Interview with Scott Langley 5th Dan JKS
Scott began Martial Arts as a boy in Liverpool in Jiu Jitsu with Prof. Rick Clarke 8th Dan. He progressed on to Karate after his family moved to Yorkshire and trained with Howard Milson Sensei 5th Dan. He spent a month in Japan in 1992 and after graduating from Keele University he moved to Tokyo in 1997 where he practised under Masao Kagawa Sensei at the JKS Hombu Dojo. Eventually he was accepted on the infamous Instructors’ Course. After many “adventures” he received his graduation diploma from the late Tetsuhiko Asai Sensei. He now teaches all over the world and is Technical Director of JKS GB & Ireland. He has just finished writing a book about his time on the Instructors’ Course.

Q: You have been away from Japan for five years now, how is your personal training coming on?

A: It was hard at the beginning as it was the first time in my karate career that I didn’t have a sensei to train under full-time. However, one thing that the Instructors’ Course gave was the tools to find my own way within karate. Three mornings a week I follow the Instructors’ Course training schedule. It is tough, basic training, but I feel like it purifies my technique and focuses me to constantly push for a higher level of technique. Also, I have seven other karate-ka (ranging from shodan to godan) that train with me. We push each other and it is a great training environment.
Q: Do you train with the Makiwara?

A: Yes, I have two in my dojo and use them occasionally. I think it is good to create a strong punch, but the makiwara can destroy a technique if you don’t practise properly. In Japan we used to go through periods of using it constantly and then for a long time (maybe to let our knuckles heal) we would leave it alone. I now do the same.

Q: Do you miss Tokyo?

A: Yes and no. I miss my friends, sempai and sensei. But in Japan I was always a foreigner. I never quite fitted in or found my place. It is great to go back. I am treated well and as time moves on I have an increasing number of kohai, which I never had when I was there. So being back at the Hombu is completely different from when I was on the Instructors’ Course.

Q: You are one of only two foreigners to have completed the Teikyo University Gasshuku. How was that?

A: Umm… It was physically and mentally the hardest thing I have ever done. I was on the first year of the Instructors’ Course and Kagawa sensei thought it would be a good idea for me to go as a first year university student and learn karate etiquette. The training was brutal. Eight hours a day for seven days. These guys, ages 18 to 22, were animals and I am not exaggerating by saying that the dojo was covered with blood at the end of some sessions. However, beyond that, being a first year, foreign and unwanted at that, I was at the bottom of the pecking order, so outside the dojo was equally as hard. I found it mentally very difficult to fit into the sempai-kohai relationship and being constantly being ordered about by 18 year olds (I was 28 at the time) pushed me to the limit. However, I took one day at a time and I leant a lot. I can’t say that I am happy to have done it, but from them on I instantly knew what was expected of me and it prevented me from making so many mistakes back at the Hombu. So in that way, maybe it was worthwhile.

Q: Did you try any other Martial Arts over there?

A: Actually just before I left, a friend of mine took me on a cultural trip to a Kyudo Dojo. We spent 4 hours learning to walk, hold the bow, grip the arrow, release the string (without actually being allowed to release it) and then how to walk back. It was interesting, if not a little sedate compared to what I was used to. Apparently, it would take about three months before a normal beginner was allowed to release an arrow. However, as we were visitors, the sensei (a rokudan of some note) allowed us to shoot 10 arrows. We all took turns and since there were 8 of us, it took some time. It is fairly difficult and arrows were flying off all over the place, but with my last arrow I hit the target. The whole dojo stopped and the sensei came over to me. With a look of astonishment he asked me if I had done Kyudo before. Of course I hadn’t, but I explained about Karate.


“Of course” the sensei said. “Budo is budo!”

One of the young black belts took me to collect the arrow from the target which apparently was a tradition and I asked her what all the fuss was about. She stopped half way down and turned to me to explain. She had been training three times a week for four years, been awarded nidan, but had never hit the target! I was very happy.

Q: What advice would you offer to anyone wishing to train in Japan?

A: Just go! I think people like to have the image that Japan is still struggling through the feudal system like in old movies. But no, you don’t need an introduction letter, no, you don’t need to speak Japanese and no, you don’t need to eat sushi everyday. Of course, these things may help, but they are not necessary. It may not be easy, but if you really want to go to Japan, just get on a plane and go. Amongst many others, Pemba Tamang, Dave Hooper, Richard Amos and I all did it. We just went.

Q: You are known as an instructor, but you had a competition career as well. Can you tell us about that?

A: I never really enjoyed competitions, but I did them. My first was in Hull. I was just 16 and a 3rd kyu. I was in the 3rd kyu and above, 16 yrs and above category. In the first round I came up against a giant sandan and got my nose broken. Fortunately, my performance improved in subsequent competitions. The thing is, competitions only become important if you don’t do them. If you do them, their importance is limited. I competed mostly in JKS European and World Championships. In the Europeans, on various occasions, I won gold in individual and team kata and team kumite and bronze in individual kumite. I also won the world championships in individual kata in Moscow in 1996. Of course we were JKA (Asai Fraction back then).
Q: When you were on the instructors’ Course, was there much expectation for competition success?

A: Well, yes and no. It didn’t really matter if we won the competition or not, as long as we didn’t loose badly. I remember the first all-Japan championships that I competed in after entering the Instructors’ Course. I lost in the 3rd round against a student of Nagaki Sensei (father of Shinji Nagaki). My opponent was a graduate of Teikyo University and was still a good competition fighter. I lost fairly, but Yamaguchi sensei wasn’t happy with me. I remember him saying “we don’t loose against normal people”. Half of me was happy that he had included me in the “we”, but half of me dreaded the beating I would get at training for loosing to someone they thought I should have beaten. As for kata, that didn’t seem to matter. I came fourth in the same competition, but it didn’t even register with me sempai and sensei. The thing about competition was that to me it was always very personal and the success was fleeting. I could never share the success that I achieved; I think that is why I enjoy teaching much more.
Q: I was with you in Okinawa for the JKS World Championships and notice the difference between the European and Japanese karate-ka both in kata and kumite. What are your reflections on this?

