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Red Carpet Night 
 

On October 10, 2018, we had the Take A Chance Red 
Carpet Premiere at the Arclight Theatre on Hollywood’s 
Sunset Boulevard.  It was a very exciting and successful 
premiere.  We had a lot of celebrities, professional ath-
letes and big names from the Karate world in attend-
ance.  The guest list included:  Kancho Matsui from the 
International Kyokushinkaikan Organization, along with 
his wife and daughter, legendary Japanese actor Sonny 
Chiba, Michael Jei White, former NFL players, other Hol-
lywood celebrities, Shihan Saito and his family from San 
Francisco, Shihan Takahashi from Atlanta, Sensei Fu-
kunishi and Dr. Moses from San Jose, Sensei Yamauchi 
from San Diego.  We also had, Drs. (and Senpais) Arman-
do Tello and Montserrat Gerez from Mexico, and Shihan 
Yamaki, founder of Yamaki Karate.  It was a very exciting 
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day. 
 

Beginnings of Movie Fascination 
 

It was a long journey to get to this point.  I don’t think 
any of my students or Black Belts, Branch Chiefs in the 
US, Japan, Canada, Russia would’ve believed that I could 
make a movie.  I saw my first movie when I was 8/9 
years old.  It was a black and white film on a tiny little 
screen, but to me it was fascinating.  When I was in high 
school and college, I went to see Japanese movies in the 
theatre, but the best ones were from America.  I can still 
remember seeing Ben-Hur.  It was in cinemascope.  Tick-
ets were so expensive, but I entered a contest and won 
a ticket… just to the 10-minute trailer.  It was screened 
at a big theatre in Ginza, and even though it was just the 
trailer, not the actual movie, I was blown away. 
 

Music Producer Charles Lee (Center) next to his wife and Sonny Chiba  
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After that, I started saving my money when I could to be 
able to see more movies.  I especially loved Westerns 
like Shane and other movies with Alan Ladd.  I liked Gary 
Cooper in High Noon and Burt Lancaster and Kirk Doug-
las in Gunfight at the O.K. Corral.  For me, seeing those 
movies transformed the way I saw my daily struggles of 
trying to survive.  It was a time of escape and inspiration.  
I would fantasize about being in the worlds I saw on 
screen, and leave the theatre with small embers of pas-
sion for films that would stay with me.  Making movies 
didn’t become main focus or aspiration, but it was al-
ways there in the back of my subconscious. 
 

Action movies are exciting, but as soon as they’re done, 
so are the emotions and feelings they conjure.  But great 
films stay with you and have a transformative effect.  
Like Shawshank Redemption, The Last of the Mohicans, 

The Godfather, About Schmidt, etc.   
 

Uchi Deshi Come to Alabama 
 

As I’ve mentioned before, I studied law after college and 
was on the path to becoming an attorney, but Karate 
remained in my bones and I eventually found myself 
teaching Karate in the United States.  Once I came to the 
U.S., I really dedicated myself to Karate and training.  
After about 10 years, I started thinking about how I 
wanted to leave something meaningful behind for the 
next generation.  Most students came once or twice a 
week.  Some came less some came more.  I really en-
joyed teaching these students, but wanted something 
more immersive.  I talked with my brother, Soshu, about 
starting an Uchi Deshi system.  He didn’t go for it at first.  
He didn’t see that there was any possible way that guys 
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would come from Japan to Alabama to learn Karate.  I 
pointed out that people came from all across the U.S., 
Japan and Europe to train with him.  They came because 
that’s where he was.  So, it shouldn’t matter if I was in 
Alabama or Alaska—wherever I was, people would 
come.  So we started taking Uchi Deshi. 
 

At that time, I wrote Perfect Karate and produced a vid-
eo version of the book.   I also wrote books of essays, 
OH! Karate and OH! OH! Karate.  Additionally, I contrib-
uted a lot of articles on techniques and fighting strategy 
to monthly Karate magazines.  Some of the people who 
read these articles would contact us to become Uchi 
Deshi. 
 

