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- The casual conversation becomes,

- without forethought, alesson.
The small dinner group is gathered for the

anniversary of the Caltech Karate Club, the first of

its kind in the United States.

s slowly, almost. : .

The guest of honoris

Tsutomu Ohshima, the man around whom the club

30th

Tsutbmlf Ohshima is a teacher
as gngggfﬂgashis- discipline
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nostalgic mood. Ohshima mostly listens to the
Teminiscence — a good teacher never loses that

~ sense of curiosity — with his face showing a
spectrum from fascination to amusement.
However, he does propel the econversation without
- talking the most. He fills in the blanks and delivers

long-forgotten punchlines stored in his limitless

- MEemory.

His quiet demeanor immediately puts you at
ease. His face draws you in. His eyes welcome you.
All this, and all he has said

- Most of the guests are his former Caitech pupils,

is: “Good to meet you.”

There is no air of ﬂmli_iscienue around him, -
although you soon think he just might know
everything. His sense of humor defuses any feeling

so understandably the conversation starts in a

of intellectual inferiority.

Soon, however, the conversa-
tion stops rotating about the
round table and focuses on
Ohshima. Memories give way to
inquiries ranging from another
classmate's whereahouts to the
history and nature of the disci-
pline. Ohshima takes in each
question, granting it equal at-
tention. He cradles it and hands
it back to the student, fuller and
more complete. Just the way he
looks you in the eye, not as a
challenge but as an offer of
trust, you know the answer is
from the heart as well as the
head. :
Handling with care the nu-
merous questions, Ohshima, 57,
maintains a quiet confidence.
He moved from Japan to Ameri-
ca in 1955, but his English is
still careful, as he concedes. He
knows the importance of precise
communication, so you hear
"“What is the word?"” ofter as he
explains what he knows to you.

“When' [ ‘came to Caltech, I

expected to have a méntor — at
least one professor that I would
look to,” says Steven Bankes,
Dow a computer scientist, T did
not expect it to be the karate
teacher.” | :

- By the end of the evening,
every person at the table can
count themselves among Ohshi-
ma’s students, whether or not
they have ever tied on a gi, the
loose clothes worn by karate
practitioners.

Lesson No. 1: Being a student
does not necessarily involve
knowing the correct answers,
but rather the ability to ask the
correct questions.

=
“It is like trying to teach hot

and cold. You have to experi-
ence it, feel it yourself.”

— Mr. Ohshima on the spiritual
aspect of karate,

-]
Pam Logan had heard about

these classes at Caltech. She

There is a mutual respect at 53¥S that she expected rugged
work: You respect and -admire 8*€ICises that first day and she
his depth of knowledge and EOt it The first karate session
concern; he appreciates and 10V01ved walking across the
accepts your desire to learn. - Caltech gym, but it was no cake-

: walk. According to Logan, the

first time’ down and back was
done in a flat squat, hips at knee
height, moving in wide, sweep-
ing steps. The second lap is done.
with the derriere resting on

upraised heels, hopping on the

toes. The third round involves
knee bends. In Logan's words,
the first day will *jellify your
legs. I hobbled back to my
dorm,"” Yet for some reason
unknown to her at the time,
“Giving in or up was not an op-
tion."

Something else Logan was
looking for, knowing about the
disciplinary nature of the mar-
tial art, she did not find.

“I expected him (Ohshima) to
be distant, stern,” says Logan,
who attended Caltech in the late
19705 and early '80s and now
teaches aeronautical engineer-
ing at UCLA.

Bankes, like Logan a black
belt in karate, recalls expecting
“some Japanese guy'' on his
first day. What he found was,
indeed, a Japanese instructor,
but also “scmeone very striking,
He was clearly something spe-
cial.” : ;

Please see QHSHIMA,

Page B-6
Charisma, empathy-and con-
cern are.words.used by Ohshi-
ma’s students to deseribe his
teaching “style ==“to*which he
replies, "I learned that way.”
For someone who can be so
serene, Ohshima can be riveting
within that calm. The eyes catch
you; the words hold you. i
It is a Sunday morning at the
central Los Angeles dojo. Oh-
shima is holding a eclass for the
black belts. The format basically
is for Ohshima to demonstrate a
move — every few minutes in-
terjecting a trademark “Under-
stand?" — and the students to
practice it. Even black belts
have to practice. Ohshima steps
to the side to watch as the stu-
dents attempt to recreate the
maove, _ i
“The old man just talk, let
them do everything,” he tells an
observer, laughing. He returns’
his watch to the class. His stance
indicates the concentration. The
legs are shoulder-width apart;
his arms hang loosely at his
sides; his torso leaning slightly
forward; his gi open enough to
pravide evidence that he is in

good shape, no matter the age.



