Doshi Shihan 9. Dan John Choi

My Life With Doshinkan

My Doshinkan training and history
began in 1964 in Oakland, California.

| wanted to learn Karatedo, and after
searching, | found a small dojo near my
home and signed up. The dojo was
owned and operated by Mr. Walter
Todd, a yondan in Kodokan Judo and a

yondan in Shudokan Karatedo.

A Brief Background on Walter Todd

Todd had served in the U.S. military and was stationed in Japan during the
occupation after World War II. While in Tokyo, he became one of the first foreigners
accepted to study Judo at the Kodokan. He also trained in Wadoryu Karatedo.

In the mid-1950s, after returning to the United States, he opened a dojo in Oakland
teaching both Judo and Wadoryu Karatedo. At that time, Judo and Jujutsu were
somewhat known in the U.S., but Karate was not. When | began training, there were
probably no more than a dozen Karate dojos in the entire Bay Area.

Around 1959, a Japanese student studying in the area came into the dojo and asked
to practice Karate there. His name was Hiroshi Takahashi, and he had trained in
Shudokan in Japan. Todd was so impressed with his Karate that he asked Takahashi
to teach him. When Takahashi eventually returned to Japan, he told Toyama Kanken
about Todd. Toyama appointed Todd as the U.S. Shibucho (Shudokan

representative) and promoted him to yondan.
My Early Training

When | joined the dojo in 1964, | trained in both Judo and Karatedo, though over time
my interest leaned more toward Karate. At that time, Karate in the U.S. was still in its
infancy, and our Shudokan curriculum was very limited. Aside from basic kihon, we
practiced the three Naifanchis, the five Pinans, Jitte, Jion, Bassai Dai, Chinto, and
Chibana Kushanku. We did no Kobudo. Although the curriculum was small, what we

practiced, we practiced well. | received my shodan from Shudokan Japan in 1967.
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Meeting Hanshi Ichikawa

In 1967, Hanshi Isao Ichikawa made his first short visit
to Oakland while on his way from Mexico to Japan.
During this visit, he held only one training session.
The following year, he returned for about a week.

On that visit he tested both Morris Mack and me,
promoting Morris to sandan and me to nidan.

During his 1969 visit, Hanshi called for a U.S. national

Shudokan meeting. At that time, we had branch dojos
in Washington and Idaho. In that meeting, Hanshi spoke at length about Toyama
Kanken. He explained that Toyama’s wish was that the name Shudokan not be used
after his death, and that Hanshi should give his dojo a new name. (Shudokan was
not the name of a style, but the name of Toyama’s dojo. Toyama believed that Karate
should remain unified under one banner rather than split into many styles.) Hanshi
asked whether we wished to join Doshinkan, and naturally we all chose to follow him.
From that day forward, the U.S. Doshinkan began. On that 1969 visit, | saw for the
first time the Doshinkan symbol on Hanshi’s dogi, and he was wearing a red belt. (On
previous visits he had worn a black belt.) Before meeting Hanshi, jiyu kumite (free
sparring) was a regular part of our training, and we competed frequently in
tournaments. That ended when Hanshi forbade competition, stating that Budo can
never be a sport. | opened my own Doshinkan dojo in Oakland in 1972 and operated

it until 1977, teaching two to three classes a day, six days a week.
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| Hanshi’s Teachings and Influence

‘. After 1969, Hanshi visited the U.S. once, and
sometimes twice, a year to teach. He gradually
introduced traditional kata as well as kata he had
personally created and developed. Over time, |
noticed his techniques evolving. Early on, his
movements were quick, short, and sharp—typical

of Shurite styles. Later they became larger, slower,

: and more powerful. He explained that larger
movements are healthier and build stronger bodies.
When he led classes, he usually performed slow, precise movements, but on rare
occasions he would erupt into blinding speed and power. Once, when a local
newspaper asked to interview him and request a demonstration, he declined, saying
he was not here to entertain, but to instruct. He was humble and uninterested in
publicity. One of his many memorable traits was his ability to remember every student
who trained with him, no matter how many. Before every Summer Training, he made
it a point to meet members at the airport as they arrived. He was very jovial and loved

socializing with students after training.
A Personal Memory

In 1986, | was getting married in Honolulu, Hawaii. As a courtesy, | sent Hanshi an
invitation, not expecting him to attend because of the distance. To my great surprise,
he accepted and came to Hawaii. Renshi Christa, Shihan Nobuo and his wife Marina,
and Renshi Boyes also attended the wedding. We made Hanshi the master of
ceremony and guest of honor. Two days after the wedding, my wife and | were
leaving for our honeymoon on Kauai Island. Hanshi and his group planned to stay in
Honolulu for another week. | felt guilty leaving them behind, so | convinced my wife to
invite them along. We spent our honeymoon with them, and it turned into a wonderful

and unforgettable experience.
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Hawaii Special Trainings and Beyond

In 1990 and again in 1996, | organized two special

g trainings in Hawaii. The 1990 training was held in
Honolulu, and many members participated—it was
very successful. The 1996 training was held on Maui.
Isao Hanshi was scheduled to lead it, but sadly he
passed away about two weeks before the event.
Many members still came, and although there was
sadness, it was also meaningful for everyone to
gather and mourn together. Nobuo Hanshi led that

training.

- Nobuo Hanshi succeeded Doshinkan leadership
= from 1996 until his passing in 2019. He was a

"~ wonderful man and teacher.

Prior to his death, he picked Masako Hanshi as the Doshinkan successor. | think it
was the best and wise choice. Masako Hanshi is a wonderful teacher and person.
Besides her excellent technical ability and knowledge, she is a hard worker,
constantly dedicating and sharing her time traveling and teaching. | feel that we are
fortunate to have her. Under her leadership, Doshinkan will go far!

Reflection

Looking back on all the years | have devoted to Karatedo, | credit my perseverance
to Isao Hanshi and Nobuo Hanshi, who continually inspired me. They taught me not
only Karate techniques, but also discipline, dedication, respect, reigi, and so much
more. | am forever indebted to them for everything | have learned. | feel incredibly

fortunate to have had such great teachers.

Doshi Shihan 9.Dan John Choi



