
Wado Ryu 

Karate 
 

The earliest evidence of systemised fighting can be traced back to 4000 BC where the 

ancient Egyptians carved Hieroglyphics depicting fighting scenes. 

Bodhidarma, a Buddhist monk travelled to China from India about AD 550, settling at the 

Shaolin temple where he is credited as introducing exercises which are the foundation of 

modern karate. 

Okinawa 

Okinawa is the largest 

of the Ryukyu Islands 

situated off the 

southern tip of Japan 

and due east of China, 

equidistant from both 

countries.  Both China 

and Japan have made 

attempts to colonise 

the islands.  Its position 

made it an important 

and valuable trading 

post, and as such the 

islands became a haven 

for seamen of different 

nationalities who 

frequently exchanged 

their own peculiar 

fighting styles.  The 

Okinawans, using all this collected knowledge, formed their own eclectic fighting style. 

In the 15th and 16th centuries, Chinese military attaches were based in Okinawa as the two 

countries had very close ties.  In the 17th Century, the Satsuma clan from Japan invaded 

Okinawa, the population capitulating within several weeks.  The normal daily routine of 

Okinawans was uninterrupted, however all weapons were confiscated.  Okinawa’s links with 

China were not totally severed and the military attaches were still allowed on the island.  

Two of these attaches, ‘Kushanku’ and ‘Chinto’, were experts in the Martial Arts and, along 



with many others secretly trained the islanders in a form of Chinese combat known as 

Ch’uan-fa (Chinese Fist Way). 

The Okinawans had developed their own form of fighting using all parts of their body, 

known as ‘Okinawan Te’ or ‘To-de’.  Although very secretive, many started to learn the art 

from a very young age from close family members or friends.  A stranger had very little 

chance of learning the art.  The towns of Shuri, Tomari and Naha developed their own forms 

of Okinawan-Te, hence Shuri-Te, Tomari-Te and Naha-Te, Te meaning hand.  Naha-Te and 

Tomari Te later became Shorei-Ryu and Shuri-Te became Shorin-Ryu.  So over centuries of 

visiting seamen, monks, military attaches and traders, the Okinawans developed a primitive 

form of unarmed fighting.  

Japan 

At the turn of the 20th Century, the Russo-Japanese war was in progress and Japan 

conscripted many Okinawans.  An alert Japanese doctor noticed the well-formed and strong 

physiques of the Okinawans and this was put down to the practice of Te. 

Japanese officials on Okinawa approved the inclusion of Te in the physical 

education curriculum of Okinawan schools in 1902 as they could see the military 

benefits of such a system.  Eventually Te, became known as Karate-jutsu, the 

ideogram for which means Chinese Hand Art.  

The Emperor, Hirohito, touring Okinawa in 1921 (Crown 

Prince at time) witnessed a demonstration of Karate-

jutsu and was so impressed he included this event in 

his report to the Japanese Government.  As a result, 

the Minister of Education invited an expert to Japan.  

Gichin Funakoshi was chosen to travel to Japan, not 

because he was the best exponent of Karate-jutsu, but 

because he was a primary school teacher and had a 

good grasp of the Japanese language.  He also came 

from a family with a good background, which was 

essential if he was to make a good impression.  

Funakoshi had already travelled to the mainland in 

1917 and had given a demonstration to the upper-

classes.  Unfortunately this meant that the observers 

were descended from Samurai and to them, Karate-

jutsu was nothing more than a set of exercises for 

street fighting without weapons.  To them, any from of combat which did not included the 

sword was inferior. 

Funakoshi’s second display was open to the public at the first sports festival in Tokyo.  

Funakoshi and Karate-jutsu were an immediate success, especially amongst students, and a 

large following quickly built up, becming larger than that in Okinawa.  Funakoshi quickly 

built up a friendship with Jigor Kano, the funder of modern day Judo.  After some discussion, 

Funakoshi adopted a similar style of uniform (Gi) to that worn by Judo students.  Funakoshi 

Gichin Funakoshi 



also adopted the system of awarding black-belts (Dan) to his senior students following a 

formal assessment.  This would prove invaluable as it was one of the requirements of the 

Dai Nippon Butoku Kai (Japanese Controlling Body for Martial Arts) for prospective 

candidates.  In 1931 ‘Karate’ was accepted into the association, as long as the word ‘karate’ 

was written in Japanese characters and not Chinese.  Regular competitions were held, a 

standard unifrom was adopted and a black belt system in force. 

