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Documentary Essay

"Judo Gymnasium in a Desert Country" Chapter 10
"Master Kai’s Great Contribution, as the Missionary of Traditional JUDO to
Kuwait"

Fumio Okamoto (Former Arabian Oil Company, Former Secretary of State for
Policy)

Even before I was assigned to the Khafji Field Office of Arabian Oil Company,
I had heard through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that Mr. Kai Akira (then
5th Dan in Kodokan Judo) had been assigned to Kuwait as a master

instructor for the national team.

I rushed to the Nippon Budokan to cheer on Kuwaiti athletes competing in
the Kano Jigoro Cup, an international tournament comparable to the
Olympics, gathering the world's elite.

I was impressed by the opening ceremony. While athletes from each country
filed up onto the tatami, I watched with a sense of relief as only three Kuwaiti
athletes bowed deeply before stepping up. This was proof that the instructor
was thoroughly committed to teaching authentic Kodokan judo, which holds
that the tatami mat is a sacred place for training and competition.

While the athletes from other countries likely had no 1ill intentions,
differences in ethnicity and social norms exist, and perceptions of judo vary
widely. From his thorough emphasis on spirituality, which begins and ends
with a bow, it was easy to deduce that Kai Sensei was coaching his national
team with a high-level judo philosophy.

Three years later, I myself opened a 40-tatami dojo in my spare time at an oil
development site in Saudi Arabia near the Kuwaiti border, where I taught
judo to young Arab people.

I would often sweep the dojo by myself with a broom at the beginning and end
of each lesson. Feeling sorry my doing such a thing, one day adult students
brought an office boy over to show their goodwill, saying, "Sensei, that's not
your job."

I looked over and saw the handyman stepping onto the tatami mats with his
shoes, carrying a mop soaked in dirty water.



"Hey! Stop! The dojo is a holy place for training!"
Arab students had no ill intentions, but that's just the difference in perception.
From then on, the students began fighting over the brooms and cleaning the

dojo by themselves.

Of the three Kuwaiti judo athlites who competed in the Kano Jigoro Cup, the
two in the lightweight and middleweight classes were defeated in the first
round. Only Hassan (I think that was his name) in the heavyweight class won
by advantage in the first round but was eliminated in the second. Kuwait was
still a developing country for judo, so I honestly felt like I wanted to praise
his efforts for making it to the second round.

I was able to greet Master Kai, who was accompanying the judo teem, and
say, "I'll be posting there soon, so please look forward to interacting with me
there."

As mentioned in chapter 1, I opened a judo gymnasium and taught Arab
youth for around seven of my eight years of local assignment. I had 189
students during my first posting and 60 during my second. I had a total of
249 students, and I'm grateful that judo greatly contributed to enriching my
work and life in Khafji.

Because the Arab people of this scorchingly hot region are not known for
pushing themselves too hard, only few students were able to continue training
for as long as Japanese trainee. However, I still wanted to reward those who
persevered by officially promoting them in rank. As I'm merely an amateur,
I'm not qualified to be judged for rank promotions, so I asked Master Kai in
Kuwait for his cooperation, and he readily agreed.

At the end of my first posting, I was able to award first-dan certificates to one
of my best students, and first-kyu (brown belt) certificates to two others.

I'm truly grateful to Master Kai for all his help during my time there.

Just knowing that there was a genuine Japanese judo instructor 180
kilometers north of Al-Kahji was heartening me. Furthermore, Al-Kahji is
merely a rural town, so I would travel to Kuwait, a city with all the necessary
urban functions, once a month to purchase large quantities of daily
necessities, and the Kai family would occasionally welcomed me.



When Kai 5th Dan took up his post in Kuwait, Egyptian-style judo was
heavily influenced by it, and there were apparently many local dojos (or rather,
gyms) following in its footsteps.

So, Master Kai implemented major reforms to establish Kodokan judo, which
emphasizes spirituality. First, he held instructor training sessions and
thoroughly instilled orthodox judo philosophy and training methods into the
locally influenced judo, quickly raising the level of Kuwaiti judo.

Master Kai's educational activities attracted the attention of the Kuwaiti
media, with frequent coverage on Kuwaiti TV and in the Kuwait Times
newspaper. He then steadily recruited promising athletes from around the

country to the national team.

One notable example of this progress was when the team won four bronze
medals at the Asian Judo Championships held in Indonesia, placing sixth
behind Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Indonesia.

The team was also able to send four athletes to the Montreal Olympics.

( Yomiuri Shimbun, major newspaper in Japan reporting this is attached at
the end of this article.)

Master Kai's three stays in Kuwait lasted a total of 13 years, earning him the
respect of his national team athletes and many local residents, and it was
only natural that he would become the most well-known Japanese person in

Kuwait.

One day during my first time working there, I was working in the crude oil
shipping department, busy signing shipping documents, when a well-built
young man appeared.

"Are you Okamoto Sensei?" "Yes, but who are you?"

"My name is Ali. I'm Kai Sensei's national team student. I've just joined
Arabian Oil and been assigned to the Materials Department. I was instructed
to go to Khafji, say hello to Okamoto Sensei, and ask to train at his dojo."
That's the interesting thing about judo connections. Of course, Ali was very
welcome to join.

