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A Black Belt Is a White Belt that Never Gave Up
Rin Miura (National Institute of Technology, Hachinohe College)
It seems incredible now, but I didn’t actually like karate at first. I have been learning karate since I was eight years old. I was first given an opportunity to try karate because my grandfather was a karate teacher and there was a dojo near my home.
Karate consists of kata and kumite. Kata refers to karate’s solo practice and demonstration style. Kumite is a sparring exhibition. I liked kumite less than kata because I wasn’t allowed to have my own style and my teachers often yelled at me. I was frustrated and upset about this and I often cried during practice. In those days, I always felt depressed and I often thought about giving up karate for good. One day, my grandfather saw me crying after practice. He took me to one side, “Rin. Dry your tears. A black belt is just a white belt that never gave up. I know you can do it”, he gently reassured me.
Then, little by little, my thinking started to change. Until that time, I hadn’t entered any karate competitions because I didn’t have the confidence to win. However, my teachers kept telling me, "You can learn from competitions so why don't you challenge yourself?" Thanks to their words, I started to think, "I want to try my best." In fact, there were many new things that I could learn. I noticed for example, that the people who could win medals were very different from me. They moved more quickly than me and their fighting spirit was stronger than mine. Every time I saw them compete I wanted to be strong like them. I realized that I would have to work much harder in order to become a winner.
I kept working on my kiai or karate yells and my desire to win grew stronger day by day until eventually it became second nature to me and I no longer had to think about it. After much practice and through continuous effort I finally started to feel that I could have my own style, and for the first time I really began to feel that karate was enjoyable. This was a crucial change for me.
Eventually, during my first year of high school, I was awarded a black belt. During the same year I beat a far more experienced opponent whom I really respected. This was deeply satisfying because I never imagined that I would be able to defeat such a high level competitor. It really boosted my confidence. However this was not my only goal.
Now, I’m learning how to teach karate. My dojo has many children from nursery school to elementary school. Since being awarded a black belt I have started to teach karate much more than before. In order to make it easier for the children to understand what I am saying I have to change the words I use, and I have adapted the practice routine so that the children don’t get bored. Teaching children is far from easy, but it is hugely rewarding, especially when I see a child who couldn’t do well at first become able to do well, or when I see the children practicing very hard.
I have learned two main things through karate. One of them is the importance of working on one’s weak points in order to progress to the next level. It took me a long time and much perseverance until I finally became accomplished at karate. The other thing I have learned is my responsibility as an instructor. Occasionally, a few children in my class look bored or are not practicing seriously. When I see this I think that they might dislike karate because of my way of teaching. This has taught me the importance of choosing my words carefully and of setting a good example to my students at all times.
Now my aims are twofold: Firstly, I want to become a practitioner that can win both kata and kumite, and secondly I want to be an instructor that can help children flourish. According to experts, martial arts such as karate help teach children self-discipline and concentration skills. The respect children learn during karate practice often carries over into school, helping to improve behavior and even grades. In fact, some parents whose children have attention deficit disorder report great success after their children take up karate. This is an area I hope to explore in the future.
I will continue practicing and teaching karate hard, even when the going gets tough, because I firmly believe that any of us can achieve anything we want through continued effort and by never giving up. It is for this reason that when the children I am teaching seem dispirited and feel like quitting I tell them, just as my grandfather told me when I felt the same way, “A black belt is a white belt that never gave up”.