Teaching Uchi Deshi is not the same as teaching regular 
students.  You have to be completely involved—you 
have sweat together, eat together, laugh and cry togeth-
er.  Even in Japan, the Uchi Deshi system isn’t very com-
mon place, so the guys that came over didn’t fully un-
derstand what to expect.  They often had big and glam-
orous ideas in mind about what training in America 
would be like.  The strict lifestyle and harsh training was 
a huge shock to most of them at first.  Some of them had 
a strong desire to become champion fighters, so the life-
style and training regimen didn’t bother them so much.  
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But for most, it was easy to tell 
that they had expected some-
thing different. 
 

I would watch the Uchi Deshi 
and write about them in my 
journals.  There were so many 
ups and downs and struggles—
just like a drama.  The more I 
thought about it, the more 
convinced I became that I 
wanted to put all of these ex-
periences into a novel.  I had 
written many essays and tech-
nique explanations, but never 
anything like what I was about 
to do. 
 

I had conflicting thoughts 
about writing a novel.  I really 
wanted to, but I had no experi-
ence.  If I wrote it, maybe pub-

lishers who read it would think it was terrible and laugh 
at it… But I had to shut out those thoughts and remind 
myself if I just took one step forward, I could make it. 
 

I decided to write about my last Uchi Deshi, Masatsugu 
Takahashi.  When he first started, I didn’t think he would 
last long.  But I watched him struggle and grow and 
reach Brown Belt, Black Belt, Sensei and now he is a 
Shihan.  There are a lot of ups and downs and conflicts 
and struggles in his story.  I felt that people reading it 
would be inspired by how he broke through each wall he 
hit.  After I reached the age of 60, I could feel my body 
slowing down, although I didn’t want to admit it.  I had 
to acknowledge that I wasn’t superman.  My body didn’t 
recover as quickly as it used to.  It was slowing down, 
but that was my opportunity to start writing. 
 

After writing several drafts, I showed my novel to Mr. 
Hara, my publisher at Asahi Press.  “Did you really write 
this?” he asked after reading it. 
 

“Yes,” I said proudly. 
 

“Hmmm.  It’s good,” he said.  At first, I took this at face 
value—he thought I was a good novel writer.  But I 
quickly realized that by “good” he meant that it was 
good that I was able to complete the book.  The quality 

Branch Chiefs and Students from San Francisco and San Jose dojos 
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of writing, on the other hand, he thought was very ama-
teurish.  “It’s not that easy,” he said, “Not like writing 
training books.”  His words felt like a hard roundhouse 
kick to my jaw.  
 

Even so, I stood by my work.  “This kind of story,” I told 
him, “can only be written by someone who does Karate.  
A professional author wouldn’t be able to write this be-
cause it wouldn’t seem authentic.”  I was able to per-
suade him in the end, which is how I got Uchi Deshi in 
America published in Japan.  Despite his misgivings, Mr. 
Hara didn’t lose any money (in fact he made a little) pub-
lishing my book. 
 

I wanted to reach a larger audience than just Japan, so 
my next task was to get the book translated into English.  
For that, I enlisted Sensei Karl’s help.  “This is a dumb 
idea,” he said, “you shouldn’t do it.”  But I insisted.  I 
would dictate in my best English what I wanted to be 
written and Sensei Karl would translate my English into a 
more natural and polished English. 
 

Next Stop—Hollywood! 
 

After we published the English version, I told everyone 
that I wanted to make the book into a movie.  I believed 
this story was inspiring to people and wanted to 
share it with as many as I could.  A movie seemed 
like the best way to do that.  I knew nothing about 
script writing, so I read a couple scripts of well-
known movies.  The first thing I realized was that 
there was so much terminology used in script 
writing:  “Establishing Shot,” “Interior/Exterior”, 
“Fade in/out”, etc.  Lots of people went to school 
for years and studied hard to learn how to write 
scripts.  My daughter is one of them.  She’s a pro-
fessional script writer in Hollywood and has worked 
on lots of movies and TV shows. 
 

I became discouraged, but I couldn’t let it go.  Like I 
always told my students and Uchi Deshi, 
“Whenever you can run, you better run; whenever 
you can jump, you better jump!”  I didn’t know how 
to format a script, but I had the story, and that was 
the most important part, not the terminology.  I 
could write it out as best I could in a script form and 
have a professional writer polish it up later on.  So I 
wrote and wrote and wrote.  Finally, I had the Japa-

nese version completed. 
 

