Japan 2009
On 6 September 2009 a team of 39 Australian TSKF karate-ka and supporters travelled to the 2009 Aoyama University Gasshuku held in the scenic town of Ikaho in the Gunma prefecture, North-west of Tokyo.

The majority of the team came together for the first time at Brisbane International airport on Sunday morning for the flight to Tokyo. Everybody was very excited and looking forward to a week of what was to be very tough training as we boarded the plane and made the flight to Tokyo. After clearing customs at Narita airport, the team was greeted by Takahashi Shihan, Mrs Takahashi, Sensei John Russo, Deb Russo, Sensei Mark Willis and Mrs Willis. Within minutes we were loaded aboard our team bus and whisked away to our motel at Shinjuku in central Tokyo. 
Monday morning everyone was up early for breakfast before re-boarding the bus for the 3 hour trip to Ikaho, which is an area that is famous for its onsens (hot springs). The mood on the bus was upbeat and enthusiastic with the bus only halting briefly for lunch before making the final climb to the mountain side village.  After checking in and being informed of our room allocations, 6 to a room – men and women segregated in traditional Japanese style rooms, we quickly settled in before changing into our dogis for the first training session of the week. There was a slight false alarm as everyone met in the lobby ready for training, we were informed that the Aoyama team bus was running late and we were told that we would have to wait, although the wait wasn’t for long.  We soon learnt that the dojo was a 10 minute walk down a very steep road from the motel, this was to be a walk we would not look forward to after each session. 
In addition to the students from Aoyama University, a representation of students from Kanto University karate club was also attending the Gasshuku. Kanto University is in Yokohama and the karate club is instructed by Kobayashi Sensei.
With approx 80 karate-ka on the floor, the first session was instructed by Takahashi Shihan, with assistance from Kobayashi Sensei and Aragaki Sensei. This session eased us into the training for the week with the first hour focusing solely on kihon, the 2nd half Shihan stepped it up, breaking the class into 2 with the university students and the young Australians chasing kick bags around the perimeter of the hall for the rest of the session, with the walk back to the motel not proving too strenuous at this early stage.
Tuesday was the first day that had 2 training sessions scheduled, after warm-ups and the bow in, we learnt that the morning session would be conducted by Koybayashi Sensei, and he wasted no time in showing us how hard Gasshuku training could be, with the first hour set aside for fitness and conditioning work including a slow jog around the hall many times, then sprints and numerous other very strenuous exercises that put everyone’s body to the test. Once the conditioning was finished the remaining hour and a half was spent working on kicks both on the kicking bags and with partners. A small amount of time was set aside for team kata at the end of the session. With the walk back to the motel now appearing more challenging, arriving at the motel only to find the fresh face of the small final contingent of Australian who had only just got to Ikaho after a marathon effort as their original Jetstar flight from the Gold Coast was cancelled after they had boarded the plane.
Takahashi Shihan instructed the afternoon session with many repetitions of basics and then we broke up with the seniors doing various advanced kata with Shihan and the younger group doing intense bag work with the other Senseis, similar to the first session. After training many of the Australians were keen to take advantage of the hot springs after the first full day of training. 

The routine for the week included breakfast at 7 am sharp each morning, after which it was back to the room for a quick shower and a change before heading down the hill to the dojo for training. Due to the pain and focus required to walk to the dojo, we quickly became oblivious to spectacular views that we had over the valley as we walked to the dojo. The training on Wednesday followed a similar pattern to that of the previous day, with Kobayashi Sensei taking the morning session, with the focus after the fitness training then kumite drills. The afternoon training was taken by Takahashi Shihan and after more kihon, the class was separated again with the seniors having a chance to learn kata from current world champion Aragaki Sensei and the younger students once again chasing kick bags. 

Thursday morning at breakfast there were many happy, albeit sore, people after Shihan announced that the day was to be a rest day. However given the steep geographic nature of Ikaho and the 360+ steps through the centre of town, sight-seeing often presented just as much a challenge as training did. 

Friday morning and it was back into training with more strength and conditioning training from Kobayashi Sensei followed by some combination and partner work, with Kobayashi Sensei often using the Australian students to demonstrate key points to the whole class. The afternoon session was another hard training conducted by Takahashi Shihan. By Friday night there was not a person who wasn’t sore, spectators included, from the walk to and from the dojo. The new phrase was coined – ‘the Gasshuku shuffle’ which was being practiced by anyone wanting to walk anywhere.
Saturday morning we woke to a grey sky and persistent drizzle. The talk at breakfast was how we were going to get to the dojo without getting wet. Luckily buses were provided to ferry us there. Upon arrival we learnt that the local high school club had seized upon the chance to train under such highly regarded instructors as Takahashi Shihan and Kobayashi Sensei. With the addition of the extra students the fitness & conditioning training made way for a more focussed session on kihon taken by Takahashi Shihan, with the second half of training focusing on kumite and was taken by Kobayashi Sensei. 
With the final session upon us we were join by the local juniors in addition to the high school and plenty of old boys from Aoyama University, with 120 karate-ka on the floor for the final session, we started off with more kihon. The final hour of the training a small get-together competition organised by the students, with teams formed based around the 2 universities with additional karate-ka added from both the high school students and the international visitors. The Australians were represented by Adam Pearce, Ben Skennar, Tracey Pearce, Steph Russo and Craig Richardson. 

At the final bow out, many queued for the shuttle back to the motel, while a small contingent made a ceremonial last walk in the rain back up the hill to the motel. The celebration dinner followed with much food and drink consumed and many stories from the week were told and re-told to anyone who would listen. The after-after party kicked on back at the motel with many of the Australians celebrating the week’s achievements into the early hours of the morning. 

Sunday morning it was time to pack the bags and load the bus for the trip back to Tokyo, after many farewells we finally departed for the trip back to Tokyo for an overnight stop and some sightseeing before the long haul back to Australia. 

A big thanks goes out to Takahashi Shihan for both the excellent karate instruction at the Gasshuku, and the massive organisational effort to ensure that the Australians were looked after and everything ran smoothly. Further thanks must be extended to Kobayashi Sensei and Aragaki Sensei for their instruction also, we were indeed very fortunate to have been instructed by Senseis of this calibre. 
Ben Skennar

