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Pragmatic Karate is intended as a reference
text for those already involved in the practice of martial arts.
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be undertaken under the direct supervision of a qualified
instructor.

Neither the author nor the publishers accept
any liability or responsibility for any loss or injury arising from
the practice of any of the techniques or suggestions mentioned
herein.
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Before we move onto the karate, it may be
appropriate to tell you a little about myself, as my views on
karate have been influenced by my life away from the dojo as
much as they have by my training within it.

My martial arts training began at the age of
eight, in the late seventies. Unlike many who began training around
that time, I had never seen a Bruce Lee film (although, strangely,
I had some of his posters on my wall) and was not really influenced
by any celluloid exploits. Videos had yet to be invented and all
films were either X or AA certificate and had not been released
long enough for one the three channels on TV to have snapped them
up.

My training began because, when I was a
child, I managed to make enemies of some children who were older
and more capable than I which, not surprisingly, led to one or two
of them wanting to do me some harm. It was after one such incident
that my father decided I needed to learn to defend myself and I was
promptly dispatched to the local judo club. I practised the judo
for a while, but for whatever reason, it never really clicked with
me. The instructor was excellent and the other students were
friendly, but there was something telling me that it was not for
me. I must have been too young to appreciate what it had to offer,
as I love watching Judo bouts now.

Around this time, a poster appeared in a
local shop for a karate club starting two evenings a week at the
local primary school where I was a pupil. After badgering my
parents, I eventually attended my first karate class without
knowing exactly what karate was. This was the nucleus of what was
to become a (so far) lifelong obsession.

Through the eighties I worked my way up
through the belts and eventually gained my shodan in 1985 two
months after my sixteenth birthday. In those days I was a skinny,
long-limbed individual and fell victim to the allure of
spectacular, but not always practical, kicking techniques.

In those days, sparring sessions were a
little on the excessive side. Minimal padding was worn and the
level of contact basically depended on an unspoken agreement
between you and your opponent, which was established when one of
you made first contact. If they went in hard, so did you, and vice
versa. As many of my age group or older reading this will recall,
this led to black eyes, split lips, bruised ribs and broken
knuckles, but we all stupidly took this in our stride and saw it as
a minor hazard of pursuing the art. If nothing else, it developed
my pain threshold.

Everything about training, apart from five
minutes of mokuso at the end of the session, was about the
physical, and, to be honest, I still had quite a journey to go on
the inside, but that harsh lesson was waiting for me in the
future.

I got my first serious wake-up call regarding
my technique when I joined the police at nineteen. I quickly
realised that the huge, pretty techniques I had spent years
perfecting in the dojo were not that good on a dark, wet
street in the midst of a group of violent drunks. My colleagues,
the ones who had many years of experience more than me, were not
traditional martial artists, but they had perfected one or two
techniques over the years which always seemed to work all the
time.

Obviously, when word gets around about what
you do in your spare time, certain things are expected of you.
Thankfully, despite my heart hammering and the most severe
adrenalin dump I had ever experienced turning my legs to jelly, I
managed to emerge from my first scrape unscathed. It was sobering,
however, to realise that I had survived it without resorting to any
of the techniques from the dojo. We were trained in
taiho-jutsu in the police at that time, which was much more
grappling-based.

I began to develop two styles of fighting.
One was the pretty, sterile, fighting in the dojo, while the
other was the much messier, less attractive, ruck and maul as I
tried to manhandle and restrain a prisoner. It never occurred to me
at the time - it is only with hindsight that I can see this
difference.

Looking back, I can also see a difference
between my ippon kumite, with its prearranged attacks, and
kumite itself. In the former, my techniques involved mostly
close range, upper body strikes and, more often than not, I liked
to leave my opponent on the floor. Then, barely two minutes after
completing these far more street-effective techniques, we were
thrown into full kumite and I would be throwing my legs all
over the place again.

Fate was soon to play its hand, however, on
two fronts. As far as physical techniques are concerned, the first
front, when it came, was an excruciating pain in my upper thigh
whilst pad training at a friend’s house. It was crippling and the
pain remained as a constant companion for some months, and then an
occasional visitor for some years. I saw specialists, both Western
and Eastern, but nothing seemed to cure it. I eventually found out
that it was sciatica, plain and simple. The problem was not my leg
at all, it was my lower back.

