exclaimed, “They’re great”! These characters would be embroidered proudly in gold on my Karate belt.

Excited to have discovered two stylish Kanji characters that made the sound ‘Ri-No’, I eagerly asked what the characters actually signified and meant. I was hoping for something dignified, honourable and symbolic of Japan, invoking its Samurai heritage or relating to Bushido (Warrior way).

Yuki smiled bravely, no doubt concealing a repressed desire to explode in uncontrollable laughter... But with great dignity and without giggling she told me the ‘Ri’ character symbolised and meant; - “Drunken” and the ‘No’ character meant “Tree”. Together the characters expressed;-‘Drunken tree’...
After the initial shock and disappointment, I nearly fell off my stool laughing loudly. “Drunken tree... Brilliant!” I said. It was ridiculous but I actually liked it, it was hilarious. After composing myself and taking some deep breaths and a reality check I realised very quickly this would not be suitable for my Karate belt.
I conceded defeat. A stark realisation dawned that the Kanji may not be the way forward and really not feasible. After some grovelling and reflection we agreed to put my name into Katakana, which was possible and the correct method to use. This was easy for Yuki to translate and write and she presented me with my full name; - Rino Orlandini in Katakana; - リノ オーランディニ  

It was still Japanese, not as fancy in character but it would actually pronounce my name correctly and mean what it stated! On serious reflection being called ‘Drunken tree’ would not have suited my Karate belt or the Karate Dojo and no doubt raised many a Sensei’s eyebrows!

At last, I had my full name in Japanese script and it looked good. Mission accomplished.

I eventually got my Black belt embroidered at the ‘Tokaido’ store in Tokyo. My full name in gold Katakana strokes ran down one side and the Japan Karate Association down the other side. This incidentally was in the Japanese Kanji characters as the Japanese Kanji translated correctly. I was overjoyed I had some Kanji on my belt.

My Black belt was very thoughtfully and generously gifted by my Japanese Sempai (senior student) who presented the coveted Black belt to me at the Hombu Dojo on the 23/3/89 before the Special morning class, he had insisted on rewarding me with the belt. My Sempai - Takaaki Taniguchi, had regularly advised and assisted me in my daily study and practise. He was always very attentive, patient, supportive and helpful. Though in his 60’s he regularly trained in the morning Special class and was someone I respected, admired and aspired to be like. His age was deceiving as he was still youthful and his Karate was strong, sharp, fast and full of Ki energy, a testament to Karate’s benefits on one’s health, wellbeing and vitality.

I wore my personalised embroidered Black belt with pride.



51) YUDANSHA.

