The Value of Self-Practice:
The Snail May Actually Reach the Summit
 




I’ve always enjoyed time spent training by myself. 
           Over the years I’ve probably spent as much time in self-practice as I have instructing or training in a group.  Obviously, there are things that can only be achieved with training partners.  Timing.  Distance.  Practical applications.  It’s hard to do kumite by myself.  And there’s nothing like the synergistic spirit generated by a group of committed practitioners.
But many martial artists overlook the benefits and necessity of self-practice.
One of the best things about training by myself is that it’s off-schedule.  It can be spontaneous.  Many times, I’ll work in an hour’s training during my workday, simply as a recharge activity.  Of course, I have a small home dojo, which makes it quick and convenient to change into gi pants and bow in.  But many times I’ve trained in the small space between the bed and desk in my hotel room, or in a racquetball court at the University where I work.  It really doesn’t take a dojo or even a special place.  But it does take commitment.
Personally, I like to break up my personal practice between kata practice, physical conditioning, floor drills, bagwork, and makiwara training.  These are activities that can be done without a partner, and they are all activities that deepen the understanding of ourselves and our art, and make our karate stronger over time. 
So what’s the structure of my typical self-practice session?  Here’s a preview of mine:
First, no need to dress formally.  Sometimes I wear a full gi and obi, but mostly I’m in gi pants or shorts.  Depending upon the time of year, I may not wear a shirt.  It’s informal.  The object is immersion and sweat.  Lots of sweat is better.
I start a session by bowing in silently and then begin with yoga stretches and breathing exercises to warm and open the body.  From there I’ll move into strengthening exercises for quads, abs and shoulders.  I seldom use weights, preferring to use my own body:  situps, pushups, squats, etc.
Next comes work on the heavy bag.  I’ll start with three to five two-minute rounds of hands-only techniques, keeping it fast and continuous, building power round-by-round, and allowing myself a minute between rounds.  After the hands-only rounds, I’ll work a couple of rounds using hands and feet while moving around the bag.
Then it’s on to kata work.  I’m not very scientific about how I choose which kata I’m going to work, preferring to let the katas decide which one wants to work with me.  It’s beneficial to vary the kata practice:  Tai Chi speed.  Or with wrist weights.  Or wrist and ankle weights.  Then hard and fast.  Working only on segments of a kata that have been a challenge or that need improvement really helps.  I’ll work on a single kata for perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes; usually only working on one or two in a self-practice session.  But sometimes I feel ambitious and start at my most basic kata and run through the entire Goju-Ryu syllabus.
Between these kata sets I’ll do a number of pushups and abdominal exercises then return to the heavy bag for fifteen to fifty full power reps of various kicking and striking techniques, using left and right sides equally. This is the opportunity to build power because there’s no need to pull anything or hold back.
Okay, by now I’m really sweating, so it’s time to move on to floor drills – primarily offensive combinations up and down the floor.  I’m feeling good if I can hang for three continuous minutes of a floor drill.  Doesn’t sound like much, but I say give it a try and see for yourself.  Three minutes is a long time to be moving up and down the floor throwing techniques with both hands and feet.  At least it seems like it to this old man!
In every practice session I will work Sanchin and Tensho katas, Goju-Ryu’s internal kihon katas.  They are a part of every Goju-Ryu grading and require a lifetime of work for proficiency, so they merit special attention and continual work.  And if my construction trailer isn’t in the way, I’ll finish with makiwara training.
To close out self-practice, I’ve found it beneficial to spend even five minutes on some cool-down stretches, concentrating primarily on my hamstrings and lower back.  Maybe it’s my personal physiology, but those are the two areas that tighten up the most from a hard training.  Just five minutes of lengthening stretches works wonders on keeping the stiffness and soreness to a minimum.
All of this routine can be completed in an hour.  It can be made shorter or longer simply by modifying the number of reps or rounds.  Many times I’ll only do forty-five minutes and seldom will I do more than an hour and fifteen minutes.  If you work in only one session per week, you’ve probably increased your training time by fifteen to thirty percent.  You’ll see benefits quickly. 
This time alone on the mat is both physically and mentally beneficial.  In the quiet solitude of our own practice, we overcome many obstacles.
 “If this snail sets out for 
The top of Fuji, 
Surely he will get there.” 
-Yamaoka Tesshu - 
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