
I   GKF

April 2022

Exclusive
Interview with Higaonna 
Sensei

P. 18

Karate is for life
Sensei Henrik Larsen P. 2

io
gk

f.c
om

A look back
Training at Yoyogi Dojo

International magazine

Hachidan grading
Four senior Sensei and their journey on the path



CREDITS

EDITING
DAVID LAMBERT
TETSUJI NAKAMURA 
SITA GANESAN 

DESIGN & LAYOUT
SITA GANESAN

PHOTOGRAPHY
ROMAN BOLDYREV
TETSUJI NAKAMURA

2



Address | Sensei Henrik Larsen

Exclusive Interview: Higaonna Sensei, Pt. I

Memories of Yoyogi Dojo

Rising to the Occasion

Contents

02

04

10

13

01



Address from

sensei 
Henrik 
Larsen
Vice chief instructor

Karate is for life…

Some years ago, I was the National Coach 
and Vice President for the national karate 
organization here in Denmark. These positions 
afforded me a huge insight into the various other 
styles of Karate and their characteristics. An 
insight, that has made me extremely conscious 
of the fact that, what we have in Okinawan Goju 
Ryu Karate and the way that everybody within 
the IOGKF interprets and trains their karate, is 
utterly unique.

If we just look at one thing, out of the many 
possibilities, the Shotokan style, (which is the 
world’s most widely trained karate style), 
has 36 katas, whilst Goju Ryu has “only” 10 

kaishugata and 3 heishugata, that is to say, 13 kata in total – of which 3 are breathing 
katas and 2 are beginner katas (Gekisai Dai Ichi and Ni). On the face of it one would 
think, that this fact cannot have any real importance – but if one wishes to train karate 
all of their life, the Goju Ryu practitioner will have learned all of the systems kata, whilst 
this will never be the case with the Shotokan style. In the Shotokan system, it is necessary 
to constantly learn and remember new patterns of movement, whilst in Goju Ryu, one 
continues to train the same movement again and again...

This means, that whilst the other styles are constantly learning new patterns – we immerse 
ourselves even deeper into the katas that we have already mastered. We move the focus 
from the outer to the inner.
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The actual performance of a kata becomes a form of active meditation – where memory 
moves from the brain to the body. This ‘muscle memory’ is crucial, if one aims to train 
throughout their life and continue to develop and evolve their karate. This means that, 
even when one becomes older and physical performance is reduced, one can still evolve 
and improve the level of their karate. The kata’s become more fluid and one becomes a 
part of the actual movements. In this way, karate becomes something that one can train 
and develop throughout their lives and not just a form of training only relevant for the 
young and physically strong.

The katas are our historical reference book and guide for everything that Okinawan 
Goju Ryu contains. The katas were the way in which one remembered the individual 
techniques and movements. In the old days, it was only the religious and upper classes 
who were literate – so the average person had to find another way in which to pass 
information on. Therefore, the katas on their own are not a brilliant self-defense series, 
but a toolbox full of the best techniques and movements for karate and self-defense. 
Training the katas therefore become the cornerstone of Okinawan Goju Ryu Karate. So, 
by continually training the same kata’s again and again, the fundamental techniques 
of Okinawan Goju Ryu Karate become an automatic response and thereby automatic 
reflexes for self-defense – which are momentarily accessed without the use of the 
otherwise superior memory of the brain.

I have often heard the argument, that one does not get better at kumite by training kata…
It is partly correct that kumite, or free fighting, in many ways just looks like fighting and 
there is a big difference in being able to fight and being able to defend oneself. To 
fight is a very masculine way of showing strength and dominance - whilst self-defense 
can save your life. There are no rules when we talk about self-defense; everything is 
on the line, perhaps even your life. Thus, it is not a question of being able to dominate 
your opponent, but a question of being able to strike at the right moment, with the right 
technique. Kumite is more like watching two dogs fight – they fight to show dominance, 
not to kill each other, whilst self-defense is more like a venomous snake that waits and 
strikes with perfect timing – with deadly effect.

The katas are designed with self-defense in mind – not kumite, and one needs to be 
patient to understand kata and develop the individual techniques and oneself through 
the training of kata. 

Karate is for life – especially IOGKF Okinawan Goju Ryu Karate.
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HIGAONNA SENSEI
EDITED BY DAVID 
LAMBERT (AUSTRALIA)Exclusive interview | Pt. I INTERVIEW BY TETSUJI 

NAKAMURA (CANADA)
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Sensei, please tell us what your main goal is at this 
time?

