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Praise for Angry White Pyjamas


‘A book of unexpected brilliance. It is subtle, funny, stimulating and original – a rites-of-passage story, an exploration of an alien culture, and an inspiring work of philosophy’


Patrick French


‘Brilliant . . . everyone should read it’


Tony Parsons, Late Review


‘This is a splendidly written adventure, something sane at last on the craziness of the martial arts’


Independent on Sunday


‘Communicates the existential purity of his elective regime with irrepressible passion . . . it also has the umistakable stamp of authentic experience’


Daily Telegraph


‘A rattling good yarn and very funny into the bargain’


Tim Hulse, Independent on Sunday


‘Poetry in motion’


Sue Townsend, Sunday Times


‘Wonderfully oddball . . . Here is a cult book all right, which could do for Japan and the martial arts what Hornby did for Highbury and the football terraces’


Frank Keating, Guardian


‘His explanation of how to come to terms with intense pain should be read to every footballer who has writhed about in agony after a kick on the shin . . . It is a clever, enthralling book’


Ian Wooldridge, Daily Mail


‘Twigger vividly captures the wince-inducing physical and emotional trials endured by those who would wear the black belt. But he also offers a rare insight in aikido’s peculiarly Darwinian group dynamic and how it fits into modern Japanese society. After this marvellously insightful account I will snigger no more at Steven Seagal’s po-faced chop-sockey’


Ben Farrington, Literary Review




Robert Twigger won the Newdigate prize for poetry whilst studying Philosophy and Politics at Oxford University. His first book, Angry White Pyjamas, the result of a year spent training with the Tokyo Riot Police, won the Somerset Maugham Award and the William Hill Sports Book of the Year Award; he is also the author of Big Snake, The Extinction Club, Being a Man, Voyageur and Real Men Eat Pufferfish. Robert Twigger lives in New Cairo.
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Every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier


Dr Johnson




for Ikusan





How Does a Man Prove Himself
in the Age of Nintendo?


‘In general ours is a civilization in which the very word “poetry” evokes a hostile snigger.’


George Orwell


‘It is better to have some unhappiness when one is still young, for if a person does not experience some bitterness he will not settle down.’


From the seventeenth-century Samurai manual Hagakure


I was walking to work when I noticed a shiny ball bearing in the gutter. It was a pachinko ball, used in a kind of Japanese slot machine as a prize. At the end of a pachinko session you cash in the steel balls, which can number thousands for a jackpot, for prizes of either household goods or money. Usually the balls stay in the pachinko parlours, so I was surprised to see another, and a little way off another, and then another. Following this treasure trail, I picked them up, dusted them off, smiling to myself in the warm sunshine. The sun glinted off the steel and I chinked them together like a small boy picking up pebbles on a beach.


The trail led up to the main road, which I needed to cross to reach the train station. I was bending down to pick up yet another ball when I heard the screech of tyres skidding and saw timber spill on to the road from the back of a small truck. A red Mazda sports car faced the truck as other cars went into the opposite lane to avoid the incident. I wasn’t sure what had happened but I stopped to watch, clinking the pachinko balls together in my hand.


The truck driver was a young man with a ‘punch perm’ hairstyle, the style preferred by Japanese men with thuggish tendencies, taking its inspiration from the hairdos of the yakuza, organized crime, mainly involved in gambling rackets. He picked up a piece of fallen timber from the back of his truck and swooped on the driver of the sports car. In guttural, macho Japanese he yelled: ‘What’re you doing? Who do you think you are?’, interspersed with repeated threats of, ‘I’m gonna kill you!’


The car driver, I could see, was very frightened. He was also a young man and wore a suit. The truck driver banged his 2×4 piece of wood down on the car windscreen, making as if to smash the glass. The driver shielded his face in automatic anticipation. This show of fear made things worse. The enraged truck driver banged the glass a few more times and the Mazda driver repeatedly apologized: ‘Sumimasen. Gomen nasai. Gomen. Gomen nasai.’ Then the truck driver reached in and grabbed the man in the Mazda by his tie. This is it, I thought, violence time. I ought to intervene – but how? There seemed no pause, no thoughtful gap, allowing me to interject a worthy comment, a restraining arm. I was frozen, immobile, fearful.


Bunching the tie into his fist and hauling on this makeshift rein, the truck man corralled the Mazda man, forcing him to drive to the side of the road. Then the truck man hit the Mazda on the hub caps and the driver, who was still apologizing, got out. He bowed to the truck driver, a 90 degree bow, a total apology. The truck driver ranted some more, bellowing, ‘Buku-rossu’ (‘I’m gonna kill you), and beat the bumper and hub caps to emphasize his dissatisfaction.


Then it happened. Something so strange and out of place in modern Tokyo I could never have predicted it. As cars winged past on the highway, the truck driver pushed the Mazda man down on to his knees on the grass verge. The besuited salaryman looked pathetic kneeling on the grass in front of the enraged truck driver and his big piece of wood. I thought perhaps he might cry. Instead, the professional executed a full emperor bow, arms outstretched, prostrating himself face-first into the dusty grass. His corporate head rose and fell several times as he spoke in the politest Japanese I had ever heard, literally begging forgiveness from the truck driver.


The apology worked. The truck driver reloaded his truck and the salaryman drove hurriedly off to work. Somehow the childlike innocence of finding the pachinko balls had been lost. I tossed them back into the gutter. Could I have intervened if things had taken a nasty turn? Perhaps I could have lobbed a pachinko ball if things had got really heavy. But I was never much good at throwing. I coolly noted my reactions: fear, curiosity, and a sense of being excluded, on the outside. I had seen certain precise rules of violence at work in a place where I hardly expected to see violence at all.