A: The Japanese don’t have a monopoly on good technique, but I do think that in the main they have a monopoly of methods that produce good technique. They have the Instructors’ Course, Karate universities and Karate high schools. These places churn out karate-ka with perfect form and fighting styles. However, things are changing. We have an increasing number of dynamic instructors over in Europe now and I think things are filtering down. It could be argued that for a time European karate stagnated. Some people practised technique that was last taught in Japan in the 60’s and 70’s. For the last 30 years Japan has been moving forward and has left Europe behind. The bio-mechanics of karate has developed and Europe needs to play catch-up for a little longer and we will get there.
Q: So are you doing a modern form of Shotokan? Is that what interests you?
A: I don't think it is a modern form of Shotokan. I think we are just taking a modern, bio-mechanical approach to our very old style. However, that said recently I have been very interested in learning more about other styles. For such a long time Shotokan has concentrated on the hanme-shomen approach to generating power. In other styles they concentrate on, for example, the wave motion approach to generating power from the hips. Some styles really emphasis the anti-twist with shoulders and hips or the use of absorption from an opponent to generate power. These phrases may be meaningless to some Shotokan practitioners, but for other styles they are the foundation of their power, like our hanme-shomen. Therefore, why can’t we use them in our practice? So I have been very interested in trying to look at how these ideas can be added to our system. Ultimately we are all working with the same raw material, our bodies, so any extra knowledge can only help. Plus, by practicing these points, it is possible to see greater depth in our existing Shotokan kata.
Q: Every year you take students to Japan, normally for Kangeiko. What is that like?

A: It’s tough. It is tough on the students as they are hurtled head first into Japanese culture. We avoid western restaurants, stay in Japanese Inns and do home-stays, plus the training is intensive. Kangeiko (Cold Training) is every morning at 7am, for seven days. I then take the group out around Tokyo for the day, before returning to the dojo in the evening for normal training. It is tough on me because I end up being like mother goose with about 20 karate-ka waddling after me wherever I go. However, it was always my plan to give my students an experience they will never forget and I think I achieve that every year.

Q: 2007 was Okinawa. How about this year?

A: This summer we are going over to take part in the JKS Hombu Dojo Summer Gasshuku, followed by a few days in the mountains training at the private dojo of Yagi Sensei (7th dan JKS). After that we are going to climb Mt. Fuji… It should be fun.

Q: You are based in Dublin and now have your own dojo. How did that come about?

A: I had been teaching professionally in Dublin for 3 ½ years, each night at one of two venues. The dojo had grown to about 180 students, but it was hard to expand and I ended up turning people away. Then within a month two venues that I had taught at from the very beginning got new management who decided they no longer wanted karate. I thought it was time I had my own venue. I found an old garage, spent two months completely refurbishing it and in Sept ’06 it opened. Since then we have grown; I employ three other instructors to assist me and we have 350 students.
Q: How do you teach?

A: I teach thematically. I very rarely do Ido Kihon (up and down basics). I have been teaching professionally for five years and it has been a bit of an experiment. Even with low grades, I will take an idea (usually one that I am working on myself at the time) and try to make exercises that focus on that specific point/theme. I then try to apply it to certain kihon waza, kumite and kata. So I almost never do, for example, combinations that are used in the grading syllabus. Instead what I try to do is teach my students how to use their bodies more efficiently. Thankfully, the experiment has worked. I now have several Shodan and 1st Kyu students and they are all of a good standard. Most of them will never be the best in the world, but they are certainly the best they can be and they make their Karate work as they understand how to use their bodies.

Q. I have noticed you have developed exercises that help students overcome certain Karate mistakes (tailbone squeeze, heel/toe pivot, hip flexibility & strength etc), why have you done this?
 
A. When I first returned from Japan it struck me that a lot of people understood much about karate, but lacked the ability to put it into practice. I always say that good karate is 50% physical ability and 50% technical knowledge. I felt that some students failed to put that technical knowledge into action because they were physically unable to do so. Therefore, I tried to see what the main difficulties were and develop ways to focus on those specific points.
Tailbone squeeze is a good example. It is such a small movement, that it is often overlooked. Students focus on the hanme/shomen rotation of hip movement, but neglect the tailbone squeeze and abdomen contraction that is emphasized in other karate styles. If shotokan karate-ka  don’t do it when executing technique, we fail to maximize our karate’s potential. Therefore, I often have my students perform strengthening and flexibility exercises, so when we train in regular classes and I say “squeeze your tailbone more”, not only do they understand what I mean, that can put it into practice.
Of courses, the exercises for many of these problem areas can be seen at www.hombudojokarate.com.
 
Q: As a final question, what are your plans for the future?
A: In terms of the JKS… More of the same. I love travelling and teaching and the JKS GB & Ireland is growing in a slow and sustainable way, so I am happy with that. Our senior grades are also beginning to make their mark within the organisation and beyond, so I want to help them develop as well. Personally, I have just launched a new website (www.hombudojokarate.com) which is an idea I have been working on for a while and is a catalogue of all the lessons I have taught. My ideas about kihon, kumite and kata put into video format which can be streamed and viewed through the site. There are three different levels of membership aimed at low kyu grades, brown & black belts and instructors. Each section provides detailed, bit-sized lessons, ideas and tips that can be studied over and over again. It is basically like producing my own DVD, except this way it is constantly updated and is more cost effective for the students