At the moment my goal is to have the four major Okinawan 
Karate styles recognised by UNESCO as a world heritage. 
These four styles are Goju-Ryu, Uechi-Ryu and two Shorin-
Ryu styles. I want to see these styles acknowledged for what 
they are, a cultural treasure. This has been my main focus for 
many years and is still my main goal today.

My teacher, Anichi Miyagi Sensei, was a private disciple of 
Chojun Miyagi Sensei – the creator of our style. Whenever 
we would finish training together, Anichi Sensei always 
said to me, ‘never change the Kata’. Kata is so important 
to Okinawan culture. We can never change it and I want 
people to understand this.

Now I am getting older, I have a few movements I cannot 
perform as well as I used too. For instance I have a knee 
injury so I cannot go down low in Neko Ashi Dachi (cat 
stance) anymore. However when I instruct, I ensure that I 
explain and teach it correctly to my students so the Kata will 
not change.

As I said, the Kata is Okinawan culture. So my main focus at 
the moment is protecting our culture as much as I can. Next 
week, I am planning to meet with the other heads of these 
Karate styles as we progress towards our goal!
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Sensei, can you be talk about the link 
between martial arts and meditation?

Sakiyama Sogen Roshi, the Zen master, learned 
Karate from Chojun Miyagi Sensei when he was 
student at the Naha commercial high school. 
Sakiyama Roshi told me that the martial arts and 
Zen, or the mind and body, must work together. 
In Japanese we say ‘Ken Zen Ichi no’. I have this 
saying on the shomen at the front of my Dojo.

It was Sakiyama Roshi who spoke to me about 
the relationship between training and meditation. 
He told me that training martial arts is very 
important, but equally so is quiet meditation.

When you train on a particular Kata, you have to 
practice it a hundred to two hundred times again and 
again. This is what Anichi Miyagi Sensei told me. At 
first, there are many aspects to concentrate on, but 
the more you practice them, the more they begin the 
happen automatically. You don’t need any conscious 
thought. This is real Karate training! You have to train 
and train until your body can move without your 
thoughts.

There was one period many years ago where I 
committed to doing one Kata a hundred times a day for 
three months straight. When it came to doing Pechurin, 
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our longest Kata, it takes over six hours to complete! During 
this kind of training you start to feel hungry, tired, thirsty and 
many other things. These kinds of things slowly bubble up into 
your thoughts and you are faced with your weaknesses – yet 
you have to keep going.

Sensei, last year you spent some time in hospital. Can 
you please tell us how you are doing?

Last year I fell and broke my lower spine and was hospitalised. 
I had to go to emergency via ambulance. After they assessed 
me, I was transferred to a recovery hospital. At the same time 
I also caught the coronavirus and had to deal with that too.

I was in the hospital for four months. I actually checked myself 
out. The doctors and nurses were trying to keep me in, but 
I said I have to get out of this place and went back to my 
home. At the hospital, I wasn’t allowed out of bed. I would 
want to get up and try to walk, or I would stand to meet the 
person serving our food, but the nurses would quickly put me 
back to bed.

I knew in my heart that I was not improving and wasn’t going 
to by staying in hospital. My weight dropped down to only 
70 Kgs and I could see my leg muscles were wasting away 
and becoming small. I was only allowed to move around in 
a wheelchair. I knew I had to do more and that I could do 
that at my home. I started to tell the doctor that my wife was 
at home crying because I wasn’t there! [Laughs] She wasn’t!
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So when I got home, I would hold on to something an do lots of squats. I would also try 
to walk around a little bit in my house and I would try to go a little bit further the next day. 
This is what got me to improve, so I’m happy with the decision I made to come home.

Now I can walk unaided to the Kokusai Street in Naha, I get my own groceries, etc. I’m 
not restricted in any way now.

When I started training Karate in the fifties, I was not a mentally strong boy. When I was 
younger, my father used to take me to live performances featuring Karate demonstrations. 
I was so impressed with the Karate-ka, especially their strength. That’s why I started 
Karate, I wanted to be like them. I was fifteen years old when I first began training. Since 
then, I’ve only ever thought about Karate.