Violence was not my thing. That’s why living in Tokyo suited me – it was probably the safest capital city in the world. But, increasingly, I asked myself what I would do if I got mugged, attacked, picked on, targeted by blade-wielding mutants in a dark, dank alley; the dark, dank alley that reeks of piss and old burger wrappers, the urban softie’s nightmare last stand – alone, defenceless, crouched in a foetal ball protecting his privates with a soggy newspaper. Frankly it made me uneasy. I became convinced that the uneasiness, which would not go away, was connected to my general lack of fitness. Decrepitude was creeping up on me and I was only thirty. Some kind of innate healthiness had kept me going throughout my twenties, but the minute I turned thirty I went into a major decline. I began to suspect I had ME or some other mysterious and debilitating illness. This decline was admittedly not helped by smoking, drinking lots of coffee and living off boil-in-the-bag curry rice. My room-mates suffered with me. Chris developed acne on his back. Fat Frank, an Iranian, was beset by permanent and terrible wind.


Chris was short, plump, bald and bespectacled. Beneath his impressive shining dome was a brain of immense power and complexity. In a former age he might have been a general, a university professor, an adviser to courts and kings. In Thatcher’s Britain he had been a tax consultant. Chris’s massive mind invented tax avoidance schemes of such intricacy that 3-D diagrams on conference-table-sized pieces of paper were necessary for their description. Chris was the original whiz-kid, burnt out at twenty-seven after earning hundreds of thousands telling rich people how to save money. As a casualty of the money-mad eighties he had turned his back on conventional life in order to pursue his many interests. But, most importantly, he always put his friends first, helping them even when it put himself at risk. He had gone from being a tax guru to a multi-purpose guru, and whenever I had a problem my first stop was often to ask Chris his opinion. He knew everything, had been everywhere, had almost done it all; and if he hadn’t, his near photographic memory spewed out a reading list of absolutely essential books on the subject in question.


As a full-time guru and a part-time English teacher, Chris considered the modern world to be unhealthily obsessed with cleanliness. He liked the dishcloths to be nicely grimy so that we wouldn’t be cheated of a daily dose of microscopic fauna, necessary for keeping our immune systems in tip-top working order. Rather than exterminate the helpful bacteria in his odorous shirts he preferred to douse them with a peculiar smelling male perfume called Mandom, which was conveniently available at all Japanese 7-Elevens twenty-four hours a day.


Chris had teamed up with the genial Fat Frank in an ill-fated carpet venture in Dubai. They had come to Japan to try and sell Persian masterpieces to the Japanese, arriving just as the ‘bubble economy’ burst. They had stayed on, trapped by the easy money of English teaching, rewriting and doing voiceovers for business videos.


Before coming to Japan Fat Frank had been, variously, an amateur Iranian wrestler, a professional belly dancer and a medical student. He was Iranian, though educated in the UK, and he loved to construct arcane and pointless sentences just to practise a new word. ‘Be that as it may,’ was one of his favourite phrases.


Fat Frank had a big belly and hair all over his back. ‘When the river is dry I rest,’ he once said. ‘And when the river is full I swim.’ He was lying on his back perusing a Japanese textbook at the time. He paused and turned a page. ‘Right now the river is dry.’ When things got depressing Fat Frank would start snapping his fingers, singing and belly dancing in his underpants. He had a special Iranian way of snapping his fingers, using both hands, which was incredibly noisy. All his songs started with the word guftam. In the end I asked him what guftam meant. Fat Frank smiled. ‘“I said”,’ he replied. Chris hated the wailing Iranian songs, but I liked them.


Our apartment was in a dilapidated block called Fuji Heights, a place of peculiar odours, bad vibes, Chinese and Korean immigrants, a quartet of Soka Gakkai cultists who buttonholed newcomers and spouted conversion to their extreme and political Buddhist faith. A small boy who wore transparent air-filled sandals with a built-in squeak, a squeaky toy on each foot, he tramped relentlessly along the balconied walkway that passed above our front door, unaware perhaps that he was in possession of the most irritating invention known to mankind. Fuji Heights, a place neither high, nor in sight of Mount Fuji, was a thirty-year-old barracks for tired workers, slave ants of the Japanese wonder economy who’d all moved out to brand new mansion blocks with underground parking, leaving the old places to the paupers and foreigners who didn’t mind having the washing machine plumbed in and standing outside the front door. The interior was dark, the windows overshadowed by enormous new blocks on either side. There were two rooms, each ten foot by twelve foot, or, by the Japanese way of measuring, they were both six mats in size.


A mat is a traditional room-size measure in Japan, about a metre wide by two metres long. Most rooms are laid out with mats woven from tatami, a slightly springy rice straw matting. One of our rooms had six of these tatami mats and the other had scuffed lino. Compared to Tesshu, a nineteenth-century Samurai poet I admired, we were rich. He only owned three mats – one for meditation, one for guests and one for his wife and himself.


The tatami room was the sleeping room and the book-storage room. We had nearly a thousand books stacked up against the walls in neat piles by Chris, who was a compulsive book purchaser. Fat Frank preferred to borrow or ‘find’ his books. All of us considered reading as necessary as eating; Frank spent a great deal of time doing both, so the piles just got higher and higher. We had to be careful when we went to bed in case a pile toppled down on to us. Each night we unrolled futons and slept on the floor. Each morning we rolled them up and stored them in the corner.


The other room was a kitchen and dining room. The modular orange plastic bathroom was accessed from the kitchen. So was the temperamental lavatory. We had a lot of electronic appliances, which Fat Frank collected from other people’s garbage. In Japan, the garbage pickings are very good because people don’t have enough space to store old hi-fis and TVs when they replace them. So they often throw away things that still work. Fat Frank hated to see good consumer durables going to waste so he brought them home and stored them in his part of the room. After a few days of storage, gently acclimatizing us to a new reduction in space, he would release them for general use. We had two fax machines, both slightly damaged, one for sending and one for receiving. Two video recorders – one had a defective fast forward, the other a defective fast reverse. Two or three cassette players. Two computers. Two answering machines. We drew the line at getting a microwave. Chris felt it would only encourage us to eat even more Japanese junk food: one-minute noodles, friend instant gyoza (garlic-stuffed pastries) and reheated yakitori (chicken on a skewer), from the mute yakitori man whose shop was only one block away.