The next big hurdle was securing financing and invest-
ment for the filming budget.  Even small, independent 
films had a production budget at least in the 7-figure 
range.  How on earth was I going to get that amount??  
My world isn’t a 7-figure world; we worry about paying 
utilities, medical and grocery bills.  But I knew that some-
where out there, another world existed.  A world where 
people had so much money they were always looking of 
new ways to spend it.  I just had to find those people.  It 
seemed near-impossible, like I was an ant trying to reach 
the top of Mt. Everest. 
 

I eventually partnered up with Scott Perkins.  He had 
already made a couple independent films and had a lot 
of connections.  He said we could probably make the 
film for way less than I had originally thought.  Before I 
tried asking people for investment, I needed a title for 
the movie.  Something dramatic and impactful like God-
father, Romeo and Juliet, High Noon, Endless Love !?… I 
started thinking about how the story was about a young 
guy who didn’t know what to do with his life.  He ends 
up in a situation where he has a chance to positively 
affect his future.  So I decided on Take A Chance. 
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I showed the Japanese version of the script to some 
friends of mine in Japan.  One was a businessman, not a 
Karate man.  “You have tons of money,” I said to him, 
“you just waste it on eating and drinking.  This is your 
chance to invest it in something that will have a positive 
impact on people.” 
 

“I can put in a little money,” he said. 
 

“No,” I told him, “I know you can put in a lot.” 
 

“I’ll put in a medium amount,” he agreed finally.  That 
was a good start.  Another said he would put in close to 
7-figures.  However, to make a long story short, he end-
ed up backing out.  The more he thought about it (about 
how I had never made a movie before), the more he 
feared he’d just be throwing a bunch of money down 
the drain.  Five other people, though, invested medium 
amounts.  Scott also raised money, so we finally had our 
budget set. 
 

The idea was to make an American movie, which would 
mean it would need to be primarily in English.  So I 
worked with Sensei Karl again.  He didn’t know how to 
write a script either, but he searched the internet and 
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was able to figure it out.  With the budget ready and the 
script coming together, it was time to tell my family 
about my plans.  I first told my daughter and her hus-
band.  “Are you joking, dad!?” she said. 
 

“No, I’m serious,” I told her.  “We’re getting close to be-
ing ready to start filming.” 
 

“You are out of your mind!” she said.  “The movie busi-
ness is very difficult and complicated.  It’s not at all as 
easy as you think.” 
 

My son-in-law was a little more diplomatic.  “I like that 
you’re passion and think it’s a great story,” he said, “but 
you maybe need to reconsider the movie-making part.” 
 

Some people close to me said I shouldn’t try to make a 
movie.  But I felt like I was on a mission.  There had nev-
er been a martial arts movie like this one.  All of them 
just featured over-the-top fight scenes.  My movie was 
strongly rooted in the realities of training and all the dra-
ma that comes with it.  In the end, I decided that I just 
had to do it.  If I didn’t, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. 
  

Audition Nightmare 
 

Scott worked with his connections in 
LA to arrange an audition in early 
2012.  We were on a tight budget, so 
had to do it all in one day.  We rent-
ed a studio from 8:00 a.m. – 8:00 
p.m.  “How many people are coming 
to this?” I asked him. 
 

“A little over 800,” Scott said. 
 

“What??  That’s too many.  We can’t 
see them all in one day.” 
 

“Well, we have their headshots and 
bios, so if we need to schedule an-
other audition, we can always call 
them to come back.” 
 

Casting Masa, the main character, 
was top priority.  In the script, he is 
a recent college graduate, which 
made him 22 years old.  However, 
some of the actors auditioning for 
Masa were middle-aged.  “Didn’t we 

Sonny Chiba (L), Saiko Shihan Oyama and Mackenyu Arata  

on set during Take A Chance filming 
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explain to them what we were looking for?” I 
asked Scott.  “I’m going to tell them to get 
the hell out of here,” I said. 
 

“No, you can’t say that,” Scott said.  “People 
in Hollywood are a little fragile and more 
sensitive than what you’re used to.  You have 
to say something like, ‘Great job.  Thanks for 
coming in, we’ll be in touch.’” 
 