My time and effort had come to fruition I had achieved the coveted Black belt grade, but I had no time to rest on my laurels or celebrate too much, I was very aware that this was really just the beginning. 
I was very proud of my Shotokan Karate certificate, issued and presented to me at the Hombu Dojo. The Japanese Karate association (J.K.A) official Dan grade certificate gave the diploma a real sense of achievement. It had a recognised authenticity, an authority and unquestionable validity. 
Taught and trained by and with, the best of the best.
The Black belt, Shodan, was a foundation to be built and improved upon, leading me to the next level.
In the West we tend to associate a Black belt with Mastery/Expertise. This is a misconception. 
It is certainly not the be all and end all of Karate.
The Shodan implies; - First step, and means; - ‘beginning degree’ (The Japanese ‘Kanji’ character Sho meaning new, first or beginning, the ‘Dan’ meaning; - Rank). The Black belt signified a fundamental understanding and a certain competence, an ability to perform the basic requirements of Karate. One was now accepted as a serious practitioner of ‘Karate Do’.
The Black belt is just a piece of dyed heavy duty black cotton. But it symbolises and credits a Karateka’s level of ability/knowledge. It was a symbol that carried status, respect and responsibilities.
The Black belts worth was only as valuable as the practitioner who wore it. Its value reflected in the degree of Karate skill/knowledge that the owner (wearer) commanded. The belt didn’t make the man, it was not magic and did not afford one special powers. Skills and knowledge learnt had to be maintained and constantly practised and improved. Practise had to be regular to maintain ones standard of Karate and the Yudansha (Black belt Karateka) had to continue to pursue excellence. The standards expected and accredited to the Black belt had to be a constant. 
You were only as good as your last Karate class.
Without these ingredients the belt was just a belt, something to hold up your trousers... the belt remained but the skill and knowledge waned without constant attention and practise. A true Karateka had to be relentless in his training and studies, unwavering in pursuing his goals. It was not what was around your waist that counted, what was important was what was in your heart and mind; - the spirit of Karate and how you employed these skills.
On entering the Dojo in my new Kurobi (Black belt) hanging around my waist, I was very proud but also very self-conscious. The Black belt seemed to radiate and stood out, it drew attention I did not relish! I was no longer an anonymous coloured belt. I had achieved a recognised standard and would have to live up to that grades demands. 
Sensei Ogura was the first to come over to me, a big smile beaming across his face, genuinely pleased for me and pointing at my belt he told me; - “Oh! Black Belt! It suits you.” Implying I was worthy of the grade. This was a very flattering compliment from such a high grade and talented Karate Sensei. A very kind acknowledgement and a generous compliment, I was very grateful.
Sensei Tanaka acknowledged my new belt with a smile and hearty handshake, crushing my hand in the process, “Oss! Good, well done”, he told me ,followed by Sensei Shina who nodded his head in agreement with a bow and another crushing handshake.
In Japan traditionally a Karateka wears a white belt all the way through the Kyu grades until 3rd Kyu, when a student is then permitted to wear a Brown belt. The student continues to wear a Brown belt up to and including the 2nd and 1st Kyu’s exams and stages of progress, until finally attaining Shodan, Black belt. Though most schools of Karate today have adopted the Judo colour belt system, generally colour coded; - White, Yellow, Orange, Green, Purple, Brown (x 3), then Black.
I understood as a Black belt the classes would be more intense and unforgiving. Black belts did not hold back on fellow Black belts, you were expected to be able to live up to your grade. As a new Black belt you were ‘Fair game’. There were no excuses, you were a serious Karateka and you had to prove your worth and you would regularly be put to the test!


PARADOXICAL
One of the contradictions of Karate study was that we were taught to be proficient in un-armed combat, utilising violent effective debilitating techniques and employing rapid, precise and powerful blocks and strikes to deal with and to end confrontations with immediate effect, conclusively.
The paradox was in the ‘Do’-(Path/ Way)-Which taught us discipline, respect, restraint and control. The use of violence was a last resort.
Karate skills learnt were to defend ourselves. Skills were only to be used in extreme conditions. We were taught to respond to any threat or attack presented with a variety of defensive and offensive techniques and to react according to the situation, responding with appropriate force and employing moderate or extreme combat techniques in reply, depending on the danger level posed, the adversaries intent and by the intensity of the attack. The assailant would reap what they sowed!
Through the rigorous, sweaty, bruising and bloody lessons of Karate’s system of un-armed combat you came to realise the brutality of fighting and the damage that could be inflicted in violent encounters, valuing a non-violent approach to confrontation unless absolutely necessary.
One had always to be ready and able to ‘Turn it on’ if the occasion arose.
The Latin motto comes to mind; - ‘Si vis pacem, para bellum’ (‘Pray for peace prepare for war’)...
On the subject of Karate Do and it’s paradoxical path: One senior Karate grade told me in conversation whilst discussing this topic; - “I abhor violence, but I am very skilled in it!”
A Karate Master; - Hanshi Shoshin Nagamine (Matsubayashi-Ryu), was asked for a brief description of what defined a good Karate person. 
The Master replied; - “Kisshu Fushin” (Oni te hotoke kokoro) – “A Demons hands, a Saints heart”... 
An eloquent reply!
The emphasis in Karate-Do was to become a better person, to be a good person, a good member of society.
This would be a good class. I was in high spirits, fuelled by a vigorous energy; a wave of abundant Ki, it seemed was flowing through my body and mind.
I pinched myself to see if I was still that ‘Daydreaming White belt’.
But it wasn’t a dream, I was wide awake and it was official: I was a Shodan Black belt.
I took a deep breath pondering my achievement.
After all what was a Black belt? I asked myself, calming my excitement with some humble introspection and candid reflection, whilst tying my Obi (belt) about my Karate Gi and waist, fixing the knot in the centre.
After a few moments entertaining and wrestling thoughts, it became quite clear;-
“A Black belt was just a White belt that never gave up”.
I lined up for class and bowed deeply to my Sensei’s, the journey had really just begun...

