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     Two pictures, yellowed with age, stand in frames atop one of the Penn State Karate Club's (PSKCs) tan lockers. One shows a black-mustached man and black-haired woman posing in opposing sparring stance (kumite daschi), while another depicts a thinner and balding older man with hands on his hips--popularly called "Dragon Man." The club's 29 members, as of press time, respectfully bow (rei) to the photos at the start and end of their workout, which generally lasts from 7-9 p.m. every other weekday and Sundays in 106 White Building. 
     Their deferential display is because the pictures portray the club's forbears. 
     "Our teachers, past and present, devoted a great deal of their time in efforts to preserve this art form [Isshinryu, "one heart way"), passing it down to future generations," says soft-spoken instructor and Sensei Jason Koszarsky, 35. "Sensei [Stuart] Dorow and Sensei [Carol] Liskai visited us many times over many, many years to provide guidance in our study of Isshinryu."
     Both Senseis have since passed away, but they are among at least seven American GIs and Marines--of which Dorow and Liskai were-- who were the first generation of students taught by the balding man about 7,477 mi away in Okinawa, Japan.  Grandmaster Tatsuo Shimabuku, who passed away in 1975 at the age of 67, instructed them during the mid to late '50s and through the '60s, when the island nation was occupied by Americans after the bloody assault known as the Battle of Okinawa--the last major battle of World War II.
     In the middle of the next decade, PSKC was formed. It enjoyed almost 30 years of leadership under the late 9th-degree black belt (dan) Sensei Dorow, who issued black belts to over 100 students--a fact mentioned by his obituary in The Daily Oklahoman of Dec. 17, 2000. One of the club's current instructors, 2nd Dan Sensei Koszarsky, says that the late Sensei Liskai attained the rank of 8th Dan, "one of the few women to achieve such a high level." 
     Now, Sensei Dane Sutton is a master-level instructor in Isshinryu, who trained under Senseis Stuart Dorow and Carol Liskai. He's training the next generation of karatékas, or practitioners of karate-do in the 10 novice (kyu) ranks and 10 black belt (dan) ranks.
     One of those students is Joel Steudler, a 21 year-old yellow belt (obi).
     "Do" is a Japanese word that means "way," and Steudler was found practicing the white belt or beginner's Seisan kata (form, defined movement) in front of a far mirror from the door on the night of Tuesday, Feb. 13 as part of this "way."
     The website of American Isshinryu Karate Schools lists the kata as having 68 steps, apparently broken down into repeated sets of three techniques. There are three reverse punches from opposite hands as one moves in a forward fighting stance (seisan dachi) and three openhanded guards after which one turns over the palm to grab and pull in an attacker, followed by three seisan dachis each with reverse and straight punches as well as front snap kicks to the left and center and right of the performer, etc. 
      "Just think of 13 guys coming at you," says the black-haired Italian nonchalantly.     "And the last one, he's good; he's the master."

     We're on step 61 now.

     "He's already seen you kick three times, and he's going to try to throw you off balance, or worse."
     In an attempt to prevent this from happening, your right foot circles back into a cat stance (nekoashi-dachi). This is where your front left heel is raised 45 degrees off the ground and begins the diagonal that forms a square with the more slightly bent right foot. Then you execute a front snap kick with the right foot, perform a reverse punch with the right hand, drop both hands to cover the groin, lunge back into cat stance and circle your hands backward in a direction up and over your shoulders to rest on your hips before you point the fingers of your open right hand to the ground and do the opposite with your left hand.  
     This should be done so only your joined wrist serve as a pivot between hands that are about 180 degrees apart in a twisting or breaking motion, as if you were grabbing someone's kicking leg. Feet should be parallel with the boards of the Japanese dojo, or place (jo) of the way (do), at all times.
     "With every move you make, you should be able to break a board placed in front of you and cut through it like butter" adds Sensei Jason Koszarsky.  And, by the way, the boards used for the "breaking" that is undertaken in Steudler's desired rank of blue belt, from which he is three belts away, are only 3/4 inch thick or a little less.

     But, of course, the Seisan kata begins and ends with a courtesy bow (rei). In this reporter's opinion, though, the novice should be thinking "Whew! Glad I didn't get my butt kicked." from the humility he's supposed to feel. The heart is also emphasized in the "roi" done before the bow, where an open hand conceals a closed fist that means the karatéka comes in peace first but is willing to defend himself if he should have to.
     "The idea is karate ("kara": empty; "te": hand) is for defense only," says Sensei Koszarsky. "You don't use this to go out and start a fight. You try to, whenever possible, to avoid it altogether."

     This is the kata that 18 year-old novice Angelica Santana is learning (the "h" is Spanish-language silent.) This second-semester freshman and athlete, wearing green sweatpants and a red T-shirt with the flag of her native country of Puerto Rico on its front, began the same night. 
     Like Steudler she plans to continue not because she wants to rise to the rank of black belt by graduation, but because she is interested in the martial arts and its culture.
     "I practiced karate when I was small because my dad is an instructor [in Gojuryu, a hard and soft Okinawan fighting style that's the parent to Isshinryu and represented by the yellow middle star (father) on the Isshinryu patch.], says Santana, "so I practiced for several years and then dropped it."     
     But she's willing to try again.

     It's customary for the club to begin the night by running in a circle with the hands of each of its members close to his or her body, so as to guard the face. Weaving in between the first or last Everlast punching bag, students begin punching with a vertical fist until the leader says "Kutai" (reverse), then members run backwards and move side-to-side before lining up senior belts first to do warm-up exercises.
     At their outset, the Karate Code is recited by one and then is repeated in unison or Japanese numbers are counted by each member while doing jumping jacks, for example.

     During all this, Santana didn't get tired or sick "I think…because I have practiced other sports, like tennis, volleyball, and soccer before, so I'm used to the exercise."

     The intensity of Karate might make some sick on the first try, but it has its benefits.

     Master Angi Uezu, Grandmaster Shimabuku's son-in-law in his 80s and 9th-dan spring 2000 instructor at PSKC, "had a couple strokes years ago. But his training in karate, I think, really helped him as far as recovering afterwards. He did amazingly well. But, my grandfather--he had a stroke; he was cantankerous and ornery. He didn't want to have anything to do with rehab. But if he did-- have a little more focus or training like karate--I think it would have benefited him a lot."  