I rolled my eyes.  There was no way I could 
say that, it wasn’t my style.  I told Scott that 
he would have to be the one to tell them 
that, not me.  Eventually, we were able to 
narrow our choices for Masa down to two 
people.  For the role of Rikio, the chief Uchi 
Deshi, we chose Masashi Odate.  He was a 
professional actor as well as a Kyokushin 
Black Belt at a dojo in L.A.  He’d worked with 
Clint Eastwood on Letters From Iwo Jima and 
Tom Cruise in The Last Samurai. 
 

There were tons of beautiful women that 
auditioned for the role of Cynthia.  I couldn’t help but 
think that Shihan Takahashi, Shihan Masa and Sensei 
Karl would’ve liked to be there.  One of the actresses 
had done some movies and TV shows; she also did kick-
boxing, so she was very limber.  I thought she was great, 
but noticed she had a tattoo on the back of her neck.  
I’m old-fashioned and don’t care much for tattoos, but 
more than that, I couldn’t see any way that the character 
Cynthia would have a neck tattoo. 
 

Marc Whitmore, Scott’s movie producer contact who 
had helped set up the audition said to me, “Shihan, this 
is Hollywood.  We can make that tattoo disappear in a 
matter of minutes.” 
 

Although I thought this woman was right for the role, 
Scott and Marc strongly suggested that we cast Cassie 
Scerbo.  She had already made some Disney movies and 
TV series and also had a large social media following.  
We ended up going with her. 
 

When we were nearly finished for the day, Sonny Chiba’s 
son, Mackenyu, came with his mother to audition for the 
role of Masa.  He was wearing a “USA Kyokushin” Karate 
sweatshirt.  When I saw it, something struck me as very 
familiar, then I realized that I had designed that logo 

years ago.  This was back when my brother, Soshu and 
Mas Oyama weren’t getting along.  Mas Oyama didn’t 
like it, but we started using the “USA Kyokushin” logo on 
our dogis. 
 

There was something about Mackenyu’s charisma and 
energy that made him standout from everyone else.  In 
teaching students, once in awhile there is 1 out of 100 
that stands out, that has a natural gift and ability and I 
can tell that they will be champion.  I felt the same way 
with Mackenyu.  The only problem was that he was 15; 
no way he could pull off looking like he just graduated 
college. 
 

Marc took me aside and said, “Shihan, he’s the one.  You 
need to cast him.” 
 

“Yeah, but he’s too young,” I said. 
 

He pointed at me, “You need to change the script.” 
 

“What??  I’m not a professional.  I can’t just change eve-
rything quickly.”  But Scott agreed too, so I changed the 
script to make it so that Masa was a recent high school 
graduate instead of college graduate. 
 

We had the main cast members set.  For the other 3 
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Uchi Deshi, we held an audition at the dojo.  Although 
there were 3 roles left, adding a 4th wouldn’t be a prob-
lem.  So Scott brought in a cameraman to do the audi-
tion for Masa, Saito, Naoi and Karl.  Masa tried very 
hard, as did Saito.  Karl gave an excellent reading.  Naoi, 
on the other hand, just read the lines very unenthusiasti-
cally, like a kindergartner reading aloud.  The way he did 
his lines had the subtext of “I don’t want to be part of 
this movie.”  I picked up a copy of the script and 
whacked the side of his head with it.  Scott and the cam-
eraman stood frozen with their eyes wide open.  That 
was my auditioning style. 
 

Filming was scheduled to begin in May of 2012.  I want-
ed my lifelong friend, Shihan Goda, to be in the movie 
somehow.  “Can you handle some dialogue?” I asked 
him. 
 

“No, I don’t want lines,” he told me. 
 

“So maybe you can just stretch out your hand,” I sug-
gested. 
 

“What?” 
 

“You can be a homeless guy begging for change.  I’ll be 

one with you.” 
 

“Ahhh… no, I don’t think so.” 
 

“OK,” I said, “You can be in the scene on the running 
trail, running with my wife and her friends.” 
 

He perked up at that idea.  “Yeah, I can do that!” he said. 
 

I then made him rehearse.  When people run, it’s com-
mon to chant “Washoi-Washoi!  Washoi-Washoi!” in 
cadence to keep rhythm.  “Go ahead and say it,” I told 
him. 
 

“Washoi-washoi…” he said flatly. 
 