****************************************************************
I left Japan on 29 May 1989. Boarding a slow boat to China…
(Departing Kobe, Japan and sailing to Shanghai, China). 
Another journey and adventure awaited me.






Epilogue;-
52) Does Karate work? (Practical applications in action).
As a form of self-defence and self-development Karate ticked all the boxes. It was a demanding Martial art, but the investment was rewarding. The standard you attained and the degree of success you achieved, its value and effectiveness were determined by the time and effort you afforded and devoted to its practise. 
The character and essence of our Karate is forged and fashioned by the instruction, guidance and experience received and most importantly how its lessons are interpreted, absorbed and grasped in the Dojo. Today’s dedication and self-discipline cultivated tomorrow’s conclusions. We would reap what we sowed.
As a form of unarmed combat was the antique Martial art of Karate still relevant and efficient in a modern world? 
Outside of the Dojo I have had some confrontational experiences in which Karate served me well. I include two examples of its effectiveness when applied.
‘The Wine Bar’-
One Friday evening I was in a local tavern enjoying a cold beer and warm conversation with some friends. One of the customers at the bar who had been over indulging in liquor had discovered, through the grapevine, that I practised Karate and in his drunken bravado decided he would like to test my abilities. Finishing his drink and leaving the bar counter he had been leaning upon, he moved towards his target, me! 
I wasn’t in a good position, sat on a bar stool with my back turned to the advancing aggressor blissfully unaware of his intentions, the upcoming challenge and impending attack. I had no argument or problem with this character and the incident came as a rude awakening. 
A Japanese Samurai warrior would never compromise himself in this way. He would sit in a defensive position with his back protected against the wall and have a clear and commanding view of his surroundings... unfortunately I was no Samurai and would learn the importance of this strategy the hard way.
As he passed by he attempted to grab me and wrap his left arm about my neck in a side headlock with a fast, surprise attack. 
I instinctively responded by turning my head away to the left, chin tucked in close to my chest to protect my throat and avoid being chocked ,instantly swinging my right arm downwards in a sweeping motion, my open rigid hand (Shuto uchi) striking with a sharp chop, connecting solidly with my assailant’s crotch. The result from this strike made my assailants upper torso rise then fold in pain, as his body tilted forward in reaction to the impact. His whole body involuntarily bowing in a violent spasm, bent headfirst, exposing the rear of his neck and offering me his ‘head on a plate’. 
My right arm and chopping hand continued on its course between his legs, turning and curling under his groin and butt, raising upwards in a hooking, lifting motion and further increasing the forward movement and slant of my attacker’s body. Seizing the initiative I rapidly employed my left arm, which came across my chest, my left hand quickly grabbing the back of his exposed neck and pushing his head further forward and downwards, whilst simultaneously continuing to raise my right arm. (Basically; - Left hand pushing down and right hand lifting up, in a circular movement). I remained still seated, shaken not stirred...
The result was a spectacular throw! The attacker performed a very dramatic forward roll in mid-air as he flipped completely over, head over heels in an acrobatic somersault, landing flat on his back with a heavy thump onto the bar-room floor and was instantly winded by the heavy impact which left him groaning and gasping for air.
It all seemed to happen in slow motion but was over in an instant. A perfectly executed technique I thought, though one I don’t recall consciously learning, my reaction seemed natural and it just came from nowhere, like the attack (!!)
I felt no need to add to my defence, my assailant was incapacitated, perhaps he deserved a punch but I felt the result was appropriate and adequate. He was neutralised and more importantly no beer or blood spilt... 
Once he got his breath back he was picked up and unceremoniously thrown out the bar by some staff.  My friends and I continued to drink our beer.


