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INDISPUTABLE

Kyokushi
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Francisco Filho has long been revered in Kyokushin karate circles, where he made his mark
with spectacular victories in what was then the world’s toughest full-contact tournament:
the Kyokushin Open World Tournament in Japan. He won the Kyokushin crown in 1999 and
went on to show the world's kickboxing fans what Kyokushin was capable of, smashing his
way through the ranks of K1, which had risen to become the world's penultimate stand-up
fighting contest. Today, the Brazilian traverses the globe extolling the benefits of his beloved
karate and recently took the time to talk to Blitz while visiting Sydney for a seminar tour.

‘ yokushin is a
made-up word; it's
not a word in the
Japanese language,”

savs Shihan Trevor Tockar,
an\ile of Kyokushin Karate
North Bondi

*The closest you get in
ssanslation is, ‘ultimate truth
® doesn't mean ‘were the
Best. What we're saying is that
Srough the Kyokushin way
W training and full-contact
Sehting. there is no room for
x.if deception. You can't fool
‘wurwlf You can't rely on a

or rank, or some other

mhnlngual thing. Your
pestensions are knocked out of
wou very quickly; not only in
serms of what you can do, but
what can be done to you. You
Searn your strengths, but you
a0 learn vour weaknesses
Daly once you do that can you
peally develop.”

Shihan Trevor’s words echo
those of Mas Oyama, founder
of Kyokushin karate. A protean
martial artist, he built his style
around a practical philosophy
he defined as follows: “The
heart of our karate is real
fighting. There can be no proof
without real fighting, Without
proof there is no trust. Without
trust, there is no respect. This
is a definition in the world of
martial arts”

Francisco Filho is, by
Ovyamas definition, the ultimate
karateka. He has defined
himself by the proof repeatedly
offered in combat, both in full-
contact ‘’knockdown’ karate,
being the first non-Japanese
to win the world tournament,
and then going on to extend
both his own reputation and
that of real karate in the K1
kickboxing organisation

His career did not conclude

there, however, Those
successes have become a
platform to inspire students
of real karate the world over.
Surprisingly, very little has
been written 2bout him in the
English language

As with so many martial
artists, Filho found his way
into a karate school when

introduced by a family member.

“When 1 was an 11-year-old
kid, my older brother said that
he believed that | had good
potential to be a fighter and
he enrolled me in the karate
academy. This made me very
happy, but 1 remember one
thing that he said to me when
I first went to the gym; he said
that once | was there I had to
do my best and never be afraid
of anybody”

Even from that time,
fighting was a key tenet of
his education

‘(My brother] said that if
somebody asked me to fight, |
must never refuse. But there
was one condition: if I did not
work hard at school, he would
take me out of the gym. After
that, I never had a problem
with school.

In Brazil, sport is as much
a part of recreational life as it
is in Australia — but fighting
more 50, “In Brazil, most of the
people are engaged with soccer,
or football. My brother was
almost a professional soccer
player and so was L. But karate
was my passion. All 1 wanted to
do was karate.”

The hard, intense training
spoke to the young Filho,
although some of his initial
expectations were not met,

“"Actually, when I started
training I think I was a little
disappointed because in the
movies | was seeing people
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flying from one tree to another
tree and doing all kinds of
fantastic things, but [ saw
nobody flying anywhere in the
dojo! But then I realised this is
the real thing, and it was a big
challenge for me and I just love
a challenge. You challenge me
and then | am happy”
Kyokushin gave Filho
something he had not been
able to find in his other
sporting pursuits,
“It’s the truth..
truth. It’s the thing of ‘never

the ultimate

give up. It’s [fighting] with your
spirit more than anything else.

That's what artracted me to the
Kyokushin way”

Filho was a natural athlete
and soon found his way onto
the biggest stage in the world
for full-contact karate, the

Kyokushin Open World
Tournament in Japan

“I reached the final 16
[fighters] in the Fifth World
Open Karate Tournament in
1991, and it was my drea
become world champion

next tournament in 1995, That

dream did not come true, and 1
had to settle for third position.”
Tockar was also at the Fifth
World Open Karate Tournament,
and it was here that he saw the
young Filho for the first time.
“Everybody was blown away.
He was largely unknown, and
then he KOd Andy Hug. His
fighting skills were just amazing,
One of the guys was out in
the back watching the fighters
warm up, and described him as
moving ‘like a panther. He had
exceptional speed and grace

Filho with friend and host of his Australian seminars, Shihan Trevor Tockar
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Even at that time, he stood out
as something special among
the elite.”