Our only nod at physical exercise was shooting the slow-moving monster roaches that infested Fuji Heights with replica Luger BB handguns. Chris was generally disapproving: ‘It’ll do no good – a dying cockroach secretes a hormone that tells all the others to hide.’


I felt control of my life was slipping away, that I was fading fast, becoming a slothful blur with an existential value approaching zero. My other worries were tame enough: the fact that I was thirty and going nowhere and living with two other guys who were also thirty and going nowhere. The fact that I didn’t have a steady job, a steady girlfriend, or even a very steady hand, what with all the caffeine and nicotine coursing through my veins. The fact that someone had recently stolen the lid off our washing machine, which, being outdoors, was particularly vulnerable to crime. A washing machine which ran off cold water and failed to get my shirt collars clean, forcing me to reflect that for a dirt-sensitive nation the Japanese manufacture very poor washing machines for the home market.


The only possible lifestyle in such cramped conditions was communal. We ate together, we slept in the same room, we went out together. If, on the rare occasion when it happened, someone’s girlfriend came round, we had to arrange to be ‘out’ so that a few hours of privacy could be had. In the end we knew each other’s thoughts, finished each other’s sentences and read each other’s mail. It was as if the cramped conditions had forced three personalities to become one as the only means of survival.


Our self-imposed suffering was logical. Partly it was because of the high cost of living in Tokyo and partly it was because Fat Frank was unemployable. There had been a backlash against Iranians in Japan and it was impossible, with his dodgy visa status, for him to find work. Previously, a generous visa agreement with Iran had allowed Japan to be flooded with over a million Iranians. They were needed initially to do low-status menial jobs. Now there were too many Iranians and the Japanese considered them a problem. There were periodic ‘clean-up’ campaigns when the police swooped on a certain station and arrested for deportation any Iranian without a valid alien registration card.


Chris, too, was going through a difficult patch. He had been approached by a publisher to write a risqué guide to learning Japanese, entided Sexpertise in Japanese in Seven Days. With a true scholar’s intensity Chris had attacked the subject so thoroughly that even a Japanese porno video director he grilled for vocabulary had been embarrassed by the unswerving obscenity of the glossary. Chris was fond of reminding the prudish that Arthur Koestler’s first published work had been a sex encyclopaedia. Like a driven man Chris uncovered examples of dialogue and handy phrases for everything, from bargaining with an SM rubber fetishist to the fifteen synonyms for the Japanese pudendum. On a taste scale from A–Z, Sexpertise was about Z. The publisher eventually backed out, even after Chris had agreed to axe his section on bestiality. Chris had spent many unpaid hours researching Sexpertise and our resources were at their lowest ebb.


Despite the Sexpertise fiasco Chris maintained his leadership role at Fuji Heights by virtuoso displays of competence, which happened just regularly enough for us never to lose faith in him. During one lengthy argument after lights out, between Fat Frank and me about the impossibility of doing one-finger push-ups, Chris sighed, switched on the sidelight and did five, which stunned us into silence.


My own path to Japan had started with a desire to escape. Whilst at Oxford I had won a prestigious poetry prize, the Newdigate, whose previous winners included Oscar Wilde, John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold. It convinced me that I was either A POET or A WRITER, a vague ambition that succeeded only in carrying me through a series of dead-end jobs. Various business schemes of Balzacian complexity had further buggered up my chances of ever returning to the world of credit ratings and hire-purchase agreements. My only writing was either self published or journalistic and perfunctory, commissions gleaned from more successful and compassionate friends.


The solitary achievement of my mid-twenties was to walk alone the 700-kilometre length of the Pyrénées mountains from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. On some stretches I walked for days in the high air without seeing a soul, and there, away from the city, I glimpsed the possibility of escape. But I couldn’t exist on air, I needed to earn a living somehow.


After two years of prevaricating I bought a ticket to Japan, lured by the promise of high wages, new places to write about, exotic girlfriends and Tesshu. Yamaoka Tesshu was my great discovery. I had been recommended to read Basho, the Japanese haiku master, by the erudite English poet Peter Levi, who had been something of a mentor while I was at Oxford. From a commentary on Basho I read about Tesshu, a nineteenth-century Samurai poet who also wrote haiku. But Tesshu wasn’t just a poet, he was a warrior, a Zen adept, an artist who penned more than a million pieces of calligraphy, drank half a gallon of sake every night, was bodyguard to the Emperor and started his own austere school of swordsmanship.


Tesshu was an extremist, undaunted by huge tasks. When he planned to copy out the entire Buddhist canon he was asked, ‘Won’t that be a great hardship?’


‘Not at all,’ replied Tesshu. ‘I only copy one page at a time.’


There was a certain urgency about life in Japan. Living was expensive and stressful. Tokyo combined a feeling of artificial calm with cheap, tinny frenzy. Trains ran on time, gliding you in and out of neighbourhoods that all looked the same. Round each station were clustered pachinko parlours, neon-lit fun palaces full of slot machines. The incredible clatter of a million ball bearings spewing into plastic trays to be cashed for prizes is, for me, the noise of modern Japan.


I earned, and spent, more money in a year in Tokyo than I had in the preceding four in London. I felt the first peptic prickling of a nascent ulcer. I lost my job as a teacher, borrowed money to survive, watched the bubble economy burst, found the cheapest place to drink coffee and moved in with Chris and Fat Frank. I found part-time work and started to write again.


I put together another collection of poems and pondered the example of Tesshu. He was a poet and a warrior. He was incredibly productive and still had time left over to swing his sword, meditate for hours and imbibe the huge quantities of sake. What was stopping me? Television? A job? The necessity to travel everywhere by electric train? What did Tesshu have that I lacked? Discipline. He got up early and he went to bed late, and he trained every day. Discipline. I just didn’t have it.