And on another occasion in a more exotic location...

‘Dreadlock Holiday’...

In my mid-thirties I travelled about Mexico and Central America for several months, ending up in the Caribbean .I had survived Mexico’s violent drug cartels and Central America’s notorious street gangs virtually unscathed. Only to drop my guard and nearly get mugged on the idyllic, holiday-honeymooners island of St. Lucia, a picture post card tropical paradise.

Much to my shame, in a compromising position, whilst relieving myself on the beach one evening...

At Gros Islet on Friday night they hold a street party. Locals reinforced by coach loads of tourists , throng to the tiny town to enjoy the events tropical charms, sampling the street fare from the stalls offering tasty Caribbean snacks and unwind at small bars dotted about its lively streets. Rasta reggae bands pump out loud bouncy tunes with the heavy bass shaking the colonial homes. Eating drinking and dancing are the order of the day. Everyone having a good time.

I had been enjoying the party atmosphere and as the night progressed nature called and I required a toilet. Due to the crowds this turned out to be quite a task, as after much searching none were vacant or seemed available. My need becoming more urgent as the futile cross-legged search progressed. Becoming more desperate I left the street party and crowds and walked down to the nearby beach to relieve myself. I subconsciously noted a group of local West Indian youths loitering about the sea wall, smoking and hanging out. I felt safe enough as I passed them and went onto the palm fringed beach, stepping into the darkness. The sound of the surf lapping the shore added to my urgency to urinate. No one appeared to be about, so at last unzipped and gazing into a starlit horizon I could relax and relieve myself, relishing the tropical bliss... Here I stood with my John Thomas exposed, when two silhouetted men approached from behind a tall palm tree they’d been lurking about, stepping out of the shadows. Noting their presence, with a sense of modesty and stirred from my alfresco lavatory heaven, I hurriedly tried to finish spending a penny and get my manhood tucked politely and safely away. 

The bigger of the two came forward, whilst his stocky but smaller friend, stood at my side. Looking down at my hands and noticing my gold signet ring with its distinct Japanese/Chinese Kanji character carved into it, (The oriental character read Fu in Chinese and Fuku in Japanese, both meaning good luck/fortune).
The taller ones greedy eyes took an unhealthy interest in my band of gold. He told me he liked it and then demanded I give him –the ring. 

It seemed I was about to experience my own ‘Dreadlock Holiday’ as the popular tune played hauntingly in the back of my mind, as I stood anticipating what was about to happen... (Thinking to myself of the ring symbols pronunciation; - FUKU in Japanese and now at this precise moment in time; - Fuck you! in English I hastily reflected).

Menacingly they told me they could roll me (mug / rob me). Sensing the threat and danger, bravely or foolishly I replied- “you can’t have it”, and warned them they would regret any attempt to obtain it; - “I won’t give up without a fight” I added. The ring held a special and significant place in my life, it was part of me. I refused to lose it, particularly to a couple of beach bandits. No way, not today. I had made up my mind. There would be blood, mine or theirs. Fostering a Karate Jutsu attitude had to prevail in this scenario. 

I was walkin' down the street, Concentratin' on truckin' right I heard a dark voice beside of me, and I looked 'round in a state of fright. I saw four faces, one mad; a brother from the gutter. They looked me up and down a bit and turned to each other.

