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Interview with Wadoryu Karate master Tatsuo Suzuki 8th Dan Hanshi 

This interview was done by Terry O’Neil and published in his ‘Fighting Arts Magazine’ in 1982. 

Footnotes have been added by Ben Pollock. 

------------------------------------------------------------------ * ---------------------------------------------------------- 

Sensei, how long have you been practicing the Martial Arts? 

I started karate at 14 years old. l'm now 54 years old now, so 40 years I have trained in Karate. 

How do you stay motivated after so long? 

The founder of Wadoryu  Otsuka sensei, always told us to continue our training every day,never to 

stop and he practiced daily up until his death. So I imitate him, I train every day, even if I don't feel 

well  I always do something. I try every day. This is why I have been able to continue my karate for 

such a long time. 

What sort of a man was your teacher 

Otsuka Sensei? Obviously he was a 

great Karate Sensei. 

He was a real Japanese Samurai . I 

have never met such a great 

personality of a man. Otsuka sensei 

was of course one of the greatest 

karate men but also technically and 

physically I have never seen such a 

complete martial artist. 

Wadoryu incorporates a lot of Jujutsu doesn't it….is what you teach now, exactly the same as 

Otsuka sensei taught you or have you developed other principles that you now incorporate into 

your karate technique? 

Otsuka sensei told us that karate is not perfect, it’s still growing up. Karateka if they see something 

good from another sport or another martial art they should add it to build up their karate technique. 

Otsuka sensei did this.  

Wadoryu contains lots of training and techniques, body movement from Japanese martial art 

jujutsu. That movement we call tai sabaki , very similar to Aikido and Tai Chi. I'm sure this addition 

was very good for us - especially for me because I am not very big and tai sabaki is very good for a 

small person or someone who is not so strong. We can fight bigger opponents through these 

principles of movement. The most important techniques of Wadoryu are speed, timing and tai 

sabaki,  the combination of which easily defeats pure force. 

Is tai sabaki unusual to Wadoryu or do other styles use it? 

Original karate from Okinawa did not use much tai sabaki. Wadoryu took the principles from jujutsu. 
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When you teach karate what is the most important element - self defence, sport or tradition or 

are they of equal importance to you? 

Well, nowadays a lot of karate instructors teach only for sport, but this is wrong. Karate and any 

martial art have two faces now. One for sport and one for mental training. My opinion is that both 

sides are important. Just training for sport can result in some people easily developing bad manners. 

And if a person trains only for mental training, it is very difficult to continue this type of training to 

keep the interest there. Contests and prizes keep people interested  so I think both sides are 

important to build up karate. 

What would the difference in training be if someone was just doing sport karate or the traditional 

martial art would the physical training be any different? 

Well, some people like only training for sport , for competition; I know people like this. I also know 

some people who don't like competition, they train only for physical training or for keep-fit or 

mental training, but my opinion is that nowadays contests are not true - you always must stop, don't 

hit each other. But when I was young in university 

there was no such rule at all. Just fighting and hit 

each other and knock down - then finish. We did 

not control our techniques and the dojo floor 

would often be covered with blood1.  

Training like this requires more mental training for 

spirit. For example in Japan, the Samurai fought 

with swords and the loser died. Training in such a 

manner requires not only technical training but a 

lot of mental training also, because when real 

fighting you only can make one mistake and you 

are dead, so you must not make mistakes. Human 

beings are very frightened of dying so we need to 

train the mind to enable us to fight in this way, as 

the warrior fought.  

If our karate training now was like when l was young -knock out finish - we would have to do lots of 

mental training. ln Japan, karate experts would go to a-Zen temple to strengthen their spirit - we did 

this often. It is I think, real karate, but nowadays, unfortunately karate is a little light, not as hard as 

before. Now if you hit, you are immediately disqualified. So my opinion is, nowadays karate contest 

is not good for real training in karate. Martial art training must feel like you like you really attack 

seriously. lf like that you need mental training but really the karate contest of today does not require 

it. I hope in the future the rules will change. I would like to see a return to this type of karate that 

required the mental training of the Samurai. 

But Sensei - I don't think people will ever return to this way of contest do you? 

                                                           
1
 This type of training was called ‘Kokan Geiko’ and was mainly practised amongst university karate clubs in the 

period 1949 – 1955, after which the modern system of competition was established. Suzuki never actually 
participated in the modern tournament system. 



Page 3 of 5 
 

No, I don't think so. But maybe some changes will occur in the rules. This is of course very difficult -

how to do - but I like this training myself very much - however most people do not. 

