How Much Is Enough?  Musings on Training.  
“To win is simply to prove the practice, the hours and hours of practice.  That is the way to gain the most confidence because you know you are working harder than anyone else.  You put in more time than anyone else.” 
~ Seiji Nishimura  (Former All-Japan National Team Coach) 
I’m often asked how much training is sufficient.  

That’s a difficult question to answer, because to answer it correctly you must start with the goal in mind.  In other words, what are you training for?  The answer varies when you establish the goal and then work backward.  The first priority is to look at what you are trying to accomplish.  The answer I would give to an elite practitioner training for the USANKF Nationals would be different from a middle-aged man training to stay in shape.  

I will first say that, in my humble opinion, the minimum training regimen for a karateka would be three times a week.  Without that frequency, it is difficult to fully master the art.  Furthermore, training less frequently can be harder on us physically, because  infrequency never allows our bodies to get “in the groove”, and creates continual aches and pains - and injuries - when we go from inactivity to hard-duration.  High performance engines need to be revved regularly or they gunk up.  For many of us, our group training schedule is only two days per week.  It therefore goes without saying that self-training – training outside the dojo - is required.  

So what are you wanting to accomplish?  Start there.  

It’s helpful to look at how other athletes – distance runners, for example – train.  If they are training for an upcoming race, the frequency and intensity of their workouts increase in the months ahead of the race date, with a slight tapering off just before the event.  But this doesn’t mean mindlessly plodding along at one speed while upping the mileage.  They vary the workouts with a combination of hills, speed work, long runs, intervals, and cross training.  And rest.  The idea is to improve performance by improving all facets of their physical, mental, and psychological aspects.  They know the distance, the pace, and their own abilities.  They can influence pace and their ability through scientific, regular training.  

During the off season, they continue to train, but typically without the same intensity as for a race.  And they work in more cross-training to round out their fitness level as well as to stay fresh mentally.  

How does that relate to karate training?  

If you are working toward a competition date, a major training (a Gasshuku in Japan, for example), or a grading, then you should get with your Sensei several months ahead of that date and work out a training schedule.  The best way to do that is to visualize your desired performance and preparedness on that date.  Now, with the help of your Sensei, make an honest assessment of where you are now.  Then you will see the improvements necessary within the time you have to make them.   That will make you prioritize.  Create a training schedule and stick to it.  You start with the result in mind.  

Training for an event is perhaps easier than keeping your regimen fresh for the long run.  As George Leonard said, “If the goal is mastery, then nothing less than a lifetime is required.”  Taken at face value, that’s a daunting proposition for many people.  It may be necessary to reframe how you think about training for the long term.  You must train regularly and begin to appreciate the nuances of your improvement.  Mastery is a long-term commitment.  

There’s a major difference between someone who says “I train at karate” and another who says “I am a Karateka.”  If you are a karateka, there is no trying to be, because you already are.  And if you are, training is simply part of your daily routine, just as praying is something a monk does.  It is part of your existence just as breathing is.  I don’t get up in the morning and think “Oh darn, I have to eat today.  What a pain.”  I eat because I’m a living organism and that’s what we do.  I don’t think about breathing.  I breathe because I’m alive.  I train because I’m a karateka.  

I’m not suggesting every day you should immerse yourself in hard training.  Smart training is on-going, but integrates hard and easy, just as Goju Ryu integrates the hard and the soft.  If you do only train 3 days a week, you might want to train for intensity in the two classes and then train less strenuously in your self-practice.  Or, you may choose to make your third day another intense self-practice of bag work, kata, etc.  Then on your “off” days, simply run Sanchin and Tensho several times with some stretching.  The trick is to do something daily.  

I’m sure you get the idea.  I can say without doubt that I train differently at my age than when I was in my twenties.  I see that I benefit also from easier physical, but perhaps more mentally challenging, workouts.  I’ve also incorporated yoga and weight training on my off days.  I quit running out of necessity.  I’m always adapting.  But just as you do, I still have important trainings, gradings, and an occasional competition to look forward to.  It’s important to have future goals.  Start with the end in mind and work backward to where you are today.  Then divide the time between now and the event into daily increments of scientific improvement.  

The rest of the time continue to “chop wood and carry water” as the Zen koan says.  Train because you are a karateka.  Just like breathing.  And remember:  

“There are no shortcuts to anyplace worth going.”
-   Beverly Sills -
 Yours in the Martial Arts.
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