I looked at him sternly, “No, you need more passion!  Try 
again!” 
 

“Washoi-Washoi!” he said a little more loudly. 
 

“No, again!” I said.  When he gave me a look, I added, 
“I’m the director.  This is your only chance to be in a 
movie.  Look at your face—nobody else is going to want 
to put a face like that on the big screen!” 
 

We both started laughing and I made him try the lines a 
few more times. 

 

“That’s a good start,” I said, “But you 
need to keep practicing every day!” 
 

Shihan Goda, Shihan Masa and Shihan 
Saito stayed at my house during the film-
ing.  On the first morning, we drove to 
the dojo and saw a huge generator and 
equipment truck taking up the entire 
back parking lot.  There were about 30 
crew members moving around getting 
everything set up.  This was much bigger 
than I had anticipated.      
 

Filming Begins 
 

Seeing that many people made me tense 
but also excited.  I acutely felt it was my 
responsibility to make sure everything 
went smoothly.  However, since it was 
my first time, I had no idea what to ex-
pect.  The first big shock was how long it 
took to just film a couple minutes.  Be-

Hollywood Red Carpet Premiere 

Shihan Masa and Sensei Karl getting tired of waiting and waiting 

and waiting…. during filming 
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cause of all the lighting, set design, camera angles, re-
hearsals and multiple takes involved, it sometimes took 
an entire day just to film a single minute.  Scott and I had 
a very small budget.  Before we started shooting, he said 
we needed finish in 14 days, otherwise we’d have to bor-
row more money.  Since I had no idea of the complexi-
ties of filming, I told him that 14 days would be a piece 
of cake. 
 

After the 1st day, I realized that 14 days was unrealistic.  
In order to shoot a single scene of dialogue between 2 
people, i.e. Masa and Karl, there were multiple takes 
involved.  First there was the wide shot, then a shot with 
just Karl, then just Masa, then close ups… before each 
shot, every piece of equipment had to be moved and re-
set.  I never dreamed that so much time and effort went 
into producing each second of a movie.  I had to con-
stantly remind myself that part of “Osu” is patience… I 

needed more patience than I’d ever had before.  
 

To make a long story short, we didn’t finish in 14 days, 
but pretty close.  After filming in Birmingham, we had to 
do some filming in Atlanta and Los Angeles and then 
back in Birmingham a while later.  Every additional day 
of filming meant additional expenses and increasing the 
budget.  During this process Scott and I argued some-
times, but sometimes laughed—it was up and down.  We 
also had to hire various technicians, managers, consult-
ants and other professionals along the way.  And, of 
course, they weren’t free. 
 

Some of them had really good advice, but others had 
opinions that were ridiculous and showed they had no 
idea about the story, Karate or my vision for the movie.  
Some would just offer their opinions (which were always 
way off-base) without being asked.  Afterwards, they 
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would send invoices for their services that included way 
more zeros than I’d expected.  It felt like being robbed. 
 

Scott would say that we needed to take these people’s 
advice since they were professionals.  I’d say, “No, they 
have no idea about Karate or this story.” 
 

“But they’ve got a lot of experience and 
have made a lot of movies,” he’d coun-
ter. 
 

“How many of them were hits?” 
 

“Ah… well not many.” 
 

“So, they just know how to waste mon-
ey,” I said, “we don’t need to copy 
them.” 
 

“You’ve got a point,” Scott agreed.  I felt 
that our story was original and unique; 
we didn’t need to copy what had been 
done before.  We just needed technical 
advice, not story advice.  After we finally 
finished shooting, it was time to add the 
Foley (sound effects) and musical score.  
The first person who did the score for us 
did it all on his computer.  Before begin-
ning, he asked me what kind of music I 

wanted.  As I’ve mentioned in the past, 
I’m tone deaf.  But when I was writing 
this story, I would often imagine the type 
of music and sound that I wanted to go 
with each main character, scene and 
dramatic point.  For that reason, I was 
able to form an idea of what type of mu-
sic I wanted. 
 

