I began formal karate lessons in 1963 and joined Mike Foster's Yoshukai International Karate
Association in 1971. Mike Foster (1940-2021), Hanshi, Yoshukai International Karate
Association, gave me the following article from Budo International Magazine, February, 1990,
issue, a German martial arts magazine that has the largest circulation in Germany, and requested
to have it translated into English. The majority of the translation was provided in 1990 by Mr.
Horst Bussiek, a German high school teacher, at the time working with me in the Georgia
Department of Education as a consultant through the West Germany Ministry of Education. His
efforts were most appreciated. I have taken the liberty to make minor adjustments to make the
reading easier for English speaking audiences.
-Chris Nelson, Kyoshi, 8th Dan, Sekai Yoshukai Karate Association
Mike Foster: The Japanese American
Mike Foster, is an exception in every respect. His name is inextricably linked to the development
and promotion of traditional, but also modern karate in the United States. Now
50 years old, he is described by many as the Japanese most important of all American karatekas.
Mike spent the years 1956-1961, only briefly interrupted by a hospital stay, and also the years
1962-1967, in Japan. Still today he vividly remembers this decisive time of his life which shaped
him personally and professionally. Stationed there as a GI, Japanese life, mentality, the history of
the country, and last, but not least, the martial arts, fascinated him.
His years in Japan, and Mike Foster speaks fluent Japanese of course, were characterized by
great successes in sport. He won against strong domestic competition in many tournaments and
championships, where of course, his height of 6 feet 5 inches was a help to him. After returning
to the USA, Chito-ryu, as so many other classic styles, split into sub-groups developed by former
disciples; Mike Foster, too, joined one of these styles and calls his method Yoshukai, which
takes its place as the Yoshukai International Karate Association.
Interview
BI:

How did you get to Yoshukai?

MF: I came to Japan with the American Air Force in 1956, and in 1957 I took up karate. At
that time, I was a Black Belt in Judo. I didn't know much about karate but when I got to know it,
I was simply fascinated. The power, the movement which is behind it.
BI:

How did your meeting with your teacher Sensei Yamamoto go?

MF: I started with the Goju-style. I have a second dan in that style. My teacher then
recommended me to Mr. Yamamoto (of the Chito-ryu style). As a person, Mr. Yamamoto was
(at that time) a great karate man, very strong, very fast, very powerful. At that time, Dr. Chitose
was the Grandmaster and Mr. Yamamoto was on his staff.
BI:

Who gave you the 7th Dan?

MF: Yamamoto and Chitose. It was given to me from Dr. Chitose through Yamamoto. The
intermediate grades associated with dan rankings are shihan, renshi, kyoshi, and hanshi, which
express a different teaching qualification.
BI:
Could you explain that a bit more in detail?
The Master Grades
MF: There are two tracks which run somewhat parallel. On one hand are the normal black belt
series with the Dan grades. Added to that are two teacher tests: Shihan is connected to the fourth
dan, Renshi is connected with the 6th dan. In addition to the normal upward movement in the
black belt series there are special tests for teaching qualifications.
BI:

How did you get to West Germany? What is your connection to Mr. Trapski?

MF: Every year I organize a karate camp. In 1976 Mr. Trapski came with a group of 40 people
from all over Europe to my karate camp as a student. That was in St. Leo College in St. Leo,
USA. Through Mr. Trapski I got connections to West Germany.
BI:

How would you answer someone who asked you quite simply what Yoshukai is?