In fact I’d always lacked discipline. Bursts of enthusiasm had partially made up for not sticking at anything, but the pattern of brilliant starts and dismal finishes was beginning to bother me. I remember the banal moment when I decided things had to change. I was on the ‘up’ escalator in a shopping centre. It was so crowded that I had to stand without moving. I was packed in with all the other suit-wearing urban workers, all expressionless, all containing their irritation at being trapped and moving so slowly to their destination – or maybe they just didn’t care. The ‘down’ escalator was just as full. It slowly passed in front of me like a tracking shot in a sci-fi movie – not a horror movie but one of those hopeless, nihilistic futuristic films where minds have been wiped and everyone is content. I stared at all the blank faces and realized this is it, your life, you don’t get another. This was it. I was unfit, unphysical, an intellectual, a bookworm, a poet, a sensitive guy. It was time to change.


Perhaps Chris sensed the imminent collapse of Fuji Heights. It was he who most persistently suggested we should get physically fit again. But it was my suggestion that martial arts were the answer, though I had never practised fighting and barely knew my fist from my elbow. Ever since the school bully had punched me in the face with a stippled rubber cricket glove I’d wanted to do martial arts, but the Guardian-Angel, kung-fu-fighting freakishness of it put me off. For twenty years.


Because Chris gave the impression of knowing everything, I questioned him further about the way of the warrior. I knew he had studied kung fu to fend off his particular school bully, and ‘karate-kid’-fashion had entered full-contact tournaments. It was one of Chris’s main attractions that, as well as being a brain box, he could also deliver a devastating one-inch punch. ‘After getting knocked out I used to be too sick to eat for three days,’ he reminisced. I’d never been knocked out. I hadn’t given it much thought until now, but it sounded extremely unpleasant.


‘Is it essential to get knocked out to be any good at fighting?’ I asked.


‘If you can’t take punches you won’t be much good in a fight. But getting knocked out is a hazard rather than a necessity.’


Chris had very definite ideas on martial arts. Kung fu was badly taught, judo was now a sport, shotokan karate ruined the knees and tai chi was for housewives, unless you found an authentic teacher, when it then became the deadliest art. Shorinji kempo, Japanese kung fu, was a cult, ninjitsu too weird, kendo too expensive and kyokushinkai karate too much like kickboxing.


Jason, a blond-haired Australian I taught English with, actually practised kyokushinkai karate. He was a black belt and trained at the kyokushinkai dojo, or training hall, in west Tokyo. The first time I met him he had a smear of dried blood on the side of his face. ‘Kick,’ he explained. The next time he had a black eye. ‘Elbow,’ he said.


Getting beaten up on a regular basis wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but I was prepared to try anything to get myself fighting fit. Chris was definitely against kyokushinkai: ‘It’s brutal – which doesn’t mean the practitioners are necessarily tougher than anyone else, but it does mean they’re stupider.’


I met Jason once a week, as we both taught in the same high school. He told me about his latest exploits at the dojo. Then one week he appeared looking blankfaced, shocked, completely bemused. His brother, also a martial arts expert, had been fatally stabbed in a brawl outside a hotel he managed. He was murdered by a member of a Hell’s Angels gang with a three-inch blade that punctured his liver. In half an hour he was dead.


I tried to console Jason. We talked about revenge, but Jason was a committed Christian and believed revenge was pointless. He showed me a photograph of his brother, who looked tougher and older than his twenty-one years. He had been the kickboxing champion of Northern Queensland.


In some ways it made me more determined. I wanted to find some art that not only dealt out punches but also trained you against knife attacks.


Being bookworms our stack of books now began to include martial arts magazines and books with such tides as Secrets of the Dragon’s Touch, Get Tough – A US Marines Handbook, or my favourite, the completely eccentric Prison’s Bloody Iron, which was written and published by two odd-ball ex-convicts from Terre Haute Prison in America. I liked it for its bizarre mix of scholarship and prison yard experience, giving you the illusion you were an expert on knifefighting now that you knew such jargon as ‘shank’, and ‘moves with the ice pick grip’.


But you can’t learn to fight from a book. We agreed, or rather Chris decided and we agreed, that our terminal physical decline and lack of discipline could only be cured by seriously studying some martial art or another.


I found out about Tesshu’s sword school. The school still existed and was called Muto Ryu. Unfortunately it only had thirteen practising students. In Tesshu’s day there had been over four hundred. It seemed to me that Muto Ryu had lost its way since the great founder had died.


I wondered what Tesshu would study now if he was alive. ‘Aikido, without a doubt,’ said Chris. ‘Aikido has a Zen element that has been lost in many sword styles.’ It was true that one of the major commentators on Tesshu, Professor John Stevens of Tohoku University, studied aikido. Tesshu himself could never have studied aikido as its techniques were largely secret in his day.


‘Aikido, like judo, comes from jujitsu. In some styles it is soft and flowing, in others it is hard and fast, more like karate. All forms of aikido involve using joint controls to overbalance and throw people.’ I realized Chris was already an expert on the subject.


Chris read various brochures and magazines and pronounced Yoshinkan aikido ‘the best’. It was one of the hard styles and had a tough reputation. Every morning at 8.30 a.m. they taught a special lesson for foreigners. It was taught in English. Somehow that was comforting. When I’d learnt a few deft moves and punches, then I’d move on to the Japanese-only lessons. But English was just fine for a raw beginner like me.


Chris showed me a magazine produced by the Yoshinkan organization. In it there was an article about ‘the Riot Police course’. The article said it was the toughest martial arts course in the world. The course, which was for the Kidotai, Japanese Riot Police, was held at the same establishment as the one we wanted to attend.


I had to face up to the fact that I wasn’t a tough guy, nor would I ever be. Perhaps other men confronted this when they were twelve, but somehow I’d been able to put off facing the facts. For an example of physical toughness, I had always looked to my grandfather, Colonel H. Twigger. Even at eighty-seven he was less wimpy than me. He had boxed and shot for the army. He had a ridge of bone above his eyes that seemed precisely designed for headbutting someone.


Before leaving for Japan I went to see him and he demonstrated in slow motion how to use the fist and elbow in a blistering double-edged attack. He told me about the Nagas, headhunters on the Burmese-Indian border, he’d joined forces with during the turning-point battle of Kohima in 1944.