Knowing this meant that I could gradually
tweak my training until everything that aggravated my sciatica
would be removed. One aspect which needed to go early on was
throwing kicks into fresh air. So, in one fell swoop, one of my
main weapons during kumite in the dojo was taken from
me and my training, and my views on it gradually began to
change.

The second front concerned my internal
experience and was the single most traumatic experience of my life,
and also one of the experiences which has had the most long-term
profound effect upon me.

I mentioned earlier in this chapter that I
still had a way to go as far as embracing the philosophy of
karate-do was concerned. The event that formed the catalyst for the
beginning of my internal journey was not pleasant, but relating it
is essential if you are to understand how and why I have changed so
much over the years.

On 7th February 1994 I was in uniform and on
routine mobile patrol with my colleague PC 3360 Gina Corin
Rutherford. It was 4.45 in the morning and we were nearing the end
of a night shift which had been quiet, and hence had felt
interminable. It was bitterly cold.

The car I was driving hit a patch of black
ice and the car simply floated out of my control - it was totally
unresponsive. It briefly hit bare tarmac again and gained some
traction but immediately hit another patch of ice. This one carried
us across to the other side of the carriageway, off the road and
over a banking into the River Dearne.

I found out later that the car had hit a pile
of tyres just beneath the surface of the water, which caused it to
roll for wards onto its roof, smashing the front windscreen in the
process and flooding the interior of the car.

As the car was rolling I can remember feeling
an intense need to get out of the car, and without thinking I
unclipped my seatbelt. This had the effect that the car rolled over
and I managed to stay upright as it moved around me.

I remember feeling Gina’s arms hitting my
legs under the water and grabbed one to try and pull her up, but
she slipped from my grasp (she had actually not been able to
uncouple her seat belt and was trapped by her own bodyweight as she
was upside down).

I am quite tall and was trapped within the
confines of the car with my legs between the front seats, and my
head pushed up against the back seat where the backrest met the
seat proper. The water continued to rise. When it reached my chin,
I was forced to pull the upright of the back seat away from the
base so I could push by my head into the boot above the water.

I have lost a few seconds after this (I
actually think I only remember as much as I do because I was told
by a therapist to tell the story as often as possible) and I have
no recollection of how much time passed, as my mind has seen fit to
erase a segment of the incident. I eventually got out of the car by
pulling the rear door handle and hitting the door over and over
until it opened enough for me to squeeze through.

Tragically, Gina drowned in that accident.
For years I carried with me a morbid view of life, always looking
on the darker side of things, always expecting the worst and above
all, not really living.

I noticed that my thoughts were bleakest
first thing on a weekday morning as I got ready for work and drove
into town. I would ponder the inevitability of my own death to an
unhealthy degree.

The feeling disappeared as soon as I started
interacting with other people. At weekends, this feeling never
manifested itself, but I would become morose and moody, as though
my mind was trying to sabotage my days when I should have been
happiest (I spend my weekends with my wife and daughter).

It was only in the last few years, having
read countless self-help books (a nod goes out here to Dan
Millman’s Way of the Peaceful Warrior, an absolute classic that
helped me out no end, thank you) researching various faiths and
belief systems and having counselling that I realised it was not
some deep psychological damage that had been done, it was, quite
simply, once you cut through the extraneous symptoms and reached
the root of the problem, guilt.

It was guilt that I had survived whilst poor
Gina had not. It was guilt that I had been driving. Could I have
done anything differently? (Apart from maybe taking a different
route back to the police station, the answer is no). I had not been
speeding; I had been doing 37.5 miles an hour in a national speed
limit zone, so I was actually well under the speed limit. It was a
set of factors that came into play that could not be foreseen and
could not have been planned for.

I still feel a deep sadness that Gina passed
away, and my heart still goes out to her family. She was only
twenty-six years old and had only done about eighteen months in the
job. It was such a sudden and horrific loss.

I gave my daughter the middle name of Corin
as a tribute to her and I won’t ever forget, but there is a need to
accept that sometimes, bad things do happen to good people for no
fathomable reason and there is nothing you can do about it.
Accepting this harsh reality helped me greatly in my long (and at
the time of writing, still ongoing) healing process.

It also led to a deeper, more profound
change. Buddhism began to resonate with me in my aforementioned
trawl through faiths and, whilst I am not attached to any temple
and have not undergone any initiation, I do consider myself to have
Buddhist beliefs (it is quite surprising that, for a faith which
considers that attachment leads to suffering, in order for you to
be recognised as a Buddhist, the first thing many groups stipulate
is that you must attach yourself to them). For me, it matters not
where you go to adhere to your faith, what matters is what takes
place on the inside and I feel this is true for all religions and
beliefs.

