Blog 22: Black Belt Story 5


Black Belt Story 5 (Senpai Stephanie & Senpai Cindy)
Stephanie Atwood

Senpai Stephanie Atwood became a student of Oyama Karate in May 2005 following in the footsteps of her three sons, Alex, Stephen and Turner. An Atwood, it seemed was always at the dojo. Stephanie traveled back and forth between Chelsea and Inverness where they live, many times a week, sometimes twice a day. In addition to raising her own children, she used to host exchange students. One, a Norwegian girl took karate class with her for about eight months. I am impressed with her time management ability.
So, maybe because Stephanie had already been exposed to karate classes with her children and also because she was a fast learner, she already knew not only the names of basic techniques such as mae geri, and zenkutsu dachi, but also the essence of the techniques. Stephanie had good coordination, good attendance and learned techniques and kata quickly, so she showed steady progress. 
Though Stephanie had good stamina, she occasionally had to run back to the locker room for medicine during class, due to her asthma.
Stephanie also enjoyed swimming. She can still easily swim one to two miles at a time. Hers is a water personality, much like a toad that can swim in the water and walk on the land…or maybe I should say, mermaid.
Stephanie passed belt promotions smoothly till the third degree; green belt with a brown stripe. Requirements get a lot harder from that level upward. Just remembering the katas is not enough. Students have to understand each technique. They are expected to execute the techniques correctly, be able to combine techniques and to apply them in actual fighting. And on top of that, they still have to learn new techniques and new karate terms. Stephanie did not have any problem with learning the new katas and terms in class. Though she did sometimes stay after class practicing by herself, she was doing just fine, which was a sharp contrast to Cindy, who was struggling.  However, at the promotions, under the pressure of Saiko Shihon Stephanie would grow tired and start making mistakes. She made simple mistakes that she usually didn’t make in class. Actually Cindy managed to perform better at the promotions than Stephanie.  They reminded me of the fable of the rabbit and the tortoise. 
Though Stephanie passed her promotions, I think she learned that she needed to continue practicing until her body learned the moves. So she started to practice kata more seriously and more persistently.
Stephanie always practiced with Cindy, who started karate around the same time, and with Alicia, who likes to practice with everyone. Their kata became very similar in speed and timing. So as I mentioned in the previous blog, I advised her to practice by herself.
Stephanie worked hard and practiced kata, as well as weapons kata for bo, tonfa and nunchaku countless times. She corrected her bad habits, improved her accuracy, learned to change the timing and practiced the techniques till she understood them. She passed her brown belt and black belt promotions on her first try. It looks easy in writing, but it is not and it is a result of her dedication. She pushed herself very hard and spent so much time. I’m always impressed with the persistence and loyalty of my female students. 
I was going to finish here but I remember one more thing about her. Stephanie is definitely one of the top three talkers in the dojo. When Turner, her youngest son, was whispering with his friends during class, Stephanie used to warn him to be quiet from the seating area. Whenever I saw that, I secretly thought to myself, “Stephanie, I want YOU to be quiet in class.” Talking runs in their blood.

I want to express my appreciation to Stephanie for her contributions to the dojo as well. She always helps out at dojo events, makes and fixes dojo equipment like the judges’ flags for our tournament, and donates cleaning supplies and other needed items. She even donated an extra vacuum cleaner. 
Stephanie is the second black belt from the Atwoods. Who’s next?
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Cindy Ferlitto
Senpai Cindy joined Oyama Karate in May 2005. Though she is petite and was already in her early fifties, she had more stamina than the other students, thanks to her longtime experience of running. Even when a lot younger students got out of breath, Cindy was always controlling her breathing.
She also has a good attendance record. Since the first year, she has kept more-than-100-days of attendance every year. Especially in 2010, when Cindy set a new dojo record with 215 days of attendance. Cindy may have found a new challenge that running did not offer. In class, Cindy always tried her best. I think karate is a total training; students will gain power, stamina and flexibility, which promote balance; they will also learn self defense; and they will feel refreshed. Karate training helps in improving body posture and deepening breathing to name a few. It’s good for your health and self-defense.
However, as she progressed to green and eventually to brown belt, Cindy started getting injured in the training. She injured especially her knuckle and fingers quite a few times. While male students in general can make knuckle/fist without effort, some female students have a hard time making a tight knuckle. They get hurt from hitting an opponent’s elbow or other hard part of the body. Those who try hard are likely to get injured till they learn how to control their power. Still, I bet everyone has injured their toe or knuckle at least a few times. 
Cindy attended almost all the fight classes as well as regular classes. She was the smallest and did not necessarily have power or flexibility. She struggled finding her own style, though she worked really hard fighting against students who were a lot bigger, younger and more skilled.  Cindy, I think, saw karate as being all about the fight. So she asked me numerous times, “Am I cut out for karate, should I continue to train?”  I once thought that everyone goes into karate training 
searching to challenge their own physical and mental limitation, in order to fight. But after opening my own dojo and teaching all the classes myself, I realized that not everyone starts karate to be a great fighter. Each student has their own reason to train karate. Some take karate to “just sweat”. Some want to be healthier. Some want to learn self defense. Still, others just want a new challenge. When I realized this, I restructured my classes to meet these needs. Then more people joined my dojo and stayed longer. 
So, when Cindy asked those questions, all I could say to her was that if she liked karate and if she could find purpose, then she should continue. I told her that not everyone takes karate training to become a karate champion. The majority actually take karate to be healthy, to learn self defense, or just because they enjoy learning new things.
I remember repeating similar conversations with her when after about a year she encountered another obstacle and again questioned her ability.  But Cindy is a runner. She could not stop running. Cindy never stopped training even when she had these internal conflicts. She always tried her best.

Once a student reaches brown belt, the number of required kata increases, including weapon kata and each of them is a lot more complicated. Within the defined movement, the students are required to imagine an actual fight and express it with their own style. They have to think how each technique can be used, how to control their opponent and how to combine set up technique and finishing move. 
Cindy had a very hard time picturing hatto, a takedown kata, and messed up the kata many times. Though I drew a diagram and explained the flow and usage of each technique, she continued making mistakes. But Cindy just continued to try again until she could. This is the spirit of osu and what’s important in doing anything.
As new kata were introduced, Cindy kept struggling. The last few years, Cindy continued working on kata. It seems she would practice kata, make mistake, try again…..practice kata, make mistake, try again….and again,  and again to improve. 
Cindy once told me that she did not sleep well a few months before the black belt promotion. In the brown belt class at Homewood dojo, Cindy took Saiko Shihan’s words very seriously. She would get disappointed when he said they were not ready. Still, I always found her at the next brown belt class.
In addition to adult class, Cindy comes to the children’s class once a week to help teaching. Though she said that she does not teach well, she always come back to improve herself. This is the runner’s spirit, and the Karate Spirit.
If someone asks me who struggled the most , who put the most effort into becoming a black belt among my students, I will say it is senpai Cindy without hesitation. Of course, every black belt student tries very hard and all students have struggles to overcome.  But it is Cindy without question and everyone would agree with me, I believe.
Cindy hasn’t changed a bit after becoming a black belt; she has remained humble and always tries her best to improve. I believe, this is the Black Belt quality. Senpai Cindy, you are one of my black belt without doubt. Please keep running forward.
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