¢ five in a ttme where the life span of an enterprise might be measured in months.,

and in such times a dojo that has been around for a year or two is considered a great

success, and worrhy of its students” respect owing o its established maturity. So what
is onc ro make of a dojo which has existed under the wirclage of the same bumble teacher for
decades? Since 1958, when Sensei Tommy Morita began teaching the martial arts ac
Honolulu’s Nuuanu YMCA, there has existed a karate school that both embraces cradition,
yet is unafraid of change. Generations of students have praciicegd and wained in Morita's
dojo, an active and lively place where the important aspects of disciplinc and respect for
both self and others is cultivated, along with another aspect that is often missed at other
schools; that hard work and sweat can be both rewarding and enjoyable.

The Nuuanu YMCA sits at the entrance to the famous Nuuanu valley on the island o Oahu,
just blocks from downtown Honolulu. It was through this valley that the soldiers of the
conquering Hawaiian king Kamehameha the Firse, with the assistance of US artillery end
advisers, in 1795 drove the army of chief Kalanikupuie up the valley and over the steep cliffs
at the Pali lockout at the peak of the Koolau mountains. The batife brought him one step
closer ta securing his place in history as the man who established a united Hawaiian
kingdom. Those jagged mountains form the backdrop against which the YMCA sits today, a
sharp, stark knife-edge of green against the riortheastern skyline.

The dojo has undergone many changes during its lifetime. The facilities of the YMCA have
slowly modernized, bur it is still an unadorned and utilitarian secucture, in a working class
neighborhood of closely built plantation-style houscs and tall aparement buildings. Starting
out many years ago in a poorly vemtilated basement, classes now meet primarily ina well-
lighted room, glass walled on two sides 10 allow viewing by frequent spectators. Initially
teaching Kenpo, in 1961 Morita began teaching the formal style of Chito-ryu, then in the
1970’s shifted 1 Shorin-ryu, as the foundation on which students would build.

The secret to the remarkable longevity of this dojo is no secret at all; Tommy Morica has
spent his entire adult [ife in an ongoing study of the fighting arts and knows thatin order to
grow, one must not be afraid to change. This does not however mean that Morita offers
whatever is popular at the time, shifting with fashions. On the contrary, he has from the

beginning tried wo incorporacc all the best
elements of what the world of martial arts

Itas to offer, while at the same time maintain-
ing awell-rooted foundation in the essemial
traditions of karate, reeognizing the
timeless truths of Budo, the warrior way.

Tommy Morita

Morita began his own training with the
fencing art of Kendo in the rough plantation
town of Watlea on Hawati’s rugged
Hamakua coast, carning the rank of 2nd
Dan. Asa more practical method of self-
defense he began to box and by 1941 had
won several local titles, Serving as a boxing
instructor in the military, he began training
in Kenpo after WWIL, and later in Chito-ryu
under its founder, Tsuyvoshi Chitose.
Artaining the rank of 7th Dan, Morita's
YMCA dojo became the headquarters for
Chito-rvu in the United States. Sill, he
wished to know more and in 1963 began
travel throughout China, Japan and
Okinawa, studying under various masters
and instructors. Through these travels he
was exposcd o Fut Ga Kung Fu and Tai Chi.
while also spending time with the masters off
various traditional weapenry, all the while
trying 1o find the best elements of each.

It was on Okinawa that he was
introduced to Nagamine Shoshin.




founder of the Matsubayashi branch of
Shorin-Ryu. He began formal training
under this well-respected master mainly
because of Nagamine’s honest and down-to-
carth personality, and the formidable
reputations of those masters under whom
Nagamine himsel{ had studicd. Morira was
also impressed by the naturalness of the
training system - its stances measured 1o the
student’s own body without being overly
extended or artificially posed, the absence
of unhealthy and unnecessary stress or
strain on the student’s bady, and the
effectiveness of its techniques. Morita
carned the rank of 8th Danand in 1978
Nagamine named him the Hawaii represen-
tative of the World Shorin-ryu Karate
Federation.

All the while, Morita was concurrently
analyzing various aspects of all the formal,
traditional styles he had studied, combining
the most eflective elements to create his own
styke, Shinden Kenpo, Shinden being the
Chinese pronunciation of the Japanese
characters forming his own name. Formu-
lating, refining and choreographing realistic
and devastating combinations of eye gouges,
low kicks, blocks, parrics and defensive
strikes from the many different styles,
Morita continually upgraded and
improved the techniques of

Shinden, to create a style of self-

defense that relies on responding quickly to physical attack from a neutral. natural, non-
threatening (and thereby legally defensibic) posture. Itis not, unlike some supposed
defensive styles, intended to be used in a tournament emvironment: Shinden open-hand and
weapon techniques are taught with the intention of preserving one’s owat life, and o oflera
viable means ol escape should the need arise. {For a more detatled history of Tommy Morita
and Shinden Kenpo, see World of Martial Arts Magazine, Nov/Dee 1996 and Oct 1998 issucs.)

Today, while mataining an active advisory role in the dojo, Morita has wrned over day-to-
day teaching responsibilitics Lo his son Charles, 7th Dan Teacher. assisted by Mitchel
Shimamura, 6th Dan Chicf lustructer, themselves both lifetime student of Moriw’s. Butthe
essence of Morita's phifosophy remains unchanged: simply to teach his students the best
karate possible. And while the Nuuanu YMCA remains Morita’s headquarters dojo, his
Hawaii Karate Federation provides certification and instruction to schools across the
country, including California, Oregon, Kansas and Pennsyivania.