I say, I don't like cricket, oh no, I love it.
I don't like cricket, oh no, I love it.
Don't you walk through my words. You got to show some respect.
Don't you walk through my words, cause you ain't heard me out yet.

Well, he looked down on my silver chain.
He said: 'I'll give you one dollar'.
I said: 'you’ve got to be jokin', man, 
it was a present from me mother'.
He said: 'I like it, I want it, I'll take it off your hands,
and you'll be sorry you crossed me,
you better understand that you're alone’ (a long way from home)

And I say, I don't like Reggae, oh no, I love it.
I don't like Reggae, oh no, I love it.
don't you cramp me style, 
don't you queer me pitch.
don't you walk through my words, 
cause you ain't heard me out yet.....................(‘Dread lock Holiday’10cc hit pop song 1978)

I had a trick or two up my sleeve. The Dojo and my Sensei in Japan had prepared me to be able to defend and attack when it was justified, moral and appropriate. That moment to act was now. I had hoped this type of awkward situation would never occur, but I was confident and ready for whatever eventuality ensued.
A tense standoff followed, only a few minutes perhaps, but the tension was palpable. I outnumbered and quite vulnerable, alone on a foreign beach... After some psyching each other out, I quickly assessed they were not packing any weapons, knives, clubs, guns etc. I hoped I was correct, none were visible and they seemed a couple of chancers, wannabe gangsters and appeared weaponless. Advantage the Karateka...

On this occasion I could not afford to take any prisoners .I concluded my strategy;- The tall one was getting a swift, sharp chop to his throat with a left rigid, open hand (Shuto uchi) , in the same instant his accomplice would receive the full force of my swinging right elbow (Enpi), striking the side of his jaw... A one-two, left-right rapid striking combination. That should do the trick...Then I’ll escape, leg it!

To cut a long story short and not to dwell on an upsetting experience or glorify acts of violence...I still have my gold Kanji ring wrapped decoratively about my finger. My two assailants, I presume, awoke sometime later, laying upon the beach rubbing their heads and wondering what happened.  

Karate did not make you invincible, indestructible or ‘Superman’, but it certainly gave you an edge, the tools to protect yourself and the confidence to deal with verbal or physical threat or assault.
It was wise to remember that Karateka alas, are mere mortals also and we are all vulnerable to unwanted aggression, sudden violence and surprise attacks, we all experience others anger and take a few knocks from time to time.
Fortunately not too often.
































Finally on a happy ending one last story of survival;-
‘Magic Skin’...  
In the glory days of my backpacking and on a number of occasions, wanderlust took me roaming about the Indian Sub-continent for several months at a time. Each visit a revelation, immersing myself in its unique mixture of experiences and exploring its colourful chaos. Over the years travelling the four points of the compass on magical journeys, from far up in the North;-‘The roof of the world’, amongst the mighty Himalayas, down to the vast central plains and onto the very furthest tip of Southern India. West about its magnificent desert kingdoms and East into verdant green jungles. About sprawling cities and dusty villages along the way. 
Westerners have been drawn to these foreign lands for centuries, seduced by its breath-taking landscapes and the exotic flora and fauna. An air of mystery prevails about a timeless land that creaks and groans with the cumulated wisdom of ages, an epic history infused with a kaleidoscope of vibrant cultural and ethnic diversity. India is an adventure, a roller coaster ride, assaulting all the senses. The cuisine was diverse and delicious, its tropical seasonings, herbs and spicy aromas made it a curry Nirvana...
For soul searchers these lands were the enchanting Buddha fields, a place to find meaning and reason in one’s life. A virtual supermarket of religious and spiritual beliefs, Gods were available in every shape, size, flavour and colour. Some visitors came to find themselves, on a journey of (inner/outer) discovery. I was quite sure who I was and happy with me and contrarily came to lose myself for a while, wander, discover, experience, grasp and enjoy the moment. The mystical was all around; - ‘within you and without you’, as the Beatle and Indophile George Harrison sang, complemented by the haunting licks of twangy sitars and the steady beat of tabla drums.
One day I found myself in a small village in Southern India. It was a simple place of mud and wood adobe style homes, with dry, thatched grass roofs. A small farming and fishing community of a dozen families living beside a lush tropical jungle that rested close to a picturesque lagoon plentiful in fish. The villagers led modest but happy and healthy lives, their cheery character and philosophical resolve radiating from within content souls.

