sm£2.2_5 ° €3 !lll

Martial Arts » Judo * Boxing * Wrestling * Health and fitness |

o __ = : = = ——— = e —




| IRISH FIGHTER

20

COVER STORY

First and second generation Irish black belts met in High Street Kenpo Karate Club following its refurbishment. Back, left-ri

G s i

ght: Robert

Howard (Taekwon-Do), Tommy McGrane (Shotokan Ka rate), Shay Paget (Kenpo Karate) and Barney Coleman (Kenpo Karate). Front:
Tommy Jordan (Kenpo Karate), Maurice Mahon (Kenpo Karate), George Canning (Wado-Ryn Kara te) and Liam Dandy (Taekwon-Do).

RESPECT AND ‘GIRI’-THE LEGACY OF LEGENDS

BY PAUL J. OBRIEN

TARING, LOST IN THIS simple photograph, I imagine that
this is what the eyes of the Samurai of legend must have
ook like. They are the eyes of men who spent their lives
fighting and testing themselves daily with punishing
regimes of combat training.

Together they stand; fierce, proud and as strong as ever.
They're the last of their kind, a dying breed that sacrificed them-
selves so that we - the Irish martial artists of today - may enjoy
the arts that define us.

In the newly renovated High Street Kenpo Karate Club (situat-
ed in The Liberties, the oldest part of Dublin) stand living leg-
ends - the first and second generation of Irishmen to receive dan
grades in this couniry - in Kenpo Karate, Shotokan Karate,
Wado-Ryu Karate and Taekwon-Do. To these men I feel an over-
whelming sense of ‘giri’ (a concept that was developed by the
legendary Samurai class of Japan).

This group in some way remind me of the feudal period of
Japan’s history. It’'s of such moral complexity it defies Western
translation and for the first time I understand this concept (giri)
at its most basic level. The sense of obligation one feels to a debt
that can never be repaid.

It's perhaps the most important photograph in Irish martial
arts history, the only collective record of the men who gave us
the opportunity to train in each of our chosen styles.

Strange, misunderstood discipline

The gathering - even celebration - was organised by Master
Shay Paget and Master Barney Colman. The image - a tribute to a
time before the martial arts craze and the popularity brought
about by Bruce Lee - shows the men who began training in what
was then a strange, misunderstood discipline, for no reason save
the perfection of character. This group of men became the very
first black belts, opened the first clubs, and shared with us the
passion and love of the arts we now pursue.

For the most part it began with American black belt John Mc
Sweeny, who opened the first Kenpo Karate School in Europe, on
26 February, 1963, in Fitzwilliam Street, Dublin. His first student,
Tommy Jordan, was followed by Maurice Mahon, James Rice and

John Conway (now deceased). This cadre of students blazed a
trail the rest of us would later follow.

They developed a reputation for Irish Karateka - strong, tough,
hard training men that would stop at nothing less than absolute
perfection of their style. In April, 1965 these men set a record by
becoming the first Kenpo black belts in Europe, graded by the
Kenpo style founder, Grandmaster Ed Parker.

Jordan, Mahon and Conway had taken over the running of the
Fitzwilliam Street dojo after John McSweeny decided to return
to America in late 1964. Years later, by the 1980s, Grandmaster
Parker decided to change the systems so that the focus would
include more movements and techniques. Many Irish instructors
saw both positive and negative aspects to this. Some choose to
follow either the original Kenpo system, as taught by
McSweeney, or the new evolving system introduced by Parker.

Same disciplined manner

Jordan for his part, focused on the streamlined techniques he
had learned from his master McSweeney and became the chief
instructor for the Irish Karate Association (TIKA) with Peter
Coyle as president. Situated in the Rathgar Kenpo Karate Studio,
to this day the club still trains in the same disciplined manner as
taught by McSweeney and maintains a reputation as one on the
strongest Kenpo clubs in Ireland and Eurpoe.

While Jordan maintained his presence at McSweeney’s origi-
nal club and went on to grade his second generation of black
belis, Mahon - the youngest Kenpo black belt in Europe at that
time - went his own way and in 1967 opened his own club in
Harcourt Street, Dublin with Noel Halpin. Just as with Jordan,
his was an ethos of hard work and strong performance in order
to earn your grade and to honour the art and your master.