The School

As with any school, the future lics in its children, and it is this large and varied group of
students that make Morita’s dojo what it is today. In fact. some of the school’s students are
children of parents who themselves studied under Morita when they were young, and both
Morita and the youthful Shimamura are well known at the YMCA by other adult members
who were themselves students while in grade school. The dojo primarily teaches Nagamine's
method of Shorinryu, unaltered from the time it was taught to Morita. All questions as to
technique are referred o Nagamine's definitive text on the subject. *The Essence of
Okinawan Karatedo” {1976, Charlcs Tuttle Publishing.) Students. upon beginning their
training, focus on the basic techniques and Kara as taught to Morita by muster Nagamine.
As Shimamura sensei often points out, “Itis important to first develop the basics. ['your
basics aren’t good, everything will be no good.”

Itis this [ocus on basic repetitive drilling, both through stationary combinarions and
Nagamine’s collected kata, that set the foundation on which the dojo builds. While

young students

some schools might be wary of “boring” their —
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with kata (through fear of losing students il
cvery day isn’tdilferent and every class
doesn’t teach something “new” and
“exciting”) Mortta’s experience has shown
that rue proficiency can only come via such
continued repetitive training. The school’s
philosophy teaches that true martial art
study is a lifelong effort in sell improvement,
not 2 series flashy techniques used asa
status symbol or to display physical
superiority.

Itis this aspect ol humility, embodied in the
statement Karate ni sente nashi, “There is

no firstattack in kararte,” that forms another -

detail of the school which sets the Nunanu
dojo apart: the aspect of competition.
While yakusoku kumite, prearranged
partner sparring drills performed at full
speed and power, are practiced to give
students the experience of facingan .~
opponent, the school does not compete
internatiy nor docs it pamcnpate in public

While competition and
do have their place. the

aggressive attitude nec
catse the ynu,.g studm

outside the door, making their beds and ™
petforming other chores at home. These .
junior students, girls and boys ranging in
age from 4 to 17 years, learn quickly that to
iry onc’s best at all times is more important
than to excel. The judicious use of pushups
as both a disciplinary tool and an incentive is
an accepted part of class time; both stedents
and instructors make a game of it, each
knawing that while doing pushups for giving
a feeble kiai might not seem like fun at the
time, in the long run they will only serve to
henefit the student to whom they have been
assigned.

Morita’s philosophy in regard 10 rank
promotions also sets him apart from the
mainstream. While most schools, even small
ones, rely on pre-sct. formal testing (with
accompanving fees and charges) it has
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always been Morita’s beliel that a student
should perform to the best of their abilities
cach and every time. Regardless as 1o
whether it is basic stationary rechniques,
kata, kumirte or simply courteous conduct
inside and outside of class, students are
always encouraged to try their hardest. “We
don’t just want you to try hard on test day,”
says Shimamura, addressing the assembled
students, “We want you to try your best
every time.” Kyu-rank promotions are
handled very simply and informally; after
consulting with his asststant instructors for
their opinion, Shimamura will ask the
student to remove their belt and, smiling,
will hand them thc next color they have
earned. g

ﬂlrough the Hawai
fiough here again, no
quired. Once Morita, Shimam
other senior-rank instructors are satisfred:;
that a student is ready, certification is issué
and they are invited to wear the black belt {in
the case of;j junior studgiits; however, gmlyf

the mgst exceprioral fe enmlEEtho this*y;

¢ symbol of rank, and full cerification is not

issued until age 18.) At each stage, students
are also told that with rank comes responsi-
bility; requirements are stricter and

bl :

standards Highér fo thcmor
students, afig | rnorc]s (."\_[)ECLLC[ both in

terms of performance‘and persona[ conduet,.

both ll]Sld&&nd outéldc the dOjO In this
way, the oLher studcnts arc dlso inspired | ui
try their bC§[ kmomug’g that promotion i

hased on dlll&gﬂ)}'ﬂéuce;a“ d mdlwdu

Making Better People

The true payoli'in the lives of Morita’s
students comes not by means of making
them beter fighters (though there is little
doubt that those who apply themselves are
formidable indeed) but by making them
better people, in ways that they themselves
might not cven notice. To see what would
normally be a surly, aggressive teenager
helping a young white belt to reach the water
fountain while the students take a break. To
hear young men address one other with
respect, because they have lcarned thae this

. is a better way to carn the respect of others.

To sec the conflidence developing in a young
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woman, knowing that she could, il needed,
prevent hersell from becoming the victim of
acrime. To sce young children join the class
as shy, tearful introverts, and within weeks,
become active participants, known and
appreciated both by their peers and by
youngsters of high-school age. Tommy
Morita has made it his life’s work o bring
the best thar he could 1o his students, and
those students are his legacy; generations of
them who grew up repeating, and belicving,
his six rules:

1 will always obey my parents
Listen to my teachers
Respect my elders

Carry out my responsibilities
:Thil"lk before Lact, and

cr huri myself, physically or menally.

‘é@h-.x her Chito-ryu, Shorm -I'YU OF any
an individual student may
1, the blade of personal

"mv Mori[a’s ability 1o use

1atite ﬁnca!. Far !h(’:
'uuanu YMCA, and thosc

holds the rank of 2nd Dan. He
previously studied Tang Soc Do and
Shotokan before begining Shinden
Shorin-ryu. Both he and his wife Lori
Dutch are active assistants in the
dojo's youth program.



