


From Beginner to Rokudan: Fifty-one years of living with judo

| have, through those years, dabbled in a variety of other Martial Arts - the kicking/punching
type, those focussed on meditation, the grappling kind — but | always found it was judo
which held the magic for me.

It is impossible to pinpoint exactly what that magic is, but if you have found it, or simply
sensed it is there, you know what | mean.

The Sixth Dan:

If achieving a Sixth Dan was a straight forward process of putting in your time, being able to
demonstrate a series of techniques, maybe gain some understanding of the theory that lies
at the core of this Art form then | wouldn’t have been the first woman to be honoured with
a Sixth Dan grade by the Irish Judo Association.

Judo was seen by Jigaro Kano, its founder, as an education system. This is how it was
explained to me as a beginner in another century in a different country. It is a physical,
mental, and moral guide as to how live your life. It is supposed to be part of everything you
do, not simply a cloak to throw on at start of a session and to remove at the end of it.

Every educatory system requires some kind of a measurement of progress and Jigaro Kano
used grades indicated by the color of the belt worn as a way to indicate levels of proficiency
in technical skills and competence in the use thereof. Earning the First Dan shows you have
achieved a basic level of proficiency, learned the fundamental skills and can use them. Now
you can start on a journey of more serious learning. For me, continual improvement of self,
physical and moral, is the objective of this martial art.

In 1930 the grading hierarchy was extended to include the Sixth Dan. Women were
prohibited from grading any higher than a Fifth Dan as little was known as to what the
effects of intensive grappling and break falling and such things on the delicate body of a
female would be. Participation was, by and large, restricted to gentle practice of Kata and
technical study of technique — always with other women. By 1972 it became very apparent
that Fifth Dan women had very clear ideas about their ability to take the knocks of judo. On
the foot of a petition on the subject, Jigaro Kano opened the metaphorical doors and Keiko
Fukuda and Masako Noritomi became the first women to receive their Sixth Dan grade. As
of that year, hundreds if not thousands of women judo players around the globe wear the
red and white paneled belt. | am told that as with the colours of the Japanese flag, white is
for purity and red for the sacrifices made (in judo through demonstrating an unwavering
desire to keep training year after year.)

For me the white symbolises the purity of the original tenets of judo and red represents an
enduring passion for the art and sport.

The kohaku obi is to be worn when teaching and for formal occasions. It brings with it
serious responsibility and should be worn with the utmost respect. The holder of a Sixth Dan
has a moral responsibility to pass on the teachings of judo, both as an art and a sport and to



maintain and support Judo in the manner expected of Jigaro Kano’s educational system
devised over a century ago in Japan.

My Journey:

| began my journey with a passion for competition which took me to numerous National and
International titles, a place on the Olympic squad through the 1992 to 2000 Games and, as |
passed into the Veterans categories, my love of coming face-to-face with the challenge
presented by disciplined combat didn’t wane. | learned very early on that winning titles
wasn’t enough to maintain the intensity of the training it required. | ventured across to
Europe when | could afford it and dabbled in a camp here, a tournament there, under the
flag of whichever Association would have me, often under a “nom d’guerre”. The ultimate
accolade of representing my country on the international stage was not achievable for me
as | had not been born in the land in which | progressed through my first 20 years of
practicing judo. It took that long before the political environment changed within South
Africa, and circumstances finally enabled me to compete in test matches against lauded
teams from Germany, Britain, Wales, USA and Portugal. | was filling the role of editor of the
National Association’s quarterly newsletter. Provincial Treasurer, Technical Director and
Women’s Coach/ Manager, co-coached and managed the National Junior Team and | was
being mentored to be one of the first women referees on the continent when the retina in
my eye became detached and put a halt to that.

But a half blind player can still practice and compete in judo and twenty-four years ago |
arrived to take up a job in Ireland and promptly joined the IJA. | won a few medals at some
senior tournaments in the UK and East Europe, venturing out on my own and competing as
an individual and it was Paul Cummins, Donal Tannam, Dermot and Brian Killeen, Willie
Lyons, Harry McGuigan and Jack Dennis who insisted | join them in the world of veteran
competition as part of Ireland’s master’s squad. This is how judo enriches life, the
undemanding friendships that are made and literally last forever. | have won many titles and
medals at master’s level competing proudly under the flag of my adopted country, but the
highlight had to be when | was asked to compete for Ireland in the Open weight group in a
team match against the UK on the 3™ of November 2007. This, of course reverts back to the
highest accolade one could achieve in the judo of my youth —to compete in a senior “test”
match against an international team. Ellie Dennis, our Chair for WIS, was part of this Irish
team as was Gemma Reynolds (Adapted Judo Commission) and Renata Tekoriute who now
referees at every Irish judo event.

Though my eyesight isn’t conducive to active refereeing, | try to maintain both my
refereeing, table officiating and coaching qualifications. | served on the Leinster Committee
for a number of years and am currently part of the Irish Veterans Commission as well as a
member of the National Grading Commission. | am particularly enthusiastic over growing
the participation of master’s players of all genders in Irish judo and | get a great deal of
fulfillment by assisting Jack Dennis with the theory section of National Grading events.

Judo is not all about competition. It is about involvement and passion. | truly hope my
enthusiasm for this Martial Art which has and continues to bring such fulfillment to my life is
contagious and will serve to encourage others to stay with judo, even if it is simply a once-a-



week session at a local club or leads to a decision to qualify as an official or as a club
instructor.

What is Next?

My next project is to try to create a viable partnership with the Westmeath County Council
and their Local Sports Partnership and finally ensure that judo is a sports option in that
county.

On the day | submitted this article, | was delighted to see Helen, Sophia, Auste, Iwona,
Regan, Genevieve and Liz —in Liz’ case, at mat side - engaging with such enthusiasm with
the Leinster squad.

Women’s judo in Ireland is the stronger because of their regular presence at sessions giving
female players the opportunity to train with women and girls from other clubs.
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