Dan Docherty:

Tai Chi Gladiator

Dan Docherty at Sky Pillar Peak on Wutan Mountain in 1984.

Dan Docherty’s forthright and often iconoclastic views on Tai
Chi have angered and shocked members of the Tai Chi
community in Britain, leading many of them to regard him
as a heretic. After a background in Karate he went to Hong
Kong in 1975 to serve as an inspector in the Royal Hong Kong
Police. While there he trained in Tai Chi Chuan under Master
Cheng Tin-hung. He represented Hong Kong in both the 1976
and 1980 South East Asian Martial Arts Championships:
placing second in the Heavyweight Division in 1976 and
winning the Open Weight Championship in 1980. He is a
scholar as well as a fighter, having a law degree and a
postgraduate diploma in Chinese. In 1983 he published ‘Wutan
Tai Chi Chuan; which he co-wrote with Cheng Tin-hung. Dan
has travelled extensively in South East Asia and has visited
both the Shaolin Temple and Wutan Mountain, where Tai Chi
originated. He now teaches Tai Chi in London.

What first got you interested in martial arts?

| had read a little on the subject and knew a few people
who had done Judo, then in 1971 when | first saw a karate
class at Bellahouston Sports Centre in Glasgow, | jumped
at the chance of learning some of the intriguing skills I'd
heard of and | signed up the same week. -

What style and who were your instructors?

The style at that time was Shotokan karate and my
instructor was Sensei Al Doran. He was a very competent
and enterprising instructor and | owe a lot to the sound basic
grounding he gave me. He also brought a lot of Japanese
masters up to Glasgow to give courses. Of these Senseis
Enoeda and Kato of Shotokan and later Sensei Nanbu of
Sankukai particularly impressed me. Enoeda, though strict,
did not dispense the kind of gratuitous violence that was
Kato’s trademark. We greatly admired them for the power
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and precision of their technique. Nanbu inspired as much
animosity as he did admiration. His.unorthodox Sankukai
style contained elements of Aikido and Kendo as well as
Karate. It was very different to what we'd been doing up to
then with lots of sidesteps, spinning techniques and subtle
counter-attacks. He'd walk around wearing his tinted glasses
and a big smile — very much ‘Mr. Nice Guy’ Though he'd
beaten Valera in competition and coached the French
national team he was unacceptable to the Shotokan diehards
and this led to a split in our organisation — | stayed with
Al Doran and Sankukai. Nanbu didn’t have much English,
but one word he used a lot comes back to haunt me from
time to time, ‘Escape!’

How far did you get with Karate?

| was awarded my 1st Dan by Sensei Nanbu in 1974.
Immediately after that | went to Paris on a trip arranged by
Al Doran and stayed at Henri Plée’s dojo. At that time
Sensei Toguchi was giving a course there in Okinawan
Goju. In its way his training was as different from Shotokan
as Nanbu’s. Some of the training was very gymnastic and
it struck me as a very powerful and practical style.

Did you see any other masters whilst in Paris?

| also trained in Sensei Nanbu'’s dojo with his assistants
Tsukada and Kamohara. There and at Dominique Valera’s
dojo, which | later visited, | was amazed at how fast people
were in kumite (sparring) compared to what I'd been used
to in Glasgow. | also visited the dojo of Sensei Kase; | much
admired his approach to teaching Kata (form).

How did you get interested in Tai Chi?

When reading about the historical background of Karate
| often came across references to Tai Chi. Also some of the
French karate boys I'd met had learned some. | started to
read Tai Chi books, but the problem with the majority of them
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