" He'does ‘gahﬁmrg at one per—
| son, but seems:to catch the e

tire” spettrum of 32 students1
both men and women of varying
ages and physiques, with one
straight-ahead gaze, :

He hegms-ta«walkslabout the
room, stopping hére.fo pinpoint
where an elbow should be when

the hand“is Taised; going over
there to correct the angle of a
knee during the lead-in step. At
this level, Ohshima finds no flaw
too small. Some students cri-
tigue each other as they practice
the moves on one another. ___ }

Two claps from Ohshima end
one portion of the workout and
begin the next. Hiz method of
correction is matter-of-fact,
based on a sometimes forgotten
principle: The teacher is here to
teach, the student to learn. Orig-
inating in culture that maintains
a tight grip on tradition, karate
holds dear another comfaortably
worn cliche: Practice makes
perfect, mentally as weil as
ph:mr:a].l]r :

“If you do it enough Umes Lhe
human ability goes to another
level,” Ohshima says, adding
that “Caltech people under-
stand this right away.”

Not everyone in this Sunday
morning elass attended Caltech.
Word about Ohshima has
spread through the years. One
student is a boxer. Pmuther
lawyer.

- “He understands what's gumg
on in a wide variety of folks,"
Bankes says of Ohshima, addiug
an emmp]e “If he senses that
you're upset, he'l tell you ‘Here
is what you're thinking.' I don't
know 1!' he can raad mmds
but. . :

Ancurdmg tﬂ Dhshjma read~
ing your own mind is at the
heart of karate, and not coinei-
dentally, at the heart of success
in whatever form it may take.

“Our own opponent is our-
selves," he says. “We have to
cut out our ego first.”

That's not easy to do, but
maybe that is why Ohshima has
first-time students contort their

way across the gym a few times.

Lesson No.2: You have to
experience it before you ean
know it. You have to know it
befare you can do IL

]

“TE ynu participate; sE you tr:,*
together — those are common
words. An international lan-
guage.”

— Mr. Ohshima, who has dofos
in America, Canada, France

~Joe Stupak,titing youthful
curiosity, ‘was-studying judo in
the Rosemead Japanese Com-
munity Center in the mid-1950s,.
one of the few Caucasians who
knew what martial arts were at
the time, much less what martial
arts were ahout, * )

Tt was completely unknown,”
says Stupak, a Caltech alumnus
who now lives in Portland, Ore.
There was not even the Bruce
Lee/Chuck Norris stereotype of
any of martial arts. In the after-
math of World War II, the Ori-
ent was opening up in the West,
hut it was still an alien activity.

~Stupak had heard about Oh-
shima's arrival in America even
before Ohshima left Japan. The
Japanese communify grape-
vined the news that one of the
pupils of the Shotokan school of
karate master Gichin Funasko-
shi was coming to Los Angeles.
But, according to Ohshima, his
journey was not to spread the
word. He was enrolled at USC
as a graduate student in ecomo-
nies, having cemipleted his un-
dergraduate work in Japan.

Soon,-however, he was teach-
ing karate in-a small- -dojo in
east Los Angeles-and-at the
Japanese community éenter in
Pasadena. Stupak, then a fresh-
man at Caltech, tried it. Sumﬂ-
thmg clicked.

First, Stupak asked Ohshima
to tear:h a class at the school
Ohshima politely refused. The
second time, after learning
more about Calteeh and its
reputation, Ohshima accepted.

. Today, he admits that he had’

hjs doubts back then.

"1 am sure they would quit .
nght away,"” he says. "It is diffi-
cult for a beginner to keep up.”
--It was not a course for credit,
as it is now, but Stupak recalls
about 10 people showing up for
the early Caltech meetings,
when Ohshima, now a faculty
member, was reimbursed direet-
ly from the students. It wasn't
enough to live off of, Stupak
says. Profit, however, was not
the goal.

"It was a very idealistic situa-
tion for me,"” Ohshima’ says, “I
was spoiled, not materialistieal-
Iy, but mentally by my follow-
‘ers.’