The fact that I am still training now also has a lot to do with all the IOGKF students 
around the world. I appreciate every single one of them. They motivate me to do better.
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From Higaonna Sensei

When I was teaching in Tokyo at the Yoyogi Dojo. Many times we 
would sit in Shiko dachi and practice one thousand punches. We 
would also do five hundred kicks each leg and five hundred push 
ups. [Laughs] It was a crazy amount of training! Many people 
complained to me that training was too hard!

When the late sixties arrived, so did Bruce Lee movies on the big 
screen. So many people wanted to be martial artists and join the 
Yoyogi Dojo for Karate classes. At this time I had 600 students in 
the tiny Yoyogi Dojo!

I was teaching 10:00-11:30am, 1:00-3:00pm, 6:30-8:00pm and 
then 8:00-10:00pm. This was virtually every day. At this time I had 
Sensei Ken Ogawa helping me as my senior assistant instructor at 
the Yoyogi Dojo.

We had to push ourselves and keep training until it was second 
nature.

From Sensei Bakkies Laubscher’s podcast – In the pursuit of 
excellence.

All the classes were conducted exclusively in Japanese. As I have 
mentioned before, [Higaonna] Sensei spoke very little English. 
Four or five words would be over exaggerating. The words Sensei 
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did use that had clearer 
intentions were ‘more 
speedo’ and ‘more 
power’!

Average class 
attendance was around 
15-20 people. A ‘never 
to be forgotten session’ 
just so happened late 
one evening when 
Higaonna Sensei looked a bit peeved off by some of the students not 
cleaning the floor and Dojo properly before class. So after a very short 
Junbi Undo, cut short by him, we started the class by standing in Heiko 
Dach and doing Mae Geri, the kicks, and not the usual Tsuki or punching 
training first.

I tried not to look at Sensei, but from the odd glimpse and from the tone of 
his voice in the way he was counting, I could see he was irritated to put it 
mildly. So we kicked and kicked. After twenty minutes, he explained that 
we must kick harder and kiai (the shout of spirit) on every kick. By now my 
legs were on auto-pilot already and I thought this could be the end phase 
coming up. Surprise, surprise! We now started going around [to each 
person] in the class, everyone counting ten for each leg. When someone 
messed up the count, that person had to start again from one.

When Sensei finally said ‘yame’, ones legs could not stand still. Most of the 
class was stumbling around a bit, so minus the ten minutes warming up we 
kicked for about an hour and fifty minutes. I remember us finishing off with 
the Fukyu Kata, just one repetition, and it must have looked like a comedy 
movie to an outsider, with no one able to maintain direction. You went one 
way and your legs went the other way!

Not many students from that class came back the next day or the next week 
to the Dojo. I had trouble taking the trains home that evening. I knew if I sat 
down that I would probably fall over trying to get back up!

“In Pursuit of Excellence” 
can be downloaded 
for free through Apple 
Podcasts or iTunes or 
through the Android 
Store. 
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八
Over two years on since the global pandemic crippled the travel industry, 
it is still almost impossible for most to reach the island of Okinawa. The 
restrictions on the Japanese border are very strict as they still battle to 
contain the virus. Higaonna Dojo in Naha is still closed to the public and 
will not receive any visitors to protect Higaonna Sensei and the seniors who 
train there.

With no change in sight, it has been the senior instructors around the world, 
under the leadership of Nakamura Sensei, who have kept our International 
organization not only running, but also growing. Several of these senior 
Sensei had not graded or been tested in over a decade. Master Higaonna 
felt that this had to change.

On April 2, 2022, a Zoom grading was called that involved a handful 
of long-training senior instructors. Higaonna Sensei, Bakkies Sensei and 
Terauchi Sensei were all present to assess four Sensei from four different 
continents in a what became a global effort.

First, let us learn a little more about these Sensei.

RISING TO THE OCCASION
Higaonna Sensei awards 8th dans WRITTEN BY DAVID 

LAMBERT (AUSTRALIA)
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SENSEI TETSUJI NAKAMURA

Country: Canada

Position: IOGKF International and Canada Chief 
Instructor

Nakamura Sensei was born in Osaka, Japan in 
April 1965. He began training in martial arts in high 
school and continued in university. On a university 
trip to Okinawa in his twenties, he met Sensei 
Shuichi Aragaki – a direct student of Goju-ryu 
founder Chojun Miyagi. After his experience with 
Aragaki Sensei, he abandoned his career to move 
to Okinawa to pursue traditional Karate. Aragaki 
Sensei lead Nakamura Sensei to the IOGKF founder, 
Sensei Morio Higaonna. Higaonna Sensei invited 
Nakamura Sensei to his Dojo in San Marcos, USA, 
where he became a private disciple for many, many 
years. Nakamura Sensei followed Higaonna Sensei 
to Tokyo and then back to Okinawa, before taking up 
residence in Canada. Today, he is the chief instructor 
and chairman of the International Okinawan Goju-
Ryu Karate-Do Federation (IOGKF) and the world’s 
most in-demand Goju-Ryu instructor.
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SENSEI JOE ROSES