Whilst many others assisted in the proliferation of Karate-Do, from a traditionalist’s point of 

view, Funakoshi must be seen as the grandfather of Japanese Karate-jutsu insofar as he is 

responsible for many important innovations that have brought it closer to Japanese, and 

later Western taste.  In 1933, Funakoshi changed the concept of ‘Kara’, which was originally 

written with a Chinese character meaning ‘China Hand’.  He substituted another character 

(also pronounced ‘kara’) but meaning ‘void’ or ‘empty’.  Therefore Funakoshi’s Karate-jutsu 

meant ‘Empty Hand Art’.  Two years later, Funakoshi droppd the word jutsu in favour of 

‘do’, and so Karate-Do was born in Japan, and the literal meaning is ‘Empty Hand Way’.  In 

1936, Funakoshi established a central dojo in Japan,  and named it ‘Shotokan’.  ‘Shoto’ was 

Funakoshi’s pen name as a caligrapher, and ‘kan’ means hall. 

World War II saw Karate-Do become an invaluable part of military training.  The mass 

participation of Japan’s young men meant the rapid development of new unarmed karate 

techniquies.  Even after defeat, unlike Kendo and Judo (as they were seen to foster 

militarism), karate was allowed to flourish.  When Funakoshi replaced the original character 

of ‘kara’, he had specific ideas in mind.  Many Okinawans resented this change, however 

Funakoshi explained that the meaning of ‘empty’ referred not to the literal meaning i.e. lack 

of weapons (traditionally, Okinawan karate systems utilised weapons such as Bo (6 foot 

staff), Nunchakas (rice flails), Sai (large metal pronged forks), Kama (sickle) and Tekko (metal 

knuckle dusters)), but that of unselfishness.   Thus the reference to emptiness was more to 

the state of rendering oneself as ‘empty’ or ego-less.  Funakoshi stressed that he taught 

karate as a exercise for the mind and body to form personal character. 

Many American soldiers took part in karate classes, initially to resentment but once these 

soldiers had been accepted, they were taught the finer points of karate by the Japanese.  

When the soldiers returned home, many started teaching what they had learned in Japan.  

With trade flourishing after the war, many senior Japanese karate-ka travelled to USA and 

now all styles of Japanese karate have a school somewhere in the USA. 

In 1957, the Frenchman Henri Plee was the first person to bring a Japanese expert to 

Europe.  Later, Vernon Bell, who had trained under Henri Plee brought Kanazawa-Sensei, a 

Shotokan stylist to England.  By the mid 1960’s, many japanese Karate-ka were invited to 

the UK to teach on a permanent basis, such was the demand and need for the standard to 

be raised.  Many senior Japanese instructors became resident in the UK, especially from 



Shotokan and Wado-Ryu styles.  As a result of this early influence, a nation of extremely 

adept karate-ka developed and the GB team can boast having won the WUKO world team 

championships on no less than 4 occasions (c. 1988).  A feat no other country, including 

Japan has managed. 

Major Styles of Karate-do 

Funakoshi was not the only Okinawan to teach karate on the mainland of Japan.  Several of 

his countrymen also left Okinawa to teach their secret art.  Some became resident, whilst 

others returned feeling home sick.  Like Funakoshi, they each gave names to their style of 

karate. 

Shotokan – Founder Gichin Funakoshi 1868-1957 

Gichin Funakoshi is already acknowledged as the founder of modern day Karate, but he was 

reluctant to call his style a Ryu.  By the 1930’s his teaching differed greatly from that of his 

contemparies on Okinawa, and also from the way that he 

himself was taught.  He had a profound effect on his 

students, placing much emphasis on their mental state as 

well as their physical prowess.  Shotokan as we know it 

today, can be accredited to Funakoshi’s third son, Gigo.   Like 

Hironari Ohtsuke, founder of Wado-ryu, he believed in 

applying the techniques in free fighting.  Young men of this 

era were keen to test their skills upon one another.  As the 

elder Funakoshi got older, much of the burden of the 

Shotokan in Tokyo (Founded 1936) fell on his son.  The 

younger Funakoshi’s style of karate differed greatly from that of the elder.  Whilst the elder 

had always adopted higher stances, his son’s were a lot lower.  The son also adopted full leg 

extensions, such as Mawashi-geri and Sokuto (Yoko-geri – Side kick), with which he is 

credited with introducing.  Shotokan karate has many Kata’s, with some having derivations, 

which reflect the elder Funakoshi’s teachings. 