He didn’t believe in seat belts, thought they were for invalids. ‘And dangerous too!’ He’d once driven off a cliff in a jeep with his pet Labrador tied by a leash to the dashboard. He, of course, was unbelted. ‘I was thrown clear. Dog was killed. Proves seat belts are no bloody good.’


After India and then Malaya, Colonel H. lived in a freezing mansion deep in the Oxfordshire countryside. On the main stairs there was a huge Japanese shell case filled with Naga spears. As a child visiting my grandfather I used to thrill myself by feeling the human hair that decorated the spear handles.


When Colonel H. had toothache he pulled out the tooth himself with a pair of rusty pliers.


In his forties he could still do handsprings on the lawn, even though he drank half a bottle of whisky and smoked sixty cigarettes a day.


In his eighties, now a non-smoking teetotaller, he gave up sitting down – ‘Organs are all in the wrong place’ – and he threw out all his chairs to pursue this novel course of therapy.


In one of his display cabinets was an aluminium cigarette case given to him by a friend and fellow army officer who had survived four years in Changi Gaol during the war. It was skilfully fashioned from an aluminium mess tin, with a securing clip made from a pen nib.


To me, because I never really knew him, Colonel H. symbolized a previous era, the tough age, when illness meant either death or a miraculous recovery, where pain was ignored, aspirins laughed at, all doctors thought of as quacks, all psychiatrists considered frauds. It was an age when people suffered and didn’t complain. Now they took Prozac and still complained. I wasn’t exempt. I took two Paracetamol the moment I got the slightest headache. Chris preferred Ibuprofen. The Colonel would have sneered mightily.





Beginner’s Mind


‘Everybody want to go Heaven, but nobody want to get dead.’


Screwface, in the Steven Seagal movie Marked for Death


‘In the judgement of the elders, a Samurai’s obstinacy should be excessive.’


From the seventeenth-century Samurai manual Hagakure


‘I’ve been sacked,’ Chris announced, ‘for being bald.’ He had just returned from his most lucrative part-time job, teaching at an exclusive language school run entirely by Japanese women in their fifties. He had done the job for a few months but business had not been as good as the boss wanted. Chris tried to put a brave face on it, but I could tell he was annoyed, even hurt, since he’d been getting on so well with some of the students. The boss had decided that the only way to increase revenue was to hire some fresh and sexy English teachers to attract the lucrative college-girl and office-lady market. Chris, being bald, was the first to go.


‘The deputy boss suggested I got a wig. “Even Sean Connery wears a wig,” she told me. I responded by saying that if they paid for a wig I’d wear it. Then, in the nicest possible way, they fired me.’


Chris needed cheering up. We got out Enter the Dragon on video. It was one of his favourite films, though I’d managed to get by without watching it before. As we watched, Chris took pleasure in quoting the famous Bruce Lee lines just before Lee spoke them. But it wasn’t the words that stuck in my mind, it was the opening helicopter shot of Han’s Island, where we see row after row of white pyjama-clad men practising basic karate kata. All in time together they punched, one-two, one-two, the canvas of their sleeves snapping in the air, making an amazing thwacking sound. These were the footsoldiers of the martial arts, the grunts, the pikers, the squaddies, and I wanted to join them.


One night Chris reconstructed a technique from an aikido manual he’d bought. Frank and I stood opposite each other and Frank held my wrist. It seemed an odd sort of attack, but Chris explained that the wrist grab was common in feudal Japan – it was to stop someone reaching for their sword.


I was then propelled by Chris through some complicated hand and footwork which left me folding Frank’s arm back over his shoulder. ‘Is this right?’ I asked Chris. He consulted the manual. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And now you either throw him or take him down to the ground.’


‘Leave that part out,’ said Frank, as he flopped of his own accord back on to the inviting pile of mattresses. ‘It’s all pretty complicated, isn’t it?’


It was time to get some real tuition. Getting up far earlier than we were used to, Chris, Fat Frank and I trudged to the station to make our way to the famed Yoshinkan training hall, the dojo. Chris advised us to ‘keep our heads down’ for the time being. He told us that etiquette was very important in the martial arts and doubly so in Japan. The dojo was on the third floor of a three-floor office building. We took the lift.


The double wooden door to the dojo was surrounded by cedarwood plaques carved with Japanese inscriptions, rather like an upmarket Japanese restaurant. Inside it was grey and functional, a dusty smell giving everything the feel of something official and neglected. It was dimly lit and portraits of the founder, Gozo Shioda, who was now seventy-seven, were everywhere, together with a series of photos of celebrities who had visited the dojo. There was a boxed-in glassed reception and a young Japanese live-in student sat behind the counter. Behind him, in the dojo office, the teachers stared out of the windows or smoked or puzzled over the screens of Japanese word processors. From the main training room, also known as the dojo, came intermittent shouts and thumping sounds.


I stared at the celebrity photographs. Robert Kennedy had visited the dojo shortly before his assassination in 1968. Mike Tyson had visited shortly before his less serious assassination in the twelfth round by Buster Douglas in 1989. The King of Norway had also dropped in, but then the King of Norway had visited my college bar in 1978 – as celebrities went, the King of Norway was a little too available to cut any serious ice.


We quietly took our shoes off and shuffled into the main hall. It was big and high-roofed and smelt of sweat and straw, the filling of the tatami mats on the floor. The fittings were wooden and tasteful. I noticed a rack of swords on the wall.


All the students knelt respectfully as the teacher, a middle-aged Japanese man with a crew cut, spoke in a soft voice. Frank, Chris and I sat down on some seats at the side, provided for watching.


Two students jumped up, one holding a knife and the other a sword. On a word of command they both charged the teacher like madmen possessed. The teacher looked bored, impassive. I felt I was watching nothing special, and then suddenly the one with the knife was flying through the air and the teacher was holding the sword and pinning an attacker to the ground with its tip. Hold on! Was this a magic trick? I leant forward to get a closer look. Now the teacher was demonstrating on an unarmed attacker how the throw was made. It looked a bit like a wrestling throw, except when the attacker was thrown he dived through the air and did a forward roll.


