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PREFACE

[image: Image]

When I first started to explore the martial arts for a practical solution to my fear of violent confrontation, I came upon many systems that purported to offer a comprehensive solution. None of them did. A few offered limitation, a lot offered sport (dressed up as combat), and most offered a poor imitation. None that I could find offered an honest, in-your-face, blood-and-snot system for surviving a violent encounter.

The art I studied longest, and the one that came closest to fulfilling its promise of being a martial system, was Karate. Of all the arts I studied – and there were many – this was the most comprehensive. There was only one problem. The art that I was learning did not teach its full curriculum. There was a plethora of techniques stored in the kata that was largely ignored. I was only taught a synopsis of Karate, a long-range standing art that did not address many vital areas, not least standing and ground-grappling.

I found this confusing. I could see with my own eyes that the kata contained techniques from just about any and every range – Judo, Thai boxing, wrestling, Western boxing, weapons – but these were not taught in class. Or if they were, they were relegated to a few repetitions of the bunkai that offered an appetiser, but not a competence.

That’s why I decided to spend some serious mat time in all the arts – Judo and Western boxing to name but two – that might fill the gap left by my previous training. My sojourn left me both intrigued and annoyed.

Intriguing was the fact that everything I learned in these other arts I recognised and traced back to my original system of Karate. All of it. It was all in the kata.

Annoying was the attitude of many of my contemporaries (at the time). Like jealous husbands they accused me of infidelity with other arts; they said I had abandoned my art, not realising that what I had discovered was traditional Karate (as opposed to a Karate dilute). I felt alone in my belief that Karate taught real could be all-encompassing if you were brave enough not to take ‘yes’ for an answer.

That is until I started to read great books by the likes of Iain Abernethy and more recently this amazing book by Gavin Mulholland. Not only has Gavin discovered and expanded on all of these points, he has also identified, in the layout of the Goju kata, an actual progressive order of combat; avoidance, preemptive blitzing, trapping and ripping, tachi waza and ne waza.

I can’t tell you how exciting it is for me to find such a like-minded soul, someone else who is speaking the same language. That is why I highly recommend this authentic book, its contents and its author.

It is very easy in the wake of UFC (Ultimate Fighting Championship) and Vale Tudo to slate Karate as an old-fashioned art with gaping limitations. Many of the uninitiated, looking for the latest zeitgeist, have been guilty of this, tilting their lance at something (anything) they know little about. But when I see the brave warriors that step into the cage or the UFC, I don’t see a different art to the one that Gavin writes so eloquently about, I do not see an art that is any better or any worse than Karate, I actually see the Karate schematic, laid out and manifest, how it should look if it is taught properly.

Karate was developed in times of war, and the masters of old were not remiss when they catalogued their findings. The genius that they left is complete, an empirical legacy for the contemporary masters to rediscover – those brave enough or insightful enough to leave the trunk of the tree and explore some of its many branches.

Gavin is one such master and I implore everyone who is ‘searching’ to read this book – it is both valuable and long overdue.

__________________

Geoff Thompson. BAFTA-winning Writer,
Teacher, Martial Artist





FOREWORD

A thorough understanding of kata is vital if you wish to practise Karate as a holistic and pragmatic fighting system. The great tragedy is that very few people understand the true nature of kata and hence it is rarely taught correctly. Kata is widely thought to be nothing more than an antiquated aesthetic dance that has no relation to combat. To be clear, when kata is approached incorrectly it is quite true to say it has no relation to combat. However, the fault does not lie with kata itself, but in the fact that it has been taught incorrectly. An even bigger problem facing modern karateka is that there are comparatively few people who understand kata correctly and can provide instruction in what is the very essence of Karate. Thankfully there are people like Gavin Mulholland – and books like this one.