MF: The most open system I know. It is everything in one – it is offensive, it is defensive, i.e.,
to defend yourself. It is gymnastics. You can learn almost anything. There is also fighting with
weapons, there is kata, there is fighting. You can consider kata the compulsories. It is not, as in
the traditional systems, running on a narrow track and proscribing a lot: you have to do it this
way, we know it all. You can develop yourself rather freely inside the Yoshukai system, but
when you have any particular interests, there will always be someone who can help you on that
track. My fighting technique comes from kata. My principle is you can do all sorts of things, but
a few things you must do. Somebody who fights should have a rough idea in kata. Somebody
who doesn't want to fight doesn't need to (do kata). Anyone watching me fight can recognize
kata techniques, which is to say, my teaching goes back to these techniques – I not only offer
traditional training, but also integrate amongst others, results of sports medicine. You can't just
sit in your room and allow the rest of the world to develop further. Always looking at the clear
goal, I ask myself what I can use for the Yoshukai style from neighboring areas. I take what is
good.
BI:

What do you think of mental training?

MF: On one side there is mental training which every karate student gets through experiencing
a development of his personality in karate. The student is being shaped through karate to a better
and firmer personality. The second possibility of mental training is with Zen meditation. But that
is not my way. My special form of mental training is the preparation for the teaching course: I
consider what I want to teach, I train with weapons. In my mind I have to go through a kata, I
have to think about a structure of a kata where its strong parts are, I have to run through them in
my mind. Everybody should find out his form of mental training and then follow it. My way of
mental preparation is to ask where are the strong points of kata, where is the power, where is
speed, where is timing important?

BI:

How many followers does Yoshukai have?

MF: I don't know about Japan, but in the States, there are about 2, 500 members, in West
Germany over 500. I have come here at irregular intervals for over 12 years; I work here for
Yoshukai.
BI:
What importance does the Yoshukai symbol have and is there a connection to the ninja
symbol?
MF: There is no connection to the ninja symbol. I have to say that I speak and write Japanese.
The Japanese character can have different meanings: you can translate the ninja symbol with the
words "heart" or "the cutting edge of a sword" or "meditation". For me, nin is as much as:
"patience". The individual symbols can mean very different things when they are taken out of
context.
BI:

In your eyes what are the successful characteristics of successful training?

MF: The student must benefit from the training; he must notice that the training offers him
something. The direction should be that something goes from the teacher to the student and not
that the teacher gets something out of the student. The way the student meets the system depends
on what thoughts he has had so far on karate. Someone who has watched Bruce Lee films wants
to learn Bruce Lee techniques; someone else, something different. Yoshukai is a very versatile
system, where everyone can find his own ideas.
BI:

Can you name ethical and moral standards of Yoshukai?

MF: I don't try to change people's lives. I want to show them an ideal, but I don't want to press
it on them. I also tell people what is generally considered to belong to the moral optimum, for
example, to have no prejudice. We have dojo rules, a written basic rule system: The perfection of
one's character, no use of force, to be positive, to be loyal, that is to stand by the dojo. In
addition, the dojo should offer a kind of help with one's life. There is always someone who can
help one best with a particular type of problem.
BI:

What will hold Yoshukai back and what will promote it in the future?

MF: People who wear blinders are a hindrance. People who say that there is only one way.
Narrow minded people for me are the greatest obstacle. The future of Yoshukai lies in its
continuing development, which is represented through me and through what I pass on to the
people. I'm in harmony with what I teach and with my teachers. At the time when I can't train
myself because the body simply can't manage, or if I can't teach anymore, then I know that there
are people who can continue. For this course here at Dortmund I have brought over some people
from the States who have taught in individual groups. Progress for me lies in the contrast to
narrow-mindedness, in openness. That means to have a clear idea of your own way, to look to all
sides, but not to move forward in criss-cross. That reminds me of the last important dojo rule: To

be interested in everything, to be open to all things, receiving them and trying to judge them. At
every training I have those rules repeated so that they get stuck with the students.
BI:

What are things with regard to Yoshukai are of particular concern for you?

MF: I think of the basic principle: "What you know you can also recognize in the behavior of
your opponent"; said the other way around: "You can only see in your opponent what you can do
yourself." I have many good ideas and sometimes I feel that I run against a wall. I've trained a
group of people for fifteen years and from this vast experience I can say what has proved
valuable and what hasn't.
BI:

We thank you for this extensive interview. (interview was led by F.J. Pfeiffer)