Filho finally achieved his
goal of tournament champion
in 1999
tournament and for me it was
everything, | was satisfied with
life. I am sorry to say, but |
could die in the day after the
tournament because my mission
in life was to do that. But then |
realised that I had much more to
achieve and to complete.”

“In 99, when he did win
it, he had to beat Feitosa and
Kazumi.” says Tockar. “The
thing was, he won with such a
variety of techniques. His side-
kick was phenomenal. He had
it all. He also has an incredibly
strong will. The more I've got to

L

know him, the more his will has
become apparent,

“There's a highlight reel
somewhere which shows him
fighting Andy Hug. Andy
threw his famous axe kick, and
Filho actually blocked it with a
side kick.”

Francisco became a
star within the Kyokushin
organisation and found himself
spending a lot of time in Japan,

‘I have travelled to Japan on a
regular basis and lived there from
1996 to 1997, The basics are the
same all over the world, but each
country has its own details. Brazil
is actually not so ditterent from
Japan because Shihan Seiji Isobe
was sent to Brazil when he was
a young man by Sosai Oyama to
develop karate in Brazil, and he
taught in the Japanese way”
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In his career as a karateka
Filho fought the best the
competition had to offer.

“The greatest, I think, was
Kazumi, He beat me in the
semi-final of the sixth World
Tournament and [ beat him
m the final of the seventh
World Tournament. Kazumi
was very strong, but also a
wery nice human being. Like
most good Kyokushin fighters,
Be Is very respectful of other
people. It was an honour and
2 privilege to fight him for the
world championship”

fournament success
@stinguished him in the eyes
. K\(»Ll:&hi!i
Masutatsu Oy

august founder,

™1 met him for the first time
= 1991, He gave me the award
S #he best technique and
Sk my hand and said to me,
. wow are a good fighter!
semember [Englishman| Mike
Thmson who was \!.1!1«11'1g
sext 1o me [at the time] saying,
Ficy, | think he likes you, and I
:bn.mghz. “Wow, this is so good.

“Sosai Ovama was a great

man and zs b red to be
EEROWICCESC DY im. Another
Tt ANT 1

shat when 1 was 17 vears olc
Rancho Matsui {who was then
e seigning world champion)
s present when 1 won a
Sesmament in Sao Paulo and |
pemember him calling me aside

g me that | had the

putential to be world champion.

Thae really inspired me.”
Francisco is also one of

gty 10 people to complete the
amous 100-man kumite. But
e adnt just do it the once
s training for the mammoth
st escalated from doing 50 to
8 Bghts cvery week

"} did this every Friday for
ghout two months. And then

e month before the event, we
gecided to do a 100-man fight,
ho recalls. “1 prepared for
this when my instructors called
0 people into the gymnasium
and then | fought them all
g by one, just to have an
gew how it would be the

mext month”

FILHO IN ACTION: EVASION & TAKEDOWN

-drawing a follow-up right punch from Tockar,
which Filho parries as he continues to the outsid

As David Tockar fires a leading left, Filho steps

across and checks it with his forearm...

-~
L

4 Hooking
under the
extendad leg.
Fitho controls
Tockar's
body with his
cpposite arm

.angling off to
SCOO0p unoer
Tockar’s front
kick with gedan
baral (lower
SWeeping

~and drive him

J5INg a circular motion with
- down into the mat

both hands to uproot
his opponent

while continuing
to maintain
leg-control

P . creating

1 opening
for finishing
strikes to the

bocy
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Riho leads Aussie students through an

outdoor training session in Januafy

Most walk away from the
ordeal requiring serious medical
attention, if they are able to walk
at all in the days following

“1 did the 100-man kumite on
the same dav as |Kenji] Yamaki,
who won the Sixth World
Tournament in 1995," says Filho

“He spent nearly a month in
hospital afterwards.”

‘The Brazilian fared
somewhat better,

“Actually, 1 went to
Disneyland afterwards. People
were saying that this was
impossible, and that I was a
ghost. They appeared scared!”

As with any true martial

artist, his toughest opponent was

with him all the way.