Shotokan is the largest style of karate-do practised worldwide. 

Gojo-ryu – Founder Chojun Miyagi 1888-1953 

Gojo-ryu (Hard/soft school) was founded by an Okinawan, Chojun Miyagi, a student of the 

great Kannryo Higoanna, a Naha-te instructor.  Following the death of Higoanna in 1915, 

Miyagi travelled to China to continue his study of wushu.  On his return he combined his 

wushu (soft) teachings with his Naha-te (hard).  Like other competent Okinawans, Miyagi 

was invited to Japan to teaach his Gojo-ryu style.  He travelled to Kyoto and other cities but 

became very homesick and returned to Okinawa.  Gogen Yamaguchi was the last disciple of 

Miyagi prior to his return to Okinawa.  Yamaguchi developed a typically Japanese stylr of 

Gojo-ryu, placing a lot of emphasis on inner strength.  There are two schools of Gojo-ryu in 

existence today (Japanese and Okinawan), both well represented around the world. 

Shito-ryu – Founder Kenwa Mabuni 1889-1952 

Gigo Funakoshi 



Kenwa Mabuni, an Okinawan, was another student of Kannryo Higoanna, along with Chojun 

Miyagi and Anko Itosu (An instructor of Gichin Funakoshi).  This allowed Mabuni to study a 

large number of Naha Kata’s, as well as Shuri and Tomari.  Mabuni also travelled to China 

with Miyagi to study wushuu forms.  With his amassed knowledge, he developed a style 

based on over 60 Kata’s and called it Hanko-ryu.  He later changed this name to Shito-ryu an 

amalgamation of two instructors – Itosu and Higoanna.  He also travelled to Japan, settling 

in Osaka in 1920’s where he taught his Shito-ryu.  This style is very popular in Japan, and is 

gaining popularity worldwide. 

Kyokushinkai – Founder Masutatsu Oyama 1923-1994 

Masutatsu Oyama was a Korean born Japanese national.  He developed his Kyokushinkai 

(school of ultimate truth) style of karate.  This style was as close to true combat as one could 

get.  The foundation of the style is one punch, one kick to stop an opponent.  He was greatly 

influenced by Funakoshi and Yamaguchi.  He did not believe either of their styles conveyed 

the true spirit of combat.  After a self imposed period of solitude, he re-emerged with his 

new style of karate, demonstrating it by fighting bulls bare handed, killing three in the 

process with single blows.  This style is the fastest growing worldwide, and its knockdown 

tournaments, require one of the opponents to be downed to determine the winner.   

Wado-ryu – Founder Hironori Ohtsuka 1892-1982 

Hironari Ohtsuka was 

born on 1st June 1892 in 

Shimodate City, Ibaraki 

Prefecture, Japan.  By the 

time he was six years old, 

he had already started 

studying Ju-jitsu with his 

maternal Uncle.  On 

entering middle school at 

the age of 13, he 

commenced studying Shindo Yoshin-ryu Ju-jitsu under Tatsusabaro Nakayama.  Ohtsuka 

continued to study with Nakayama through out his university education (Waseda) and in 

1922 was awarded his menkyo (licence) level of proficency. 

In 1922, having heard of the Karate demonstration given by Gichin Funakoshi, Ohtsuka, 

always seeking out further styles of Ju-jitsu, became determined to meet him.  Later the 

same year Ohtsuka and Funakoshi met at the latter’s residence, the Meisei Juku (house for 

Okinawan students).  They talked for hours about each other’s interpretations of the martial 

arts and as a result Funakoshi agreed to accept Phtsuka as a student. 

Ohtsuka started training immediately and quickly grasped the physical techniques being 

taught.  In just over a year, Ohtsuka studied and knew the techniques of every Kata 

Funakoshi had taught.  (Kata was the only aspect of karate being taught by Funakoshi at this 

time).  Throughout his training with Funakoshi, Ohtsuka continued his study of Ju-jitsu and 



started to incorporate this into his Karate jutsu.  He developed Yakusoku kumite (pre-

arranged sparring), which was warmly greeted by Funakoshi. 