How do you find Westerners respond to Japanese karate training? 

When I first came to England I thought differently. Most Japanese people in talking about 

Westerners’  said they did not have strong legs and their kicks would not be strong - also that it was 

very easy to throw them down when they tried a technique but I soon realised that this was just not 

true. The most important factor is not the country - it is having a good instructor - if students have a 

good instructor, it doesn't matter if they are Japanese or European - anybody will become good. lf 

the instructor is wrong, then students will also develop wrong – mentally and technically. 

What are your hopes in karate? 

Well I would like sometime to go back to Japan, living in England is a little bit difficult for me. ln 

Japan I can live easy because I have lots of supporters there. I would like just one small private club 

where l could teach very hard from basic and develop just a few good students maybe five or ten. To 

these I would teach and pass on all my knowledge.  Then when my students went to some 

championship or to training with some other group everybody would be so surprised at how 

different they were. I would like this - I don't really want to teach lots of people, just a few. 

Do you have to do a lot of world travelling? 

Yes, this year I have been to Australia - the Chief Wado ryu instructor in Australia is from England -

one of my students - Philip Kerr. 

Yes I know him - he was a top competitor many years ago. 

Yes him and Hamish Adam were very good champions - he has two brothers there also. And his 

training is very hard, like Japanese style. So because of 

this he does not have many members, but all of his 

students are very good - technically and mentally - 

very good. And they all have goodmanners. Of course, 

he respects me and I am very glad he has developed 

into such a good karate teacher. ln the beginning 

when he first went to Australia, I think a lot of people 

did not like him because he was a little bit rough so 

they were afraid of him but now they understand and 

I think he is now their National coach and vice-

president of the groups. 

Where else have you been this year? 

I also went to various parts of America - Nashville, 

New York State, near Niagara Falls, Salt Lake City -

Mormon country. Then I went to Canada – Toronto 

and Vancouver, then after Vancouver to a beach 

resort for a summer course. I taught a Shinto-ryu  
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group together with another style in Vancouver. 

You must get tired of all that travelling? 

Yes I do get very tired but I like to travel. Most weekends’ l  travel around Great Britain teaching - 

also I go to Europe often. I was in Holland three or four times this year and Belgium, Spain, Greece, 

Cyprus, Norway, Sweden – in fact most countries in Europe. 

What assistant instructors do you have now? 

Here in my club I have Mr Sugasawa who is a 5th dan - he is a very good instructor and trains very 

hard. I am glad l have him, when l am away from my club I have no worries. 

Sensei - do you still continue your daily training? 

Yes - I train for  1 ½  to 2 hours every day. I do some jogging, then about half an hour I spend doing 

stretching exercises - 

modern stretching methods 

- this is very good before 

training hard. Then kicks - 

lots of different kicks for 

about  half-an-hour. Then 

press-ups and sit-ups - lots! 

How long have you been in 

this country now? 

Seventeen years - I came 

here in January 1965. 

That was to stay - but 

didn't you come over here 

once before with two other 

instructors?  

Yes, that was in 19632 I think. That was with Mr Arakawa and Mr Takashima - we toured around 

Europe and America at that time. 

I believe it was the Kendo people who organised that - the British Kendo Remnei . . . 

Yes that’s right. I knew a Japanese Kendo master and he asked me to call in to his students kendo 

club in London and demonstrate karate for them. He introduced me to the English Kendo group. 

Also Mr George Chew from London Judo Society was there and he took care of us at that time. 

So that was the foundation of Wado-ryu in this country?  

Yes, after our demonstration for the Kendo students  the students had a meeting and decided they 

would like to study karate. So after that I returned to Japan they contacted me and told me they had 

                                                           
2
 Suzuki got the date mixed up here - it was 1964. 
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formed a karate organisation and asked me to come to England to teach them. I had been thinking 

of going to a different country but although my English was not so good, at that time it was better  

than any other language, so that's why I came here. I just wanted to stay one year and then go back 

to Japan. However I ended up staying slightly longer than that! 

Sensei do you have any general advice you would care to pass on the karate-ka? 

Yes, a lot of people - not only British people, Japanese as well often become too big-headed once 

they have won some title or something. Everybody tells them they are so great and they soon forget 

to train hard and also to respect their instructor. Because of this they soon come down because 

these are two of the most important things in karate – to continue training hard and not forget your 

beginnings. I often wonder why so many people change into big heads . . . any champion will soon 

come down if they do not train hard. lt is my hope that after getting a title that karateka will 

continue to train and keep their respect for their teacher. Then they will truly be great champions 

 