“Myv toughest opponent was
myself. First, your body goes

against you and says ‘en

g
but your mind is still there and
then suddenly vour ¢

the same thing, but then your

nd N
1A Savs

spirit must be strong.
Aussie Kyokushin champ
turned K1 and MMA star Peter

=
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1 met Filho for

time when staying in Jz

training as an wchi deshi, or live
in student.

I'he first time I met him,
I was quite young and had
moved to Japan as an uchi
deshi. I was around 20 years
old. By then, Francisco was a
Kyokusin superstar. I was living
in a dormitory at the Honbu
(headquarters] dojo, and he was
in an apartment around the
corner, in lkkebukoro

“I saw him every day. We

trained together and ate
together. The first time I went

0 his apartment, he was

¢ lNl‘h‘..‘I‘L‘ Brazil food.

was

a traditional dish of meat with
black beans and pork bits, white
ice and a substance that looks

IKe sawdust s acly vVa

grated root from the Amazon

He was aweso to train

with; an unbelievable athlete
His ability to kick and move for
someone so big — around 115

kilograms and 194 centimetres

— was freakish. He was also
super-cool.

He trained really hard and
was never short or cross witl
anyone. No signs of attitude, He
was respectful of the hierarchy
of Kyokushin and always
considerate and mindful of the
lower grades.

“As he got more famous, he
pretty much stayed the same
Brazilians seem to have a
collective chilled-out :.‘rl\un.llll\‘
If you're not chilled out, you'll

freak out, theres so much going

on in their country”

world

definitive

and we became very

close friends.” says Filho, “]
learned a lot from him. [ also
got to know Walter Schnaubelt

very well. He spent about eight

months training in Brazil. He is
a great guy

Given the divisions that
have occurred in the Kyokushin
organisation since the death
of its founder, Australia
has managed to keep its
reputation intact.

g L,nluxmn‘;x_‘\ there have
been a lot of divisions in the
past,’ Filho laments. “However,
| see that our organisation is

good hands. Both Shihan
evor [Tockar] and Shihan Nik

n

|

Cujic) have beautiful dojos and
strong students with very good
manners and spirit

“It doesn’t matter how big we

, but we must be strong all

the time. We must do our best

Kes me very happy

Filho was in an interesting
position as a tournament
contemporary of Oyamas
successor, Matsui, himself
jifted fighter and former

mpion of the World




Tournament. Matsui went from
being a rival to becoming the
steward of Filhos career

“He is a great man, The work
he has been doing for Kvokushin
i amazing. When I was a kid,
was already a big fan and would
put on videos of his fights. He

was my hero. His techniques

are super techniques. He has

ery good balance, stamina
and power. | think he was
EDONE everyone.

Matsui gave the go-ahead

itho to enter the K1, the

sorid’s premier stand-up

Bghting tournament, in 1997, K1

was a professional organisation,

while Kyokuspin remained
sowedly amateur

*This was discussed with
Samcho. He supported me in
e and a number of other
Sankushin fighters did very well
=K1’

& was in the K1 that Filho
apen found himself facing the
e great Andy Hug,

“There was some history
St this,” Filho reveals
SSen | knocked Andy out with
% sawashi geri [roundhouse
B i the Fifth World
Surmamment in 1991, there was
pmme controversy and I think
Aady wanted to get payback in
e K1 Because we do not punch
% the face under Kyokushin
pules, | think that I was regarded
s vulnerable to this technique

Mowes
Sady threw a str
B my face carly in the first
g and I counterec
:;‘l ook which caught
e st spot. He went down
e § s ke, “What? What
B Smished?”

SO wasnt as passionate

sout kickboxing as he had been
o knockdown karate, but
B saw the value in continuing
S the Kyokushin organisation.
B was not my dream to be K1
csammpion.” he admits, “but |
g somme great fighters in K1
and | thought that | would
pealy like to face those guys

! mamted to see how strong |
s, even though I didn't know

e technique

FILHO IN ACTION: STRAIGHT KICKING

As David Tockar launches a
front-hand strike, Filho shifts just
out of range and pats it down

>
y

drawing the rear-hand body shot from
- Tockar, which Filho parries with the san

arm, guiging it across Nis boay

As his opponent turns b and fires a straight yoko ger/ (side kick) througt

target, Filho again edges out of range and the gap to his cpponent's face before Tockar
SCOOpPS the punch across. can follow through with his low roundhouse

o

<4 Turning his body as he
whips his left leg back to
the fioor. Filho folfows with a

Brazihan kick

-l rolling his
hip over as his
roundhouse
kick elevates, to
slarm his shin and
foot down into
the opponent’s

¥ jaw/neck/
A’ \ collarbone area
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“I went to Seattle to train
and when this guy hit me in
the face, 1 really didnt like it
and I thought, 'now you are in
trouble for hitting my face’
and I thought about my kicks.
I [believed] nobody could kick
as well as I could. | know this
may sound arrogant, but I was
thinking that I was the ‘king
of the kicks' and that nobody
could kick better than me. |
really believed in myself and 1
felt that 1 was the best kicker. |
was 100-per-cent convinced
about that."