The first second generation Kenpo black belt out of Mahon’s
school was Dubliner Jackie Skelton, who graded in Jersey, The
Channel Islands, where Mahon was living and teaching for a
period. Other second generation Ist dans included Paget and
Colman.

Originally Master Paget kicked-off his martial arts career in
August, 1963 in McSweeney's Fitzwilliam Street club. A year
later, however, he reluctantly put aside his martial learning and
moved to Jersey to work. Returning to Dublin in 1967, he was
back in Mahon’s Harcourt Street club following his life long goal



to obtain his first dan in Kenpo. A year
later on 4 June, 1968, he was joined at the
club by Colman.

Training and discipline
At the club Paget and Coleman became

0od friends and were joined by Richard

Richie) Connor. The three men rose to
the rank of brown belts under the guid-
ance of Michael (Mick) Molloy, who ran
the club in Mahon's absence when he was
in Jersey. Of the trio, Master Paget was
the first to obtain his st dan under
Mahon in 1973. In the first televised black
belt grading in Europe, broadcast on a
programme called ‘Tangents on RTE,
Colman became the second Irish Kenpo
black belt in 1974. Connor also tested on
the night in Baggot Street Kenpo Karate
Club.

Both Master Paget and Master Colman
paint a picture of true training and disci-
pline, a far ery from the training we have
today. Training was hard and for several
hours, in stark contrast with the 60-90
minute classes commonly taught today.
Master Colman described to me in detail
the blistered and bleeding feet frequent-
ly encountered while training on the
rough rope carpet of the training hall

Toughened by cold showers and the
repetitive striking of concrete blocks
until the knuckles bleed they envisioned
themselves as warriors training in the
true spirit of Kenpo. Today, they run the
High Street Kenpo Club originally opened
in the early 1970°s. More than 30 vears
later they still train and teach others
with the same determination and disci-
pline that characterised the spirit of
Kenpo when it was first brought to
Ireland by the late McSweeney.

Masters Robert Howard and Liam
Dandy, the first Irishmen to achieve
black belts in Taekwon-Do, tell a similar
story. As I spoke with Master Dandy he
recalled the confusion that beset the
early martial arts in Ireland. Aside from
the early wrestling clubs, such as the
Hercules Gym (of which Colman was a

Kenpo Master Maurice Mahon cuts the ribbon thus re-opening High Street Ken po Karate

Club following an extensive refurbishment.

member) there were few; if any, true mar-

tial arts schools.

Path of the martial arts

Master Dandy began his training with
men who had returned from abroad with
brown belts in Shotokan Karate. There
was no real instruetion at this time, just
willing students developing their skills
and discovering through trial and error
the path of the martial arts. It was in
1965-1966 that Ireland was visited by
Young Wa Kuon and Chang Ho Cho, 3rd
and 5th degree Tae-kwon-Do black belts
and Master Dandy and Master Howard
began their formal training along with
Master Frank Matthews.

During their two yvear stay in Ireland
Masters Young Wa Kuon and Chang Ho
Cho conducted daily classes in the
Korean national art for the first time in
Ireland. Like the experience of Masters
Paget and Colman, the training was
intense and severe. As Master Dandy
recalled they trained seven days a week,
for hours at a time, under strict military
discipline. His instructors, former Korean

military, trained them in the fashion they
themselves had learned.

After their departure Master Dandy
contacted Grandmaster Rhee Ki Ha, who
was based in Britain, so that he, and his
club mates, could finish their training. As
Master Dandy explained, there was no
Irish Taekwon-Do organisation, no offi-
cial body or instructors. However,
Grandmaster Rhee, a 9th degree black
belt, had begun teaching and organising
an official body in Britain, The United
Kingdom Taekwon-Do Association
(UKTA).

At an international tournament in 1971,
competing against members of the
British Army, navy and even representa-
tives from Singapore and Korea, the Irish
trio of Dandy, Howard and Matthews
became the first Irish black belis in
Taekwon-Do under Grandmaster Rhee, in
front of members of the Korean military
and the South Korean Ambassador. A
year later in 1972 the Republic of Ireland
Taekwon-Do Association (RITA) was
founded.