Both Gavin and I are known for our pragmatic approach to Karate and therefore a seminar with us both was organised under the banner of ‘Karate: The Practical Fighting Art’. We’d never taught together before and had no way of knowing if our approaches were compatible. In the run-up, we chatted a few times on the phone but never discussed any detail; the one thing we did decide was that Gavin would teach the first hour on the practical use of stances. The seminar was very well attended and after the warm-up Gavin opened with the line, ‘The two most misunderstood words in Karate are “stance” and “block”.’ At that point I knew we had very similar views on Karate. Although we practise differing styles, when it came down to core principle and concepts we found ourselves in perfect agreement. Indeed many of those present commented on how our sections dovetailed seamlessly: it was almost as if we’d planned it!

It’s always good to meet someone who holds similar views on the martial arts so when Gavin mentioned he’d been planning this book I was excited. There are only a small number of good books on kata application so I knew it would be in great demand and warmly welcomed by the growing number of karateka who wish to understand kata and practise their art as the practical fighting system it was intended to be. When he asked if I’d like to contribute a foreword I was honoured, and having read numerous articles by Gavin in the UK martial arts press, I was expecting something special. I was not disappointed! This book should be in the library of all serious karateka.

This great book explains in a direct and uncomplicated way how kata is central to Karate. Although the book concentrates on the Goju kata, the central message is much wider and the lessons apply to students of all styles. Kata are the very essence of Karate and so much more than a haphazard collection of techniques. Kata were created to record the key principles of the various Karate systems and to guide the karateka’s study. They don’t record every single technique, but they do record the key principles upon which the techniques are based and which are central to the fighting system recorded. These key principles, and the numerous ways in which they can be applied, should be at the centre of Karate study.

An analogy I’ve found useful to explain how kata records the essence of Karate is to think of Karate as being like an oak tree. An oak tree is vast, both in terms of its size and years lived, but everything about that tree, and everything required to reproduce it, is found in a single acorn. The various Karate styles produce kata in the same way that an oak tree produces acorns. Both the acorn and the kata are not as vast as the thing that created them, but they record them perfectly. For an acorn to become an oak tree it must be correctly planted and nurtured. For a kata to become a fighting system it must be correctly studied and practised. It is here that we find one of modern Karate’s biggest failings, in that the kata are rarely studied. To return to my analogy, we have the seeds but we don’t plant them.

In this book Gavin explains how the four kata learnt up to black belt within the Goju Ryu system represent the fields of study that the karateka should undertake as they progress. Gekisai-Dai-Ichi will guide the karateka’s study of hard ‘attack and smash’ techniques. GekisaiDai-Ni furthers the student’s understanding of attack and smash by tightening the range and introducing methods of unbalancing and redirection. Once the student understands these lessons they move on to Saifa, which guides the student’s study of grabbing, locking and disengaging. The final kata of the four is Seiunchin which guides the student through their study of sticking, grappling and close-quarter combat. Gavin shows how the four kata constitute a logical and coherent guide to the techniques and principles that will make the karateka a complete fighter.

This combative progression is the key to understanding these four kata and indeed the system of Goju Ryu Karate itself, but students of other styles should understand that this type of combative progression can be found within their own kata and should be central to their own training.

The Pinan/Heian kata of Wado Ryu, Shito Ryu and Shotokan also adhere to a combative progression: the first three kata dealing with the basics of the first three stages of the fight (the initial exchange of limbs, the establishing of a datum/grip and counters to such techniques, and finally grappling and fighting from a clinch). The last two kata of the Pinan/Heian kata build upon the basic concepts introduced by the first three and move on to include combining the various methods and the transitions between ranges. Indeed, individual kata such as Kushanku – the kata being a record of the teachings of a Chinese martial artist by the same name – are also based on a combative progression: the early techniques introduce the basics and the later techniques represent the more advanced aspects of Kushanku’s teaching.

Regardless of style, all karateka should read and digest the information contained within this excellent book. There can be few people more qualified to write a book such as this. Gavin Mulholland is someone who fully understands the realities of combat and kata and if you wish to practise Karate as the pragmatic fighting system it was intended to be, you should familiarise yourself with Gavin’s work. This is a thorough and accessible explanation of everything you need to know to make sense of kata and become a complete fighter. Four Shades of Black is a must-read book that is certain to become a modern classic.