"You can start joining us this week. It won't be as fancy as the national team's
dojo, though. Adult practice is every Saturday. There are also junior and
children's divisions, and if you'd like to help me, you can attend all of them."

10



"I commute from Kuwait by car every day, so I'll report to Kai Sensei tonight
that I was able to say hello to Okamoto Sensei."

He had participated in the national team's tour of France and other events,
and if he were to take the promotion test in Japan, he would be at a level
where he could pass the rank of second dan.

He attended all adult training sessions and happily participated in teaching

boys and children. He also served as a liaison between me and Master Kai.

Six months later, Ali delivered a message from Master Kai.

In Kuwait, Ahmadi Sports Day is held, a festival for all sports held in the
country, organized by the Kuwait National Petroleum Company (KNPC). It's
like our National Sports Festival (Kokutai).

Of course, judo is one of the events, and the tournament takes place in the
KNPC's large gymnasium. Master Kai had invited me to participate.
Surprised by this unexpected offer, I called a phone to Master Kai
internationally to confirm.

"I'm Japanese, so I'm not eligible to participate, right?"

"What? If I say it's OK, then it's settled (laughs)."

A bold statement from the great master who controls the Kuwaiti judo world.
"Well, let's compete. I look forward to it."

I was 35 years old at the time. Though I'd worked out a bit, I wasn't a
particularly impressive judo player. Despite my lack of confidence, I was
amazed to enter the competition.

Rather than wondering how far I could go, I was interested in experiencing
the level of Kuwaiti judo by myself.

My first-round opponent was a young man about my size, but I managed to
win by combining ground techniques. I suspect this was due to Master Kai's
kind consideration, who had paired me with an opponent I thought I could
beat.

The problem came in the second round. My opponent was Hisham Rashid, the
young champion of Kuwait that year. The moment we grappled, I sensed
something special about his strong core and agile movements. I tried to take
the initiative to prevent him from being forced to defend, and attempted a
surprise left sode-tsurikomi-goshi from a right natural stance, but Hisham
saw through my move and skillfully dodged it. As I got down on all fours, he
leaned over my left shoulder, hooked my arm, and arched his back. He applied

11



a textbook armbar, giving me a point-blank defeat.
In the final, Hisham faced his rival, Montreal Olympian Mohamad Galib, in
a heated match. After a thrilling and exciting battle, Hisham emerged

victorious and became the National Athletic Meet champion.

Once again, I was able to appreciate the incredible results of Master Kai's
daily training.

After the award ceremony, Hisham came to greet me and comforted me with
a gesture of respect for an elder.

"Sensel, you haven't been practicing much lately, have you?"

Of course, I replied to this young champion who had mastered the principle
of "beginning and ending with courtesy." "Congratulations! You've been

practicing well!"

Time passed, and when I turned 70, I received a welcome unexpected honor.
To my surprise, the Kuwait Judo Federation presented me with the
prestigious "7th Dan Judo" certificate. Of course, this was due to Master Kai's
warm friendship and consideration, as the Judo Federation recognized me as
"an unusual Japanese person, the only one in the history of Kuwaiti judo to
have competed in the National Athletic Meet." I gratefully accepted the
certificate as a reward for my judo exchange with the Arab people.

Though I consider judo to be the backbone of my life, I am well aware that my
level as a judo practitioner is not particularly impressive.

Although I taught many young Arabs in Khafji, unlike Master Kai, I was
ultimately a "bat in a birdless village." However, Master Kai, who was the
greatest supporter of my efforts to promote judo in a climate uncharted by
judo culture, highly praised the organization and continuity of my work. I will
never forget the words of praise he gave me:

"T coach the national team as my job, but Mr. Okamoto, you're able to teach
judo while fulfilling your duties as an oilman. That's quite impressive."
Originally a third-dan in judo, I was promoted to fourth-dan during my first
assignment there, and fifth-dan during my second. This was undoubtedly the
greatest encouragement

I received in my judo promotion efforts, and I would like to express my sincere
gratitude to Master Kai through this article.
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[Brief Biography of Master Kail

Born in 1948. 8th-dan in Kodokan Judo. A graduate of Nihon University's
Judo Club. Winner of the team competition at the 1969 All-Japan University
Judo Championships. After graduating, he spent many years promoting judo
overseas, in places such as Alaska, Kuwait, and Madagascar.

His rival from his days on the Nihon University Judo Club, Chonosuke Takagi,
competed in the All-Japan Judo Championships 10 times (with three vice
champion), and as a fan of Kai's, I feel sad that he would not be a regular at

the All-Japan Championships if he had remained active in Japan.
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The heroic figure of Kai, then 5th dan, thoroughly practicing Kodokan judo at an instructor's

seminar.
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The Yomiuri Shimbun reporting on Kuwaiti athletes competing in the Montreal Olympics.

July 30th, 1976
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The 7th dan certificate, awarded to me by the Kuwait National Judo Federation, courtesy of

Master Kai's consideration.

Fumio Okamoto, Born 1947. Former Arabian Oil, Former Secretary of State
for Policy, Author of “Gulf War, The Epic of Oil Men”
Kodankan Judo 5 dan, Kuwait Judo Federation 7 dan

16



