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THE JAPANESE CONNECTION TO
SOUTH AFRICAN KARATE.

By Colin Smith and Nigel Jackson.

The lack of a resident Japanese
instructor in South Africa set the
conditions for regular interaction with
Japan. South African karate-ka familiar
with instructor and university club training
in the major Japanese organizations
confirm several common features: an
impossibly fast pace, exhausting kihon
repetition, relentless pressure, and the
constant presence of danger. It is beyond
the scope of this work to examine fully
the roots of the Japanese approach
towards karate training but a brief
analysis illuminates the motivation behind
it. The historical model is the ancient
samurai (the word means “one who
serves”), feudal Japan's venerated (and
heavily romanticized) warrior traceable to
the Kamakura Period (1185 - 1333) who
dominated Japanese history for nearly
700 years until 1867. At the height of their
power samurai formed a military elite,
composed of clan leaders or warlords
and the loyal soldiers who fought under
them, combining highly specialized
combat capabilities with a strict
adherence to bushido, the Way of the
Warrior, incorporating an impressive
range of key elements: loyalty to his
superior; martial spirit; self-sacrifice;
justice; honor; refinement;  purity;
modesty; and frugality. Thorough and
extreme physical and psychological
conditioning bred in him resolute courage
to commit to any cause required by his
commanders. None of this is surprising
given Japan’s unmatched commitment to
military preparedness and the underlying
doctrinal basis: Japan was a theocracy
directly supported by military force. No
amount of cultural refinement, however,
could suppress the deeper instincts of
most samurai leaders for naked power,
embroiling the various clans in
successive foreign military campaigns
and endless intermnal wars to such a
degree that foreign observers concluded
the Japanese were “naturally addicted to
wars.” “About the whole of authentic
Japanese history,” wrote Lafcadio Hearn,
“is comprised in one vast episode: the
rise and fall of the military power.”

Such martial dedication continued
through the Momoyama Period (1568 —
1600) until the ascension to power of the
Tokugawa shogunate (1600 - 1867)
during which, inter alia, two significant
changes to Japanese society occurmred:
all foreian elements wera exnelled and
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transformed the samurai into socially
important, highly educated men with no
wars to fight. Draeger notes that these
samurai “had only the martial legacy of
the earliest classical warriors, for the long
Tokugawa peace had been a time for
taming warriors, reorienting their martial
appetites and pointing them towards
administrative  service and literary

achievement.”

Conditions changed following the
collapse of the Tokugawa shogunate
after being confronted by the military
strength of American warships in Tokyo
Bay led by Commodore Matthew Perry,
heralding Japan's emergence from its
isolation. The new Meiji government,
composed of numerous educated
samurai, pulled Japan into the modern
era by sweeping away all remnants of the
preceding dynastic rule — abolishing the
class system, breaking up feudal estates,
confiscating castles, forbidding samurai
to wear swords — and replacing them with
balanced, modernizing reforms aimed at
strengthening the nation's cultural,
economic and military foundations,
driven by a single national imperative:
fukoku-kyohei, “a prosperous nation with
strong armed forces.” One component of
the strina of reforms imnlemented hv the

preparedness by creating universal
conscription, promoting moral and
physical education in schools, and
adopting bushido as the army's doctrinal
force. Essential tcols were the study of
sumo, kendo and judo, leading to the
establishment in 1895 of the Dai Nippon
Butokukai (Great Japan Martial Virtues
Association), an umbrella under which the
nation's martial disciplines could be
nurtured, developed and ultimately
recognized in 1911 by Japan's Education
Ministry as indispensable sources for
rediscovering the samurai ethos.

Karate was a comparative late starter,
introduced from Okinawa and formally
accepted by the Japanese in 1922. The
hagiographies devoted to  Gichin
Funakoshi, the so-called “founder™ of the
Shotokan, rightly applaud his efforts to
popularize karate amongst the Japanese,
but one particular fact is indisputable:
Funakoshi was no fighter, concerned
more with the philosophical warnings
about the use of violence than with actual
pugilism. This is a crucial distinction.
Diminutive, frail and already a geriatric by
the time the Japan Karate Association
(JKA) was organized, he disapproved of
jiyu kumite, never encouraged its
practice, and concentrated instead on
interminable basics at kyu level. Nor was
his son, Yoshitaka, able to effectively
alter his father’s course, even though he
was by all accounts a reasonably
innovative instructor - he introduced the
roundhouse Kick to the Shotokan
curriculum - for he died too early to leave
his mark. The controlled forms of gohon
and ippon kumite were poor substitutes
for they did not create the proper
combative environment.

Taking Funakoshi's lead, and despite
his revolutionary introduction of rules of
engagement for sport karate, Masatoshi
Nakayama ignored jiyu kumite in favor of
ippon kumite. But he was not alone.
Hidetaka Nishiyama and Teruyuki
Okazaki, both Funakoshi disciples, were
imbued with their teacher’'s considerably
tame approach so that this trio (in my
opinion) applied none of the traditional
samurai philosophy to their own training.
It was not until 1959, with Funakoshi long
dead and Tsutomu Ohshima, Nishiyama
and Okazaki already or soon to be
dispatched to America, that other senior
Japanese instructors — notably Hiroshi
Shaii realizad the need ta iniect a vital
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These instructors - and a couple of
administrators - also recognized the
importance of foreign interaction to the
overall development of the Shotokan,
rejecting the insular Japanese view that
they were the sole custodians of karate.
For the South Africans the JKA was the
primary source, at least between 1963
and 1980 when the association was at its
historical peak of instructor depth, talent
and performance, and prior to the
political splintering that spun off a series
of rival derivative organizations.