Now the students broke off into pairs and started throwing each other. I became hypnotized by their graceful diving and rolling. I’ll never be able to do that, I thought.


The actual technique of throwing looked easier. Once you had the secret knowledge of which joint to twist, and when to twist it, the attacker just flipped right over.


Suddenly I saw aikido as offering an arcane knowledge of the body’s weak points. It was a living alchemy; immense, complex, a whole structure of thought and action I never knew existed. Just punching and kicking looked crude by comparison.


Now the students were practising on their own, sliding their feet along the floor and moving their hands up and down in front of them. It looked bizarre. On the other hand I definitely knew I could shuffle around like a drugged ballet dancer. This basic exercise gave me hope, even though I couldn’t connect it to anything else I’d seen.


For the first time in my life I was seeing something I didn’t understand and yet wanted to be a part of. I was fed up being excluded in Japan. I wanted to join something. The fact that it would take years to master didn’t put me off. In fact it comforted me. It meant that aikido must be really complicated and serious and therefore worthy of my attention. This wasn’t kickboxing with the lads, this was nearly religion.


The religious air continued as the students all bowed to each other. The early morning sun shone down through the dojo windows, high up near the ceiling, and illuminated the students’ white pyjamas in a glowing bar of light. Then they stood up and performed a final exercise in pairs, shuffling and holding hands like couples practising a Highland reel. The atmosphere, the dedicated, light-filled atmosphere, and the heady seriousness of it all, along with the inexplicable nature of their movements, held me entranced.


We stumbled out of the dojo, adjusting our eyes to the darkened corridor. ‘What do you think?’ I asked Chris.


‘That teacher, Chida Sensei, I believe he’s called, is the third best in the world. He’s obviously very good.’


Trust Chris to already know the form.


‘It’s a bit like judo,’ said Fat Frank.


‘No it isn’t,’ replied Chris. ‘It isn’t in the slightest bit like judo.’


‘So are we going to join, or what?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know about you two, but I’m definitely signing up,’ said Chris, signalling to the disciple behind the glass for a pen.


‘I think it’s all staged,’ said Frank. ‘But it looks like a good way to lose weight. Did you see how high they flew when they were thrown?’


It was decided. We were all going to start aikido.


Out of the gloom appeared Paul, a British detective on leave from the London Metropolitan police force. He was cheery and tall and was part of the international teaching staff at the dojo. He told us he had survived the rigours of the Riot Police course the year before. Hustling us into a small room with drinks machines, he handed out forms to fill in.


‘What we offer here is training,’ said Paul. ‘Nothing flashy, nothing instant, but if you keep at it, it works.’


He outlined the teaching on offer. There were regular classes, special study classes and senshusei classes. We signed up for regular classes, which were the cheapest and the only ones we were qualified to take.


‘What are senshusei classes?’ I asked.


‘Riot Police,’ said Paul.


There was a silence.


‘Have you ever met Mike Tyson?’ It was the only question I could think of, and Paul’s function seemed to be to answer questions.


‘No. But as you can see, he came here to watch Kancho Sensei.’


Paul used the honorific ‘Kancho’ whenever he spoke of Shioda, the founder. At the dojo Paul said he was respectfully known as Kancho Sensei. Later, Frank pointed out that kancho also meant ‘enema’ in Japanese. I made a mental note to learn the correct pronunciation for the founder’s title.


Paul nosily scanned our entry forms. ‘So you went to Oxford, did you?’ There was a hint of mockery in his voice and I instantly regretted divulging this information. Though he looked like a martial artist he was still a nosey British bobby at heart.


We bought uniforms, which came straight out of the storeroom wrapped in plastic. I handled mine lovingly. Suddenly it felt like the real thing. We had decided to take the next regular class for foreigners, which was half an hour later that morning.


After unpacking our uniforms we got changed in silence in a locker room full of dusty grey lockers. Fat Frank and Chris walked purposefully out towards the main dojo. I sneaked a look around the changing rooms. The few foreigners getting changed looked muscular and fit. I wasn’t fat but I didn’t have much muscle. My chest was almost entirely lacking pectoral development, and there wasn’t much hair on it either. Fortunately we wouldn’t have to train in the nude.


The dojo training room consisted of a big hall laid with traditional tatami mats, over two hundred in number, covered in rubberized canvas to facilitate the easy removal of sweat and blood. At the ‘beginner’s end’ there was a huge mirror, ten metres long by five metres high. Every day it was polished spotless using newsprint and solvent glass cleaner.


I entered the main dojo trying to look at ease in my new dogi uniform. The dogi is the white top and bottom, the pyjamas worn for all Japanese martial arts. I was a little disappointed that mine were almost yellow in colour when everyone else wore pyjamas of beautiful white. Chris said that washing would make mine white too. I planned to wash mine as often as possible so that I wouldn’t stand out as a raw beginner.


A Japanese high-school teacher who taught kendo at the school where I worked had told me that no Japanese wears underpants beneath their dogi when doing martial arts. I decided to keep mine on. I felt more secure that way.


Chris and Frank were warming up in the corner. There were about ten non-Japanese also warming up around the dojo. Two or three Japanese practised diving rolls in another corner – they had attended an even earlier class, held in Japanese, at 7.00 a.m., and were still hanging around. I had some difficulty making out Frank and Chris, despite their both being overweight, definitely the two fattest guys in the dojo, because I wasn’t wearing my glasses. Everything was a blur at any distance more than five metres. Chris too wasn’t wearing his glasses, but his eyesight wasn’t as bad as mine.


I squinted and recognized Chris and Fat Frank. I copied Chris’s warm-up procedure, which was something he remembered from his teenage kung-fu days. I wasn’t sure whether we were allowed to talk in the dojo or not, but I risked it. ‘Chris,’ I whispered. ‘Why does everyone keep saying “oos!” to each other?’


Since entering the dojo I’d heard ‘oos!’ said, shouted and hissed back and forth at least fifty times. It seemed an all-purpose greeting, a bit like the cockney ‘awright?’