The transition to kickboxing
was not a straightforward affair,
even for someone as gifted as
Filho. He estimates it took him
about two years.

"It was necessary to
understand the different
distance,” the fighter explains.

“As [ said, I didn't like to be

-

punched to the face. I still don't
like it; I don't think it is healthy.
So I think Kyokushin is the best
Of course, to be punched to
your ribs without gloves is not
healthy, but if you break your
ribs they can recover with time...
but if you keep getting punched
to the face, you can suffer
permanent brain damage.
“Although Kyokushin does
allow kicks to the head, they

A happy Filho receifes recogni
teaching at North Bbndi Kyok
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“It was necessary to understand

the different distance,” the fighter
explains. “As | said, | didn’t like to

be punched to the face. | still don’t

like it; | don’t think it is healthy. So |

think Kyokushin is the best.

do not land so consistently and
frequently as punches to the
head and fighters are taught to
protect their head against kicks
as a priority”

Faii Falamoe, head-trainer
at ‘Ichigeki, the department
of Kyokushin kickboxing,
remembers Francisco’s
initial foray into head
punching techniques.

“From karate to boxing and
kickboxing wasn't hard — karate
has many kicks in all different
directions,” says Falamoe. "It
was the getting hit in the face
that was hard. Don't get me
wrong, karate is very strong [in
ferms of ] mind, body and soul
but getting smashed in the face
and jaw...well, that’s something
they weren't ready for.”

Francisco’s transition wasn't
especially difficult, although it
may have been confronting and
somewhat painful

“It took time for everyone |
trained” remembers Falamoe.
“Chico |Franciscos nickname at
Ichigeki] was awesome to train.
He learned fast — and, sparring

with Ray Sefo, you learn even
quicker. We had a good team;
“Team Sefo’ and some of the
other top K1 fighters were in
camp for his fights. Most of the
guys he was slated to fight, Sefo
had already fought”

Was it easier to fight people
like Andy Hug and Sam
Greco who had a Kyokushin
background than fighting
some of the other fighters like
Peter Aerts?

Not really,” says Filho,
“Because when I fought them,
Andy Hug and Sam Greco were
already kickboxers. | remember
Sam Greco scaring me. He was
a great fighter. He was named
the beast’ and he actually was a
beast! He punched like crazy.

“What happened is that |
was trying to go easy because
we were both from Kyokushin
and I started the fight with a
light mawashi geri and then
he blocked it and came back
with two punches and then
did what he should not have
done: he hit my face!”

Filho eventually got used
to it, both receiving and
delivering — in a K| career

that ran until mid-2004, Filho
won by KO punches twice as
often as he lost by the same
method, and delivered several
TKOs with his thunderous
low kicks. He finished with a
record of 16 wins (9 by KO/
TKO), seven losses and two
draws, defeating almost every
K1 legend at least once in his
tenure, and taking the K1 World
Grand Prix title in 2000.

Since retiring from
fighting, Francisco has
become a key figure in the
Kyokushin leadership.

“I am South American
President of the IKO [under
Matsui] and Honbu always
asks my support to help in

the international organisation,
so I keep flying all over the
world teaching Kyokushin and *
also kickboxing.

“So I am here now to develop
Kyokushin karate and to take it
to the people. Everybody should
participate because it is not only
about fighting,and not only
about getting ih condition, but
it’s about being a better human
being. That's what we need in
society. It's not important only
to be strong. The best thing
is for you to be nice and to
respect others.”

Filho is convinced that
MMA will not be the death
of the traditional full-contact
martial arts, in part because the
values they promote will never
become passé.

And he is happy to lead the
charge on behalf of Kyokushin

“It all depends on us — the
shihans. We must maintain
the energy and give back
to Kyokushin in order to
make a better world" m