Scott was able to get a hold of Charles 
Lee, who is a big composer and music 
producer in Nashville.  We sent him a 
rough cut of the movie.  Charles loved 
the story and agreed to compose the 
score for it for well-below his normal 
cost.  He invited Scott and I to visit him 
in Nashville.  His house was a huge gated 
mansion.  When we came in, he greeted 
us, told us to sit down and immediately 
began playing his grand piano.  I was re-

ally impressed.  I had no idea what the piece was, but 
the way he moved and the expression in his body and 
the complexity of the music made me feel like I had a 
front row seat to a concert pianist in Carnegie Hall. 
 

He then took us upstairs to his home studio.  As we 
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Saiko Shihan Oyama (L) with children of longtime friend Rikio Arai 
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watched the film, he played various selections of music 
to give us an idea of what he wanted the score to be.  He 
was really passionate about it; almost like it was his 
movie.  The end result was fantastic. 
 

After we had a rough cut of the movie with the scoring, I 
wanted to show it to my daughter and son-in-law.  After 
they watched it, they said the narration by Rikio, the 
chief Uchi Deshi, was good, however it would have a 
stronger impact if it was the main character, Masa, who 
was doing the narration.  The reason I had Rikio doing 
the narration was because I loved the way Shawshank 
Redemption used narration.  In that movie, narration is 
done by Morgan Freeman’s character, who is friends 
with the main character, Andy.  In the end, I agreed with 
my son-in-law, which meant I had to rewrite some of the 
script and fly Mackenyu back out to Birmingham to the 
recording studio.  
 

In the end, my son-in-law was right.  The impact of hav-

ing the main character do the narration was totally 
different.  It had a strong and direct impact on the audi-
ence.  I realized then why movie professionals sent large 
bills for every piece of advice they gave.  Lucky for me, 
my son-in-law was family, so there was no charge! 
 

Besides sounds and music, editing is the other major 
part of post-production.  Before we started filming in 
2012, we found a guy in Hollywood who agreed to edit 
the film.  He had produced various commercials for Mi-
crosoft and other international companies.  He was a 
nice guy and came out to Birmingham for part of the 
filming.  When we sent him all the raw footage for ed-
iting, his schedule was really busy.  So we waited… and 
waited… and waited…  When he finally sent us the first 
cut, it was a disaster!  He completely destroyed the sto-
ry.  He just formatted it like countless other dumb Holly-
wood movies.  I was really disappointed, but learned a 
lesson about how it’s possible to spend a lot of time and 
money and only end up with garbage. 
 

So we found another Hollywood editor who had done a 
lot of work with HBO.  I explained to her how I wanted 
the movie to go and we made a lot of progress.  For a 
couple things, though, we disagreed.  One of the scenes 
she wanted to cut was the locker room scene where the 
doctor examines Masa after he gets kicked in the groin.  I 
said that scene had to stay.  It was something that often 
happened at tournaments and was important to have in 
there.  Scott was caught in the middle, looking back and 
forth at us as we argued like someone watching a tennis 
match. 
 

The other scene she wanted to cut was the locker room 
scene at the end where Rikio makes Masa say that he 
likes Cynthia.  “No way we can cut that!” I said.  “This is a 
very important time when Rikio is reaching out to Masa 
to build him up and help him see a new world.  We ar-
gued back and forth, but I didn’t back down. 
 

We started filming in 2012 and finally had the movie fin-
ished right at the end of 2015.  Even though I was the 
director, I had a lot of help from a lot of different people.  
I learned from them and realized how important friend-
ships and connections are.  Without my friends, family 
and students, there was no way I could have done this.  I 
deeply appreciate all of the support everyone gave me 
along the way.  As with everyone else, I also doubted 
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former 49er’s defensive lineman Junior Bryant  
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Where can 

I see 

“Take A 

Chance” ?  

myself.  But I felt that if I didn’t make this movie, nobody 
would.  The desire to contribute something valuable and 
inspiring to future Karate generations pushed me over 
the various obstacles and walls I hit.  The voice in my 
head that would whisper, “You tried, but it didn’t work… 

it’s OK.  You can stop, you did your best…” was overpow-
ered by the desire to create something that would moti-
vate students to train harder and make others decide to 
start their training journey.  My hope now is to get this 
movie into the theatres! 

Hollywood Red Carpet Premiere 

Filming crew for Take A Chance 

Check out our website www.worldoyama.com for the lat-
est news, essays and technique tips! 

http://www.worldoyama.com/