' The club grew, and was even-
fually offered by Caltech as a
physical education course for
credit. It has remainéd a popu-
lar one. By the way, Caltech is

the only place QOhshima works

Smtzerlaud Isreal, Murucnu1 directly with beginners, admit-,

Gahun and Spain,
*J"r . gt 3

ting that he often overbooks his
schedule watching' over the

other dojosiand ‘teaching ad- f' TR Yo
vanced students.-Many of %husel 4541 do not know why.” i .-
dojos were.started :hy Caltech i Fi_""e words that Mr. Ohshima
almmni. ; EhrE mcludes in Ius vucahuim
“Word has spread about what e W
Ohshima, one of the h:ghezt Fur aﬂh_ischamma Ghshlma
ranked karate experts in the s notasalesman He is not séek-
world, has to say. “This was for 1D converts to karate. Thatis a
me my luck,” he says of the choice you have to make. Stu-
growth. . | dents have left his class after
IT_IS menss]_b]e ta Pm an Etact the flI‘St SESSIUH hE d]d nﬂt
date on when karate arrived in r_ha_-;e after them. _ - -
America, but Ohshima was defi- ~‘They have to understand
nitely among the pmﬂeers mov-, with their hearts,” he says. He
mgeastward ! has the air and humility of a
A by-product of that spread,: boly man, but that is not his
however, was the stereotype of! role. He does not SPEER m km-
martial arts: the Chuck Norrises' Fus. P
and Karate Kids. -~ : _'r = Ohshima does not uffer kara
“I was bothered when I was' te, Or any martial art, as a pan-
young " says Ohshima, shaking acea. These arts do not provide
his head when reminded of what' answers, but direction. The'
he calls “shopping center kara. sternest tests do not geour mthe'
te.” : dojo, but in the outside world. |
- Karate was designed as a _Ohshima has faced one of;
method of self-defense, the them. For six months in 1984,
kicks and punches and shouts- Ohshima was at the side of his
and that attracted the attention.' wife of 22 years, Yoko, who had
What was overlooked is that been stricken with a serious ill-
much of the time and teaching ness. During that time, he did
involves how and when not to net practice, or conduct classes,
use force., How to remain in but stayed with his wife and two
m:-utrol daughtem Kyo and Tomo, both
"] saw them do those things in who are in college now. His wife
the movies,” says Manfred Chiu, died, and part of Ohshima went
a Caltech alumnus .engineering wﬁh her.
consultant and black belt, of his _“I am still saddened,” he says,
initial interest. “That isn't what his voice lowering with every
I took away from it."” ' word. “It has taken three years
But what about the thrill, the to get usedtoit. . . °
booster shot of ego of driving “I realize how much my w:fe
your fist thrnugh a stack of helped.”
2xds? .~ As for his knuwledge and
“Boards don't f1ght back i streng‘th gained in his discipline,”
Chiu says simply. “It cannot make it any different.
Ohshima teaches the 1ntent It didn't help too much." -~ -
behind the action. Logan calls it “ When he was at his wife's
"speaking from a position of side, Ohshima, asked SEvEraI of
streugth ' Stupak cites the his black belts— thereyare m:mr
“confidence and knowledge that 52 Caltech club black belts — to
it is there, even if you have not handle the cla_sses ‘and the prn-

practiced for a long time.” gram in his absence, maintain-

It is that ability to maintain
control, not just physically, but
mentally, It is not just warding
off attackers who use weapons,
but attackers who use words and
threats, .Z.-;'.a.', IO e,

The dividing “line”is the bot-
tom line. Ohshima does not

begrudge those people who
commercialize or exploit the
discipline he cherishes. Chiy
says that Ohshima shows how
karate is magic, above and be- in
yond breaking boards, But, for
all his practical wisdom, Ghshl
ma looks for and finds magic in
many things, including the mov-
fes,

“Tarzan was terrific,” he says.'
“Everybody is Superman 4

Lesson No. 3: Strength is rela-
tive, and can_ hﬂ measured in
man:,r wajrs" Tl

ing continuity.

One student says of the time,
“It hurt a lot to see™ 'Dhs]:m:na
says that he lost much of his
conditioning during the vigil,
and only now is getting back to
shape.

- Ohshima delved har:k into his
avocations fo occupy his time.
OQutside of karate, his interests
include reading, history being
one favored subject, and listen-

ing to classical music. He also
continues his duties as a father,
though he jokes about his pater-_
nal skills. He says that intro-
duced his daughters to karate,
but did not push them into the
diseipline. In high school, they

© played basketball and vulley

ball, he says. - =y
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