One aspect of Buddhism calls for honest self
analysis and taking the emphasis off the self (as the self as we
understand it does not really exist). Honest self analysis is one
of the most difficult things you could force yourself to do and,
sure enough, when I had a long hard look at my past behaviour, I
would inwardly cringe. It must be realised that you are viewing a
younger, less experienced version of yourself through older wiser
eyes, so you give your younger self a little leeway, but it is
still very uncomfortable.

Taking the onus away from the self and
attempting to view the world through the eyes of others causes a
shift in your psyche. You see yourself as others see you, and this
can be a sobering experience.

Ironically, the experience related above,
which I consider to be my most profound lesson in karate, had
nothing to do with physical techniques. It occurred on a dark,
freezing cold morning and by rights, I should have died. This was
just about as far removed from a bright, sterile dojo as you
can get.

So, what follows, therefore, covers the
general physical training of karate, not so much the bunkai of
kata, but the actual physical execution of general
techniques and the way they are taught, and an analysis of how the
discipline of karate and the mental and philosophical sides of the
art still have a place in our current society.

Whilst aimed at practitioners of karate,
particularly Japanese-based styles, I would like to think that
there is also something here for the lay person who possesses a
curiosity towards not just karate, but towards general self
protection too.

At the very least, this account of my
perception of karate may give you food for thought. At the most, it
may have an impact on the way you train, take your training beyond
physical technique, and into other aspects of your life.



​INTRODUCTION

 


Karate-Do
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Karate-do, the way/art of empty hand
fighting, spread outwards during the course of a single century
from a small island in the Ryukyu archipelago to encompass the
world. It is an art applauded and derided in just about equal
measure.

Through shrewd marketing and transformation
the art was made palatable by the Okinawan sensei, most notably
Master Itosu and Master Funakoshi, to the population of Japan. The
Japanese overcame the general xenophobia in the aftermath of World
War II to make it palatable in turn to huge swathes of the
population of the Western World.

Occupying Allied forces found diversions from
the confines of their duties so far from home by embracing this
small slice of eastern culture, which was of obvious interest to
fighting men, giving them an outlet for their stress and aggression
during a time of peace.

Then, during the sixties, organisations such
as the Japan Karate Association developed a crop of élite sensei
through their gruelling, now legendary, instructor’s programme, and
sent them out into the world to spread karate.

The rest, as they say, is history. During the
sixties, seventies and eighties the art continued to grow and gain
favour steadily throughout the West, which began to develop high
quality sensei of its own, ensuring continued growth.

But then, an insidious downfall seemed to
begin. Westerners were more interested in the marketability of the
art than maintaining its origin. In the West we are all about fast
results. People jump from one crash diet to the next, hoping for
the miracle rapid weight loss without the torture of exercise even
though their subconscious correctly informs them each time that the
diet offering the fast results will not deliver on its promise and,
in some cases, will actually have an adverse effect on their
health. The same became true of karate.

Black belts, once so coveted and worked for
over so many years of diligent training, were offered in a fraction
of the time. There was a time when the wearing of the black belt
came with responsibility and due to the years of experience and
hard training the wearer had undergone, that responsibility was
more often than not fulfilled.

What many students in pursuit of this
innocuous-looking length of black cotton failed to realise was that
the obtaining of the shodan was actually the start of the serious
training, not the climax, when all the subtleties that separated
master from student could be studied. The problem was that many
sensei who bestowed these black belts upon their hard-working
students were not really equipped to deliver this next, higher
level of training and a plateau was reached where the skills
already acquired would be polished to the nth degree, but further
development would be in short supply.

Please bear in mind that these statements
speak of a general trend and that, just as there are rotten apples
in every barrel, I am in no way implying that all western sensei
were of this ilk.

Another problem occurred relating to the
sporting aspect of the art. My intention is not to denigrate this
exciting and valuable aspect of karate, and I have nothing but
respect for the competitors. No, the problem lay in the perception
of the techniques.

Formerly effective street techniques had to
be outlawed for competition and less practical, but far more
spectacular, techniques, began to emerge. All good karateka
knew the distinction between sport karate and traditional karate
and were well aware where the line was drawn between what worked in
the tournament and what worked on the street. (There was, in those
days, a general lack of understanding of the subtleties of
kata and an accordingly limited view of the possible
applications of the techniques.)