To penetrate and understand the
Japanese karate way requires, very
simply, unquestioning, total discipline
and dedication to the true fighting spirit.
Two social factors directly influence this
approach to karate training: group
identification, and the tate shakai (vertical
hierarchy). Japanese pay scant attention
to individual self-interest, focusing
instead on fostering “group
consciousness” that frames an unusually
strong sense of community. They admire
institutions  (companies, universities)
rather than personal accomplishment,
especially in a society in which sterling
educational credentials are crucial to
successful employment and overall
status. The shame of failure, prodigious
effort, associated social and economic
prestige, and the all-important
examination results exert inordinately
heavy pressure to succeed. The end
result is a potent group solidarity that
deters foreign entry into this sealed social
unit dedicated to efficient, balanced
operation. It is this cohesion that explains
the tough opposition to which foreigners

The legendary South African karateka Stan
Schmidt made many visits to the Tokyo JKA.

are subjected when attempting to gain
admission to a Japanese dojo. Essential
to the process is shokai, usually a letter
of introduction from a student's own
instructor that wvouches for his
commitment to training and suitability as
a guest. The Japanese take no chances:
without shokai a foreigner encounters
immediate resistance for he has
established no legitimacy even before he
walks onto the floor.

The tate shakai is a hierarchical
arrangement that governs Japanese life
and is largely misunderstood by
Westermers unable to grasp its intricate
vertical workings. Divided into sempai
(seniors), kohai (juniors) and doryo (same
rank), the system operates according to
seniority not merit. Obedience is a rule:
juniors must follow orders irrespective of
their scope or nature and to question or
refuse not only violates the system but
also guarantees swift and punitive
retribution. In the Japanese karate dojo
foreigners generally have been ill suited
to the harsh training standards, certainly
those which prevailed from 1959 to
around 1986 when the leading Japanese
instructors in Tokyo performed at their
generational peak. Cultural differences
alone removed Western notions of
equality and fair play, factors totally
absent in the exclusive kenshusei
(apprentice instructor) programs operated
by the prominent associations in which
the apprentices were converted into
slaves and target practice for the seniors.
Since the 1960s the JKA and its
derivative organizations have operated
kenshusei programs to prepare trainees
for professional karate careers. Plucked
from the elite university karate clubs, the
kenshusei must undergo two years of
harrowing training under their senior
instructors, all of whom went through the
same experience years before.

The forging process began at the
universities. Japanese university clubs
traditionally have been the vessels for
carrying the underlying meaning of budo:
they bear the significance of the qualities
and values associated with the classical
samurai, charged with transmitting these
qualites to current and future
generations, a task rendered increasingly
difficuit by encroaching Westemn
influence. Even the formal dress code
distinguishes Japanese university karate
students: closely cropped hair, clean-
shaven, and the official (and impressive)
uniform - black trousers, black jacket
with high mandarin collar, black pointed
shoes. A handful of South Africans have
trained at Japanese university clubs, the
most authoritative account coming from
Allan Strates, the first non-Japanese
graduate of Hosei University's kenshusei
program under Hirokazu Kanazawa and
Hitoshi Kasuya. Allan says...

“I was lucky to have the right
connections through my teacher, Nigel
Jackson - he had years earlier
established a strong link with the
Japanese - so my admission to Hosei
was made a little easier. But the training
was temible. Japanese  university
conditions are very different to those in
Western countries. There is none of the
relaxed, liberal atmosphere, just rigid
discipline and supervision by the fourth
year seniors who have free rein to
enforce that discipline with impunity.
Year of entry took precedence over beit
rank so that a first-year novice was
confronted by a high degree of abuse
from the seniors the moment he arrived.”

The right connections made no
difference to his reception by the
Japanese once the ftraining got
underway. Mental strain matched the
physical exhaustion because of the
constant need to adhere to dojo etiquette
- proper bowing, correct observance of
hierarchy, and restraint when attacking
the seniors, especially to the face. It was,
says Strates, impossible for foreigners to
determine the line between a spirited
attack — essential amongst the Japanese
- and an unforgivable gaffe. “They always
got their revenge, it was always very
violent, and it always caused injury. | was
19 years old with a minimal religious
connection but | can say it was the one
time in my life that | learned to pray every
night that | would get out of the training in
one piece. No matter how tough you
thought you were, this training was a
terrifying experience.”

Stan Schmidt's protégés, twin
brothers Panico and Pavio Protopapa,
were caught in the fire in 1988 at Teisho
University. While training at the JKA
headquarters the twins, then 20 years
old, were invited by the brilliant Masao
Kagawa to a series of classes at the
university  dojo. Pavlo’s  account
illustrates both the training intensity and
pronounced subservience of the students
towards Kagawa. “We had to catch two
trains to get there. The captain picked us
up at the station and students were
bowing as the car passed all the way to
the campus. The captain actually arrived
30 seconds late and got a heavy berating
from Kagawa. All he could do was
apologize and bow what seemed like 100
times. We were treated royally off the
floor. The juniors took our clothes, folded
them, escorted us all over the place. One
guy stood in front of Kagawa holding out
this perfectly folded gi while a group of
students literally undressed and dressed
him. The only thing he did by himself was
tie his belt. We had never seen anything
like this. Then the training started and the
Japanese went mad. The first hour
straight was basics, followed by partner
work. This was especially hard and