‘Mark of respect,’ he snapped, and bent to touch his toes. Chris didn’t approve of chatting in the dojo.


Someone called out ‘seiza!’ and we all obediently knelt in a line facing the shrine. The dojo shrine was a high wooden shelf containing objects of Shinto religious significance such as vases, incense holders, plants, sprigs of greenery called sasaki, even fruit. We sat in seiza (the Japanese kneeling posture) for five minutes. I had never knelt down for so long before.


After five excruciating minutes a tall, blond-bearded and nearly bald man strode with vigour up to the shrine. His name was Robert Mustard and he was the top foreign teacher in Japan, and arguably one of the best foreign aikidoka in the world. At that stage, when aikido still seemed glamorous and remote, he struck me as powerful and exceedingly direct; someone to be feared even. The senior student barked out the command to bow and everyone bowed.


We then spread out and did callisthenic type warm-ups for about ten minutes. There were all done to a shouted count in Japanese: ‘Ichi, ni,’ shouted the teacher. ‘San, shi,’ we shouted back. ‘Go, roku,’ he continued his shout. ‘Shichi, hachi,’ we shouted back. I later discovered this warm-up routine had not changed in over fifty years, and was the same routine used by the pre-war armed forces.


After the warm-up the teacher called loudly for the beginners to go to the mirror. He took the rest, who all had black or brown belts, over to the other side.


I walked over to the mirror and Paul, who was also tall and blond, but not bald, shouted at me to run. It was a bit of a shock, but for some reason it was also pleasing. It was good to be in a place where people didn’t pussyfoot around, weren’t afraid to give orders.


The beginners, numbering about six or seven, lined up in front of the mirror and were drilled by Paul. He looked fit and tough with his close-cropped hair and strong, easy movements. We beginners, by contrast, lumbered and wheezed at the basic movements we were instructed to learn by rote.


Paul had been one of four foreigners to attend the previous year’s Riot Police course. Robert Mustard, had also attended the course back in 1986. The police course had been running for over thirty years. A traditional dojo was still seen as the best place for training the Kidotai, Japanese Riot Police, who are an élite section of the national Japanese police force. Their duties vary from diplomatic policing and air-sea rescue to wearing their Kevlar ‘Samurai’ armour during street demonstrations in Japan.


From out of the corner of my eye I could see the black belts cartwheeling and diving and throwing each other all over the place. There were heavy smacks as they hit the mats to break their falls. It all looked far too difficult and acrobatic for an ordinary person to master. I tried to concentrate on the matter at hand, which was standing in the basic fighting stance, called kamae.


Robert Mustard left the black belts for a moment, came over, and in two swift moves bent me into the correct stance, which was leaning forward, as if holding a sword but with arms extended, fingers splayed. He smelt of cigarette smoke and had sure, powerful wrists; a combination which reminded me of my father when I was a little boy. ‘Everything starts with kamae,’ said Mustard, ‘and everything comes back to kamae.’ He snapped into the fighting stance several times. His blue eyes bored into me. I was not able to judge whether Robert Mustard could do aikido or not, but he looked pretty frightening in his white pyjamas.


We practised other basic movements. These involved sliding the feet along the mat instead of stepping. This was a way of learning to smoothly shift the body’s weight. We practised pivoting on one foot, the other sweeping around behind you. This taught you how to move the whole body as a unit, which is vastly more powerful than moving each part separately, or barabara as the Japanese say.


The movements are exaggerated so that important principles, such as putting the full weight of the hips behind a punch, which may be lost in natural movement, can be highlighted, practised and developed. This is a key to the Yoshinkan system and why it is successful at getting students to a high level of aikido relatively quickly. If only natural movements are practised people can go for years without unearthing some basic principle which is the real heart of a technique.


When the lesson finished we again knelt in a line and bowed to the teacher, the shrine and the assistant teachers. Then everyone bowed to everyone they had worked with, muttering a hurried ‘Domo arigato gozaimashita’ (‘thank you very much’) before moving on. It looked like an awful lot of bowing to me. Fat Frank derived his own pleasure by intoning ‘harrigata guzzimashita’, which if said fast sounds all right, but is actually a double obscenity in bastardized Japanese and Persian meaning ‘the dildo that brings forth smelly farts’.


After the lesson I learned the story of Tyson’s visit from one of the disciples. It was important to all of us beginners that Tyson, symbolically the greatest fighter in the world, had deigned to visit the same dojo as us. It meant that what we were about to study wasn’t a load of useless posturing, that it counted in the hard world of fists and knockouts.


Don King and Tyson had asked to see ‘the real thing’, a real martial arts magician, just like in the comics and movies back home, a tiny old man who could take out three or four people of Tyson’s size at the same time.


Kancho had provided his usual amazing display. He threw people halfway across the dojo with effortless ease. When five teachers came at him wielding knives and swords he evaded the attack, ducking and chopping his attackers in the neck as they fell like skittles around him.


King agreed it was, indeed, the real thing. Tyson remarked, ‘It’s all in the knees, isn’t it?’ Which was remarkably perspicacious for a first time view of aikido.


Kancho, just as much of a showman as Don King, offered to put a nikajo lock on Tyson. Here was a tiny old guy asking to put a wrist lock on the greatest heavyweight boxer in the world. But Tyson backed down: ‘These [he indicated his arms] are insured for thirty million dollars. I can’t afford to let you mess with them.’


The disciple explained that that was the difference between sport and budo, fighting arts. In budo you never spare yourself.


We returned to Fuji Heights full of our newfound aikido knowledge. The washing machine was loaded with dogis, which we hung on the lines about the front door of the apartment. Neighbours who usually chose to avoid the noisy foreigners asked politely, ‘Judo desu ka?’ No, aikido, we were able to proudly reply. Our white belts we neither washed nor displayed. Not that we were embarrassed about being beginners, it was just more enjoyable to let people assume we were already experts. I had convinced myself about the correctness of the superstition that the belt is a repository of ‘ki’, or life energy, and to wash it was to dissipate such energy. This is the origin of the black belt, which shows simply how long the person has been training. With the introduction of tests for black belt they are now ready-made black. By an odd paradox the really long-term aikidoka have black belts that are almost white with age. Naturally those with impatience try to scuff up and degrade their black belts as fast as possible.