The more spectacular techniques, which looked
so good in the sporting arena, also translated well to celluloid,
and former sporting champions found themselves embraced as movie
stars. Thanks to seeing these films, ironically, dojo began
to fill with children (and adults) who wanted to emulate their
screen idols and thought that, because the technique worked outside
for their heroes, it would also work for them. Sensei, quite
naturally, taught these techniques, as that is what got the paying
public through the door.

Some tried to translate their art to the
streets and made it effective, while many more suffered the agony
(quite literally) of defeat. The ones that were successful
discovered that they could tweak the art to fit into the streets,
possibly not realising that what they had been taught was already
adapted from the original art and their ultimate destination was
not too far from where karate originated. The journey they took
made them into some of the best instructors that we have in the
world today, but their arduous journey might well have been
smoother (and less painful) if not for this blurring between the
two aspects of the art.

Strangely, styles which were still based
around Okinawa, such as Goju-Ryu, continued to train in the art as
a form of combat plain and simple and, whilst their growth was not
as rapid as the styles which were imported to Japan, their
influence now reaches just as far.

Another hard blow came with the advent of the
Ultimate Fighting Championship. The lure of different disciplines
coming together in combat was just what martial artists the world
over had been waiting for. The somewhat narrow-minded argument over
which art is best had been discussed and debated for a long
time.

(The short answer to this by the way, is that
no art is better than any other. It is the students who are better
or worse and, until they perfect cloning so that the same person
can be trained in two different arts for the same length of time
and intensity, the above argument is moot).

However futile, the debate raged on. But what
the general public failed to account for was that the martial
artists, including karateka, who entered the tournaments,
were doing so utilising the sporting techniques. Not surprisingly,
when they encountered fighters who did not keep their distance but
closed in and dragged them to the ground, they found themselves
swiftly dispatched. This led to a general public opinion (a flawed
opinion, in my view) that karate was not effective. Even now, when
Lyoto Machida delivers a knee strike, they say he has borrowed it
from Muay Thai when, in all honesty, he will see it as a
hiza-geri.

Both he and Anderson Silva were lauded for
the “front kicks” they employed to win fights. These were
apparently passed on from the actor Steven Seagal, a man well
versed in Japanese martial arts, who did not refine their teep but
their Mae geri.

Now we have ‘mixed martial arts’, a general
term for a hybrid of different systems brought together so the
fighter can cross disciplines and move easily from striking to
grappling and standing to ground fighting. I greatly enjoy watching
MMA and have followed the UFC since its inception. There are some
truly great fighters out there, but I wonder how many of them, if
they actually studied a traditional art as it was originally
taught, would find that they do not need to cross disciplines at
all and would actually find everything they need in one place?
After all, wrestling originally contained strikes, and the majority
of striking arts originally contained grappling techniques.

The problem with traditional martial arts is
that they were originally developed for fighting, not as a sport,
but as a life or death struggle. With the advent of a more modern
age (I refuse to use the term “more civilised”, simply because we
are not) the former battlefield arts were preserved by being
formalised.

When karate, a civilian self-defence system
for use against untrained attackers, came to Japan, it too was
transformed from jutsu to do. The irony of it is that an argument
could be put forth that, without this transition, the art would not
have spread as far across the world as it did.

Fortunately, a renaissance has been occurring
over the past ten or twenty years whereby the art is being newly
explored and the subtleties are being rediscovered. Bunkai
and oyo are now becoming integral forms of training for many
karateka and their healthy exchanges of ideas across
different styles and disciplines have led to renewed interest in
their traditional arts.

But what of the philosophy? If you read
Master Funakoshi’s biography, Karate-Do My Way of Life (see
bibliography) you will find that he was held in high esteem by his
neighbours and was called on for his wise counsel just as much as
his prowess as a fighter, if not more. This is due to his pursuit
of the art reaching far further than just techniques in the
dojo and seeping into the way he lived his life.

This would have been by design, not accident.
He saw his art as a way of life, something which transcends mere
physical technique. How many of us today who practise the art of
karate actually do so as a way of life? I have concerns that,
whilst the necessary and much needed renaissance regarding the
effectiveness of technique is taking place, the philosophy and more
far-reaching aspects of karate may be neglected.



​Part 1

THE EXTERNAL



​Chapter
1

 


Mobility
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Throughout this text I may regularly refer to
the Shotokan style of karate, as that is obviously where the
majority of my experience lies, but the principles discussed can
also be applied to other styles.