With Maurice Mahon making the presentations, Shay Paget and Barney Coleman honour

Maurice Mahon and Tommy
Jordan.

Ireland’s first generation black belts ...

Mawurice Mahon and Roberi
Howard.

Maurice Mahon and George
Canning.

Maurice Mahon and Liam
Dandy.
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Maurice Mahon and Tominy

Jordan. Paget.

In July 1973, only a few months after
the official start of Taekwon-Do in
Ireland. Professor George Canning
became the first Irish black belt in Wado-
Ryu Karate under the legendary Peter
Suzuki. Professor Canning was first intro-
duced to the martial arts and unarmed
combat during his time in the Royal
Engineers from 1959-1965. During this
period he studied Boxing, Judo and Jiu-
Jitsu. After leaving the British Army he
dedicated himself to Wado Ryu and began
his formal training in 1963. By 1930 he
had become a 5th dan and started to
develop his own style, Mugendo.

Bare-knuckle boxer

The same is true for Dubliners George
Reilly - who was the first Irishman to
obtain 1st dan in Shotokan Karate - and
Tommy McGrane, the two men are funda-
mental to the development of Shotokan
Karate in Ireland. Much like Master
Dandy’s experience, Sensei McGrane
began his formal training in 1962 in a
club in Mountjoy Square. While there he
noticed people practicing Karate but for
all he new then it could have been any-
thing. McGrane, however, was no siranger
to combat. After leaving the British
Army he earned a living as a bare-knuck-
le boxer in an English travelling circus,
fighting all-comers for a purse. He graded
to black belt under Sensei Kato in the
Church Street Shotokan Karate Club in
1972

As 1 look once more at this group pho-
tograph of first and second generation
martial artists, and having listened to
each of their stories, how they trained in
their different styles, what they went
through, how they graded, etc. I've discov-
ered that there'sia uniting factor. Respect
and ‘giri’.

Privelege of learning

In each of these men there is a pro-
found sense of respect for their masters,
the men that sacrificed, trained and
bleed so that they could pass down their
understanding of each of their arts. But

Maurice Mahon and Shay

Coyle.

more so, there’s the deep respect each
man has to the art they dedicated their
lives to, not just for the power each sys-
tem has endowed them with, but for the
privilege of learning it, of having allowed
it to define their lives. And then... then
there is giri.

Giri, that obligation developed out of
sincere gratitude to pass on what they
have learned, the hard won lessons of
bloody hands and feet, of aching joints
and torn muscles. The lesson that many
martial artists have yet to learn today.
That training isn't about dan grades or
even belts, but the knowledge that in ded-
icating your life to an ideal, a martial art,
a philosophy of mind and movement, you
become more than just a man. You
become a legend.

(‘Giri’ is a Japanese word translated lit-
erally means ‘right season’ or ‘a sence of
obligation’ or ‘duty. When it came to the
Samurai concept of duty is very impor-
tant. Giri is so important that to be
accused of failing one’s duty is the worst
insult imaginable. To actually fail, either

High Street Kenpo Karate Club students and instructors joined in the re-opening celebra-

Maurice Mahon and Peter

Barney Coleman and
Maurice Mahon.

deliberately or accidentally, is cause to
commit ‘seppuku’ (ritual suicide) in the
hopes that one’s death will wipe out the
stain of dishonour.)

@ Paul J. O'Brien, is a fully qualified
Acupuncturist and Traditional Chinese
Medial (TCM) Practitioner. He is also a
certified in Western Clinical Medicine,
and holds additional qualifications asa
Fitness Instructor, Personal Trainer, and
Whole Body Vibration Trainer. He is cur-
rently a Reality Based Combat instructor
and dedicated martial artist having stud-
ied Shotokan Karate and other martial
arts for over 15 yvears.

@ Paul J. O'Brien provides a FREE con-
sultation service for readers of IRISH
FIGHTER Magazine in his Dublin-based
Clinic. For more information, or should
vou have any questions regarding your
health or how best to treat injuries and
illness, you can contact him on (087) 901
9627, or through his websites:
wwwmeridian-acupuncture-clinic.com
and wwwisometric-training.com
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tions with Ireland’s first and second generation black belis during a recent celebration

at the famous club in The Liberties. Dublin.
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