We still had a roach problem. When we got up early and turned on the lights hordes of them would scurry away. These were a new super-breed of cockroach, genetic mutants that moved at lightning speed and lived inside electronic consumer durables. They were extremely small and very cunning. How can you put poison or a roach trap inside an answering machine, a computer printer or a CD player? Executing the monster roaches had disturbed the kitchen ecosystem and given rise to this new infestation. It looked as if we had to accept them as permanent co-residents.


In the evenings when there wasn’t something gripping like a gameshow on TV, we’d run through the technique we had learnt that morning. We couldn’t practise throwing each other but there was just enough room for one of us to take the other down to the ground. Chris would provide a continuous critique as Fat Frank attacked me with a standard forearm smash to the face or grabbed my wrist in his meaty hand. I would then evade the attack and apply a wrist or arm lock, making Frank lose his balance. At this point he was supposed to be taken smoothly to the ground but sometimes it went wrong. Usually he resisted and refused to have his head pushed into a pile of books. We weren’t good enough to make the technique work if there was real resistance, so the practice session would break up amidst recriminations and accusations of poor sportsmanship.


Frank and Chris seemed to enjoy aikido more than I did. I liked it when I was there, and I liked the long sessions in the coffee shop after training, but when I thought about aikido it was never very often with fond anticipation of the next class. But if I missed a class I felt bad, and this, initially, was enough to keep me going.


Then there was the idea of aikido, which was another thing altogether. This was what really interested me. I wanted to master the secret techniques, ogi, that made aikido teachers so formidable. Of course, first I had to master the basic techniques, but to an outsider even these have something magical about them.


Chris’s favourite technique involved attacking a pressure point on the wrist just above the thumb. He enjoyed torturing Frank and me by pressing the point and controlling our movement through pain. We, of course, had to pretend we didn’t feel a thing.


I was quickly getting the picture that learning martial arts, or aikido at least, involved pain and humiliation. When we practised throwing each other at the dojo we would line up in a corner and one student would throw everyone in turn. I never liked being the thrower because then all eyes were upon you. Every mistake was glaringly obvious. Some days I got into a humiliating tangle and then all the throwees would come out of their neat line and cluster round giving contradictory advice.


One day I got it almost right. Fat Frank lunged to grab my wrist and, with lucky timing, I turned, feeling his huge bulk accelerate as he tried to hang on. It felt like swinging a bag of shopping around your head. When I let go it wasn’t a great throw, but that didn’t matter. I’d felt the sheer beauty of moving and controlling someone in a circle. The beauty and the power. Now I understood what all the fuss was about.


With his nose for information Chris was soon a repository of all the dojo gossip. We made new friends at the dojo – Will, a wry American, and Paul the policeman, who we discovered was into New Age healing and modern poetry. He also let slip that he’d once been in the Boy Scouts.


I started going to the dojo three mornings a week. Fat Frank and Chris, with more time on their hands, went every day. Quite soon they were beginning to outpace me despite their physical handicaps of weight and bulk. Fuji Heights had gone from being a rudderless vessel with an apathetic crew to a tight ship with dawn rises and sensible bed times.


Pride forced me to try and keep pace with Chris and Fat Frank, who were now learning more and more techniques. I tried to catch up by going to the Japanese-taught classes in the evening. These were more regimented than the foreigners’ classes, slower paced and better organized.


It was there I made an enemy, or so I thought. I was training with a nervous young man, who was even more uncertain and clumsy than I was. We were interrupted by the senior teacher of that lesson, Oyamada, who came strolling over to have a cursory look at the beginners. Oyamada had thinning hair. He also had an incredibly long body and short legs, which is the ideal aikido physique. He indicated that I should grab his wrist. I did so, and he moved to one side and lifted my arm so that my grab was broken and he now had my wrist in his paws. He then jerked down on my locked wrist with what felt like his full body weight. I collapsed to my knees, a shooting pain going right up my arm. I actually thought something might have been broken. Then I was incredibly angry.


I shook myself clear of him, which I already knew to be very bad etiquette in a dojo. Oyamada just gave me a blank look and walked off. I couldn’t understand what had happened. It seemed like a pointless act of brutality. The pain went away and nothing was damaged permanently. But it was inexplicable. Had he picked on me because I was a foreigner? Or was his style the real aikido, and what we had been practising a pansyish imitation? Nothing I’d felt from the other teachers was anything like the force I’d felt from him, or the pain.


I went home and complained to Chris and Fat Frank. Chris already knew all about Oyamada. He was trying to establish his reputation in the dojo and didn’t water his technique down for anyone, especially foreigners. What I’d felt was the pain I could expect from ‘full-on’ aikido. It was then that I realized my attitude to pain would have to change. I’d have to recognize that there were guys out there who wanted to train as Tesshu did: taking pain as a matter of course, and dishing it out as a matter of course too.


When I attended the morning class I increasingly took notice of a small group of foreigners who trained on the far side of the dojo. This group, who all stood at attention when not executing a technique, all wore white belts and sweat-soaked, blood-spattered pyjamas. I noticed one young man, tall and athletically built, who had six-inch red ‘suns’ on each knee. He seemed to ignore the fact that he was bleeding profusely as he performed a series of moves that required him to walk on these same bleeding knees. From their end came shouts, screams, grunts and yells. The teachers verbally and physically abused them. Sometimes it was disturbing, as if the teacher was going too far.


Chris told me in the tea room after the lesson that they were doing ‘The Course’. They were the foreigners who were doing the Japanese Riot Police course. ‘They’re the crazy ones,’ muttered Chris. I immediately wanted to join them while at the same time realizing that it was probably physically impossible. They seemed to be on another planet, there was something completely professional about them which made our own efforts seem tame and ineffective. At an irrational level the idea had taken hold: if you want to do the real thing you have to do the Riot Police course.
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A normal bloke becomes a deadly weapon