Have you ever noticed that during a
traditional karate class, the stances are rigidly adhered to during
kihon and kata, but as soon as the students start
practising kumite, the stances become more shallow, the grip
on the floor is relaxed somewhat and the weight distribution
changes? This is simply because standing in a deep, rigid stance
effectively renders you immobile and exposed.

 


Line Training

 


With the sudden increase in numbers of people
practising the art of karate, the old system of one-to-one tuition
was no longer feasible and a method had to be devised for many to
be trained by few. This led to the birth of line training as we
know it. The students would line up facing the sensei, with
beginners to his/her right proceeding in order to advanced grades
to his/her left. The class would then commence with kihon
and the students would traverse the dojo, practising the
given technique until the walls stopped them, and then turn around
and go back the other way.

Now, whilst moving in stance like this
certainly builds a strong and flexible lower body, the fact is that
during one-to-one kihon training, this would not have been
done. The technique would have been executed from shizentai
and then back again. We were never meant to move in a straight line
from one stance to the next. This practice gives ammunition to the
critics of Shotokan, who perceive it as an immobile style. This has
been exacerbated by the pursuit of deeper and deeper stances.

 


The Hara or Tanden

 


I have heard both of the above terms used to
refer to this part of the body and it is also referred to as
tantien in the Chinese arts. It is a point on your body about three
inches below your navel and is, essentially, your centre of
gravity.

Putting it simply, if, whilst moving, you
keep your tanden directly beneath your upper body, you will
maintain your balance. When you move, try to imagine that someone
is pulling you along with a chord which emanates from your body at
your tanden, but keep your shoulders in line with it and do not
lean back or forwards. The stances can aid in your balance and
assist in keeping you centred, but only if they are not too
deep.

 


Stances

 


Some time ago, I wrote an article which the
editors of Traditional Karate magazine were kind enough to publish
on the subject of Shotokan basic stances. This was at a time when I
was trying to justify why we do what we do and my conclusion was
that the stances were basically an ideal, when a number of
favourable factors come together. What follows is a similar text,
but much revised and updated.

 


Shizentai – The ready stance

 


The first stance anyone learns when they come
into a dojo is the simplest, but actually the most
important. The karateka stands with feet shoulder width
apart and the feet turned slightly inwards. The weight distribution
between the feet is even, the muscles of the legs are charged but
not tensed and the knees are slightly flexed.

In any real situation, this is the position
you would most likely be in immediately prior to physical
confrontation taking place. This is, essentially, the springboard
from which you can launch any and all of your techniques.

In The Twenty Guiding Principles of Karate by
Gichin Funakoshi (published by Kodansha International, 2003), the
Master states, as principle number seventeen:

“Kamae (ready stance) is for beginners; later
one stands in shizentai (natural stance).”

Now, the subject of karate is vast and
covering it with only twenty principles is quite an under taking.
Yet, as one of those principles, Master Funakoshi chose to include
a principle which could be interpreted as meaning that advanced
grades must fight from shizentai.

Think about it for a second. As soon as you
get a whiff of trouble, you can correctly distribute your
bodyweight and flex your legs, all hidden by your clothing, and
giving no hint to your opponent that you are about to move (either
to fight or run away). If we were to practise kihon line
training with this in mind, after every technique, we should step
forward into shizentai before stepping forward again into
the chosen stance to deliver a technique. This would ensure that
the student gets used to setting off from the most natural position
they could possibly be standing in. It will get them used to
gaining power and momentum over a shorter distance, wean them off
spending long periods motionless in an impractical stance and alter
their mindset where the consideration of stances is concerned.

 


Zenkutsu-dachi – The front stance

 


Following shizentai, the students are
told to step forward, executing a gedan-barai (see chapter
three) and landing in zenkutsu-dachi, the front stance. This
is their kamae, as mentioned by Master Funakoshi.

OEBPS/tmp_ec4fe4beecd9ad510a7f33569cfa6b95_sAcyoX_html_m7bf25214.jpg
MARK JENNINGS

(252

&

PRAGMATIC

KARATE

Traditional techniques and their value in everyday life

R






OEBPS/tmp_ec4fe4beecd9ad510a7f33569cfa6b95_sAcyoX_html_m386b7a87.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpg
MARK JENNINGS

22

PRAGMATIC

KARATE

Traditional techniques and their value in everyday life

"






