Interview with Takashi Yamaguchi 6th dan JKS
By Alan Campbell (translated by Scott Langley)

Sensei, if you could first give us a little background about how you started karate?

I started karate in junior high when I was about 10 years old and continued right through high school. After high school I studied at Teikyo University, which had a good reputation for karate and it was there I met Kagawa Sensei in 1984. After that I returned to my hometown where I taught karate for about 5 years but always wanted to make my karate stronger. It was then that I enrolled on the instructors’ course at the JKA Hombu Dojo, graduating two years later.

You have had a very impressive competition career.  Could you please give us some of you highlights?

The first time I won the world championship was fighting for the Japan team in Dubai. Then in South Africa I came 2nd in individual kumite, loosing to Aramoto Sensei. Over the next year I trained really hard and was able to win the all-Japan championships. I became the kata and kumite grand champion 5 consecutive years between 1994 and1998. In the world championships held in Greece I placed first in kata; that was 1996. In 1999 I had to stop competing in kata due to an elbow injury, but continued competing in kumite that year winning both the All-Japan and World Championships held in Japan. 

Now that you are retired, does the JKS have any strong competitors? And are they influenced by WKF rules?
Yes, Nihei and Nagaki (both JKS Kenshusei) are still very young but have a lot of potential and are members of the JKF national team. Many competitions now use WKF rules, which is sport karate not budo, and these rules make it easier for taller karate-ka to win.  So in Japan we train hard to overcome this. Nakagi was under 70kg World Champion last year and through Kagawa sensei’s coaching, the Japanese team are doing well internationally.

On the other hand, in Japan, kata is not so much influenced by WKF rules, both the JKF and JKS realize the importance of basic technique and producing realistic applications.

Presently who is the JKS Hombu Dojo teaching staff?

The order of seniority at the hombu is: Kagawa Sensei, Ishimine Sensei, Kanayama Sensei, Myself, Inada Sensei, Makita, Matsue, Nihei, Nagaki and Kamal. We also have hombu dojo instructors teaching abroad. In Canada there is Katsumata Sensei, Koike Sensei is based in Switzerland and Scott Sensei is based in Ireland.

I know you are a graduate of the instructor’s course, yet you still train daily on it. Why?

In Japan we call the “Instructors’ Course” Shidoin Geiko, which means instructor training, not just for trainees but also graduates as well. So after you graduate, it doesn’t mean you stop shidoin geiko, in fact that is when you start shidoin geiko properly. In karate there are no ends, only beginnings. Starting karate is a beginning. Getting black belt is a beginning. Graduating form the course is a beginning. There are no ends. The only end is death. This is Shogai Karate, it means from beginning to death. Asai Sensei always talked about this and so too does Kagawa Sensei
What advice would you give to an instructor who is struggling with his or her own development?

It is important to have a vision of where you want to be and understand the small daily steps to reach that vision. Again this incorporates the idea of Shogai Karate, your karate has no end. It is important to keep on moving; use your body correctly and realising where you want to go as an individual. We always say in Japan everything must be done “step by step”.
What impact did Asai Sensei have on the JKS as a group and yourself personally?

First and foremost Asai Sensei developed karate to go beyond basic technique. He developed karate to maximize body efficiency and create effective technique. With regards to previous karate, Asai Sensei was not content with what was there, so he pushed the envelope to help deepen people’s knowledge and understanding of karate waza and expand on what existed.

I took lot from Asai Sensei because we had similar body types, he helped me to realise my full potential in karate. Asai sensei taught me that karate is not a game and that every technique has a deeper, wider meaning. So now I find myself always digging beneath the surface of even the simplest of waza. 

So from Asai Sensei’s legacy what will you take forward?

I think both I and the JKS, through a deeper understanding of karate waza and an appreciation for competition, have developed a truer sense of what karate is. I hope we have reached a balance: an appreciation of the sports side of karate whilst at the same time reaching beyond basic fundamental karate waza. Again, it is a new beginning.

I have observed that you have the ability to create speed from nothing, and whether moving in a straight line, jumping or spinning round your movement seems very natural. So I am wondering what you consider your strengths in Karate to be.
Although speed is important you lose it as you get older. So what is important to me is to strip away all unnecessary movement and gain total control of my body. I only have to do what is needed. I also think that judging distance and reading my partner is very important. I don’t see these as my strengths but I work hard to develop these in my karate. I work a lot on spinning technique because with turns you have better ability to create speed and power but obviously there is also a much greater risk. This creates an even greater importance for using only necessary movement.
You have taught in the UK and Ireland in ’03, ’05 and ’06. Have you noticed an improvement in karate standards?

 I have noticed a huge improvement in karate standards. On this course people sometimes could not do certain techniques etc, but with a little instruction they were able to correct technique quickly. Whereas in 2003 when I first taught here I think people struggled to grasp what I was trying to teach. So I know that peoples’ understanding of body mechanics has improved to allow them to do this.

One thing I would like to say is that these types of courses really are not proper training, more like “instant training”. What I mean is that students should take the information that they have learnt this weekend back to their dojo and apply it to their own training. By incorporating the ideas I have talked about this weekend into normal ido kihon (normal, moving up and down, kihon training), people can start to develop a greater understanding of what karate waza is. Again, this ties into the idea of shogai karate and the importance of making these small “step by step” improvements every day. 
We hear that there is a great deal of repetition on the instructors’ course. Is this true and why so much?

Yes it is true that there is a lot of repetition, but this is very important. If you do a limited amount of basics you are not being forced down a strict regime of karate technique. So, though repetition and being forced through this strict regime, you learn how to use your body efficiently, bio-mechanically and this also helps you to develop and find your own karate. Plus by doing so many repetitions, you can only physically do it day after day if your techniques is 100% efficient. Repetition makes good technique!
Does this style of training ever seem monotonous?

No. Though it’s sometimes difficult, it is never boring because I understand the reason why we do it.
Do you think there will ever be women on the JKS instructors’ course?
Yes. Definitely. I think it is very important for women to be on the instructors’ course in the future. Women have very different ways of approaching karate, which is important as karate is now so much more varied. The JKS wishes to be inclusive of all karate-ka

You do a lot of travelling. Do you enjoy this aspect of karate?

Well, last year I was made the JKS international officer. So it is my job to promote the JKS worldwide. I do enjoy the travelling, especially meeting new people and cultures

What is the future plans of the JKS?

In the JKS, we all share a common view so we will support and encourage all karate-ka around the world. The JKS aims promote a more inclusive and supportive approach to all aspects of karate. And what is important is that the JKS wishes to move away from this idea of a dictatorial association. The JKS is a collective not a group headed by an individual. This is how we see ourselves. If an association is a dictatorship, quickly it ends up with no one leading by example, only people telling others what to do. So the JKS works by collaboration and by leading by example. We find this works the best. Plus we attract similar, like minded people. Our international members share the same view and we have been able to build a strong group through this approach. We plan to continue promoting karate in this manner.

Yamaguchi Sensei, many thanks for your time and openness.