I stayed here with a family for a few days. Enjoying the rustic ambiance and a slower, uncomplicated, humbler pace of life, admiring the villager’s respectful coexistence with nature and one another. A wonderful rewarding experience, reassuring my faith in mankind. 
In the early evening when the sky flushed scarlet and the sun melted on the horizon, the lands began to cool a little and afforded some respite from the suffocating heat of the day. Rejuvenated I would find a space to practise my daily Karate exercises and Kata. This was my habit wherever I found myself, a daily ritual. A clearing beside the lagoon seemed refreshing and adequate for my Martial art antics. 
A troop of excited and curious children from the village accompanied me, coming along to watch this foreign enigma as he performed his puzzling dance like routines. There was no T.V or such available and one had to make their own entertainment. I was prime time viewing it seemed to a captured audience. 
After some exercise and developing quite a sweat I decided to take a cooling dip and a wash about the creeks inviting waters. Splashing about, much to the gathered children’s delight.
When I eventually climbed out of my jungle bath I was quickly surrounded by the children. One little girl excitedly confided that I had magic skin. White skin was magic she told me. Charmed by her sweetness and innocence, I was also a little perplexed by her declaration. 
I told her brown skin was magic and very beautiful. I felt perhaps, that they believed white skin was superior or held a higher status, as the Indian caste system still prevailed across the length and breadth of the nation dictating peoples place and station in life. But she insisted white skin was magic, supported by the nodding heads and smiles of the assembled youngsters. I was a bit mystified by this notion and her statement. Attempting to correct this misconception, I explained that brown skin was just as magic as white skin and just as precious. Its value was equal.
“No, no”, she persisted, “white skin is magic”!!
Perplexed and needing to understand, hoping for clarification, I naively asked why white skin was magic. Her brown eyes lit up and she enlightened me; - “Because if we swam in the water the crocodiles would eat us!”
“What”!!! I exclaimed, stunned by her words, my eyes spinning wildly about my head in horror. A sobering revelation, suddenly I understood what she was trying to tell me.
The lagoon was frequented by reptilian beasts...Crocodiles! In a state of shock, my mind flashed images and information I had learnt after a recent visit to a New Delhi museum. One fascinating exhibit displayed over 20lbs in metal tribal jewellery extracted from a man-eating crocodile that had terrorised a small Indian village, before eventually being trapped and killed. It was calculated from the amount of bangles, rings and chains that were recovered from its belly, that the beast had devoured at least seven people. I suddenly felt queasy.
I never did go for a dip in that lagoon again and cold shivers remained for some days later, visualising what could have occurred. Magic skin indeed.
To comfort myself and dispel the village children’s white skin magic Mantra and myth, I told a small white lie and convinced them that it was not my white skin that had saved me, but my Karate special powers. This seemed to appeal and appease them and I had seven new enthusiastic Karate students in attendance at my next training session keen to learn ‘Krocodile Karate’!  
 




