Enjoy!

______________

Iain Abernethy. Author of Bunkai-Jutsu:
The Practical Application
of Karate Kata.





INTRODUCTION

Long before their arrival on our shores in the late nineteenth century, the martial arts had already achieved the status of myth and legend. Sailors, soldiers and adventurers returning from the East told fantastic stories of exotic places inhabited by indestructible fighting men – men able to take on, and defeat, whole armies with their bare hands.

While there were always those who had followed the path of the martial arts, it was ultimately the defeat of imperial Japan and the end of the Second World War that unleashed what we would now call ‘mainstream martial arts’ into the consciousness of everyday people.

Since that time, every decade appears to have had its favourite style as people have struggled to find this art of legend so firmly ingrained in the psyche of those drawn to the martial arts. First there was Ju-jitsu. In the 1960s it was Judo. The 1970s saw Karate come to the fore closely followed by Kung Fu. Kick-boxing ruled the 1980s and the 1990s saw the revolution that is now known as MMA (Mixed Martial Arts) explode onto the scene in the form of the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC).

It seems as if, like the seven-year itch, people are only prepared to give a system so long to prove itself. Then it’s off with the heavy, unbleached gi, on with the light, pure white one. Off with the gi altogether, on with the spangly star-studded silk trousers. Off with the spangly trousers and on with the tight Lycra pants; and on it goes.

The problem is really two-fold: firstly, people are still seeking the myth which in our time has been perpetuated and magnified by popular TV and films; and secondly, eight to ten years is simply not enough time to achieve anything close to perfection. As the old masters have been telling us all along, the study of a martial art is a lifelong endeavour.

But how can that be? If you take Karate for example, how can you study something as simple as punching and kicking for a lifetime and furthermore, why would you want to?

The answer is simple. You can’t, you wouldn’t, and here’s the crux of the matter, you were never supposed to. Karate in its original form was a complete fighting system – stand-up, ground-fighting, headbutts, bites, rips, gouges, long-range, close-quarter – all in, the lot.

But how could I possibly know that? Especially when so many people would disagree with me? Again, the answer is simple. I know because the founders told me. I know that Okinawan Goju Ryu contains all of these things because Chojun Miyagi Sensei told me so. What’s more, he not only told me they exist, he showed me where to find them, when to train in each, and how to train in each area of combat most effectively. In fact, he told me how to do it all.

And how did he do this? He did it through the real legacy of genius that he left us. He did it through the DVD of his day. He recorded the various areas of required study and he outlined roughly how long we should be training in each. He pointed the way and gave a few examples of the sorts of things we should be looking at.

… he did it through kata.





PART 1
NAVIGATING THE WAY

You will often hear martial artists refer to a
student’s progression in the martial arts as following
the ‘Way’ or the ‘Path’.

______________

‘The Way is in training.’ Miyamoto Musashi

A few have taken this to mean that there is only one way – their way, of course. Others have taken it to mean that martial arts have to become your ‘way of life’ – infusing and permeating every element of your daily life, from your job to your personal relationships, to doing the dishes.

However, to many of us, the whole concept of a ‘way’ or a ‘path’ signifies a journey of some sort – movement and progression across a territory, previously explored and hopefully recorded. This is further backed up in the language of the Japanese martial arts where ‘teacher’ (Sensei) literally translates as ‘one who has gone before’.

In this sense, we are all on the same journey of martial knowledge and self-discovery. From the most recent convert to the most grizzled of old sweats, we tread the same path, we seek the same goals, and we supposedly navigate our way across the same territory.

But how do we do that? How can we possibly navigate our way around something as vast as the martial arts without straying from the path, ending up down a blind alley, or just simply getting lost? That’s easy. Ask any expert in orienteering or navigation, military or civilian, and they will tell you that to navigate successfully you basically need just two things – you need a map, and you need a compass.

Well, guess what? We’ve got them both.
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