In April 1924, Ohtsuka and six other students were graded Shodan by Funakoshi, thus 

becoming one of the first ever Japanese to receive a black belt in Karate.  The following 

month, Ohtsuka and Funakoshi gave the first public dsiplay of their Yakusoku kumite. 

Ohtsuka became a Shihan (Chief instructor) in Shindo Yoshin-ryu and also Funakoshi’s 

assistant instructor.   Ohtsuka also began to train with other famous martial artists like 

Kenwa Mabuni (founder of Shito-ryu) and Choki Motobu.  As a karate instructor, he began 

teaching at Tokyo University, but his methods soon began to conflict with Funakoshi’s 

teachings.  Having incorporated his Ju-jitsu studies into his karate, Ohtsuka enabled his 

students to practice free sparring.  This was not to Funakoshi’s liking as he felt that actual 

fighting (Jissen) was far too dangerous and would immediately result in the death of one of 

the participants. 

However, Ohtsuka believed that with specific rules and guidelines, students could use free 

sparring without severe injury. 

Over several years, Ohtsuka integrated all his Ju-jitsu knowledge into his Karate jutsu, 

creating many unique aspects to his Karate.  He created Kihon kumite, as well as Yakusoku 

kumite.  He taught a more upright stance, giving more mobility.  Emphasis was placed on 

Tai-sabaki (hip evasion) and immediate counter attacks, rather than pure strength to evade 

an attack.  He introduced throws and locks into the pairs techniques.  The use of hip twist 

whilst punching, yet keeping arm relaxed, as well as the snapping back action on all 

techniques, was developed by Ohtsuka.  The number of Katas was reduced, all of which had 

been learnt from Funakoshi, although he reverted back to the original Okinawan or Chinese 

names e.g. the Heians of Shotokan were renamed Pinan as they were named by their 

Okinawan creator, Anko Itosu, one of Funakoshi’s teachers. 

Above all, the inclusion of Ji-yu kumite (free sparring) in all of his classes, singled out 

Ohtsuka’s style of karate.  He even held a rudimentary competition in 1929. 

Eventually, Ohtsuka named his style Wado-ryu (Way of Peace School), quickly receiving the 

seal of approval from the Dai Nippon Butoku Kai, who awarded him the title Renshi in 1938. 

Following the war, Ohtsuka was one of the few karate instructors to devote themselves to 

the development of karate, resulting in a rapid growth.  This was not only down to his 

innovative technique but also his philosophy on karate.  He firmly believed that through 

Shigyo (austere training), one could gain physical as well as spiritual discipline.  Ohtsuka was 

a very spiritial person, always showing concern for his students.  He was awarded the Shiju 

Hoosho Medal by the Emperor Hirohito in 1966 at the age 0f 74 for his service to Karate-do.  

Wado-ryu’s early grounding in competition, has resulted in the style producing a large 

number of World Champions.   

Otsuka died in a1982, a few months short of his 90th birthday.  He continued to train, being 

the eldest active Karate-ka, for some time before his death.  



 

 

 

Glossary 

Gi – Karategi - Japanese term for the uniform worn whilst engaged in training. 

Dan – Grading system in many Japanese martial arts.  Originally developed by Kano Jigoro 

and used in Judo.  Usually shown by wearing of a black belt. 

Karate-Do – ‘Kara’ Empty – ‘Te’ Hand.  Adding the suffix ‘Do’ – way, implies that Karate-Do 

is a way of life through the studying of Karate. 

Dojo – Hall used for the training of Karate-do 

Shotokan – Name given to Funakoshi’s first dojo in Tokyo.  Later used to name the style of 

karate developed by Funakoshi. 

Ryu – Japanese school; or style of art 

Wado Ryu – Way of Peace School 

Shodan – 1st Dan grade 

Renshi – Rank given to instructors; also Kyoshi and Hanshi 

Ji-yu Kumite – Free sparring between two opponents (Fighting) 

Pinan (Kata) – Series of five katas originated in Okinawa by Anko Itosu.  Named Heian by 

Funakoshi but renamed Pinan by Ohtsuka. 

The above has been written by Paul Baker and is whilst it is as accurate as possible, having 

been researched using a number of different sources, there may be some inaccuracies as 

acknowledged by the authors of the sources used. 
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