Country: Australia

Position: IOGKF Australia (AOGKF) Chief Instructor

Sensei Roses was born in Spain and emigrated to 
Australia with his family as a young boy. He was 
bullied in school and by his high school years took 
up martial arts to learn to protect himself. A passion 
for the arts quickly developed and he earned a 2nd 
Dan in Jujitsu. His karate training saw him join a 
Kyokushin organization operating in Australia and 
New Zealand that eventually changed over to join 
Higaonna Sensei

before the formation of the IOGKF, but not before 
Sensei Roses had earned a 1st Dan in this style of 
karate. Upon seeing Higaonna Sensei for the first 
time in mid seventies, Sensei Roses decided he 
would follow this master for the remainder of his life. 
He has travelled to Okinawa, Europe, Africa, North 
and South America and of course all over Australia 
and New Zealand to support IOGKF and learn from 
Master Higaonna. Today, he is Australia’s longest 
training IOGKF member and is the chief instructor 
for IOGKF Australia (AOGKF). He still teaches out 
of his dojo in Canberra, Australia which is the oldest 
martial arts school in the nation capital. In 2020 he 
received the Order of Australia Medal for his services 
to martial arts, 50 years after his journey began. He 
turned 70 years old in March this years and was 
recovering from coronavirus when he undertook his 
most recent grading test.

15



SENSEI PAUL NOLAN

Country: England

Position: IOGKF England (EGKA) senior instructor

Sensei Paul Nolan has been training in traditional 
Okinawan Goju-Ryu Karate for over 48 years. He 
began his training in 1974 and went on to join the 
IOGKF with Sensei Roy Flatt in 1984. From there 
Sensei Paul we went on to compete, representing 
the English team in national and international events 
and various world championships. Since this time, 
he has made Goju-Ryu Karate a big part of my 
life by running two Dojo’s in England since 1984. 
Sensei Paul teaches Karate professionally to school 
children across the Wirral region of England, where 
he is very well known. Today he is one of IOGKF 
England’s (EGKA) most senior and longest-training 
instructors.
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SENSEI VINCENT FEBRUARY

Country: South Africa

Position: IOGKF South Africa (SAGA) senior 
instructor

Sensei Vincent February has been described by 
Sensei Bakkies Laubscher as “one who ‘walks 
the talk’ in every way, both on and off the floor”. 
He became interested in Karate as a young boy 
and was teaching himself from a book, before 
joining a Shotokan dojo. Sensei Vince then read 
about Bakkies Sensei in a newspaper article and 
went to visit one of his dojos. The young man was 
immediately hooked, and the journey began. Sensei 
Vince is now the most senior member of the South 
Africa’s Honbu Dojo. His face became well known 
around the world when he partnered Sensei Bakkies 
for his popular video series and at the 2004 and 
2012 world Gishiki masters demonstration events. 
He is still trains weekly with Sensei Bakkies and 
teaches actively in South Africa in his own dojo and 
at national and regional courses today. 
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Despite being conducted over Zoom, 
the pressure of a senior grading was 
high for all involved. The watchful eyes 
and expressionless faces of Master 
Higaonna, Bakkies Sensei and Terauchi 
Sensei were intense. The candidates, 
many in their sixties and seventies, were 
put through the paces with both the solo 
and partnered aspects of the Goju-Ryu 
curriculum. As the grading concluded, 
the panel left the Zoom meeting to discuss 
the results in what felt like an eternity…

It was worth the wait, with Higaonna 
Sensei announcing that all the candidates 
had successfully passed and were worthy 
of this high level grade in his name. The 
master also took the time to speak to the 
successful bunch about the importance 
of Kata and that its practice is lifelong 
and adaptable to whichever stage you 
are at in your life. Training never ends.

Congratulations to all these Sensei from 
everyone in IOGKF!
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