53) Fighting Arts International;-
A fellow Englishman, good friend and regular Karate partner at the Hombu Dojo was Steve Tansley. Steve, who like me, had come to Japan to study Karate and experience Japans unique culture. Steve’s father was Arthur Tansley, who was based in Tokyo and was the Far East editor for the very popular Martial Arts magazine; - ‘Terry O’ Neil’s Fighting Arts International’. 
This was a Karate magazine for the serious Martial arts enthusiast. The pages were graced with intelligent, informative and interesting stories about the Martial arts and particularly focused on Karate.
The magazine contained articles on its history, Masters, schools, styles, traditions and concepts and contained in-depth interviews with the world’s leading Karate exponents and experts, expressing their views and wisdom candidly. This included interesting discussions and thoughtful advice. A rich variety of aspects and theories relating to the arts were revealed. Many of my Sensei graced its glossy pages explaining combat applications, presenting and exhibiting photos of Karate in action. The magazine also covered the important sport events, featuring all the major competitions, tournaments and courses in detail.
Arthur had lived in Japan for many years and his own Martial arts background was in Judo, and he had been a regular Black belt at the Kodakan, ‘mixing it’ with the best.
 Mr.Tansley kindly attended my Shodan grading and recorded the exam on several rolls of fast speed film to capture the action. I was very thankful and fortunate to have a professional photographer document my performance, all the postures and techniques laid bare in printed images capturing taxing moments under duress.
A few weeks later I visited Arthur at his home in Tokyo, anxious and excited to examine the photos he had taken of my Kuro- obi (Shodan) exam. After my initial concerns and fears, I was relieved to see that they revealed relatively acceptable form, considering the situation. I was quite surprised and happy with the results as I carefully and critically examined each picture. Was that really me I mused?
Then I got a bigger surprise Arthur asked if he could take some more photos of me performing Karate for a magazine article. I was both stunned and flattered by the request, but it was one which I had to give some serious thought to.
Though thrilled by such a generous offer, my immediate concern was whether my level of skill and ability would do justice to Karate and portray the art in a positive and professional manner? I was only recently graded to Black belt-Shodan and was certainly no expert. After some doubts and deliberation but with much positive encouragement from Steve and Arthur I agreed it would be a welcome experience and give me an opportunity to express myself whilst promoting Karate-Do, hopefully encouraging others to follow this path. 
A week later I met Steve and Arthur at a local Shinto shrine/temple complex that rested in a peaceful green park. The scene was quite beautiful, it was spring time and the cherry trees were in full bloom, the trees all flowering and decorated in bright pink and white blossoms. 
Arthur took hundreds of photos, using black and white film, as Steve and I performed Karate among the pagodas, shrines, temples and cherry blossoms, vested in our white Kimono, Karate Gi’s and executing dramatic poses! It was the perfect setting, quintessentially Japanese. 
Karate is difficult to capture on film and particularly in action, it takes a knowledgeable individual with a sharp eye, good judgement and excellent timing to capture good Karate technique in all its glory and aesthetic beauty. But Arthur was a professional and experienced, managing the light and shade, skilfully applying his camera in a variety of angles and distances to produce many superb photos.
Steve, a budding freelance journalist, insisted on interviewing me and using some of his father’s photos for the story. The interview was to be about a foreigner’s perspective of Karate study in Japan, my experiences at the Japan Karate associations So Hombu Dojo (H.Q) and my thoughts on the Japanese cultural experience. 

A few months later the interview was published in the popular ‘Shotokan Karate Magazine’. (SKM). 


A four page article titled “Blood, Bruises and Smiles”, enhanced with some of Arthurs many excellent photos of Steve and I performing fighting techniques in the atmospheric temple grounds, capturing the moment and complimenting the story.
These treasures (photos) were kindly gifted to me some time later, the shots of the Black Belt exam, along with the shots from the photo session taken at the ‘Temple’. Out of the hundreds of photos, approximately ten snapshots were what I very critically would deem, acceptable portrayals of Karate – (good). Presenting a fair reflection of Karate in action, these I cherished.
The pictures are now framed and proudly decorating a wall of my home, happy memories.
I am eternally grateful for these mementos. Without Arthur’s enthusiasm, effort, time and photographic skill I would not have had these memorable occasions recorded for posterity. Now, 30years later and on reflection with the passing of time, classic photos and wonderful reminders of my Japanese Karate experience.













1
	
