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Learn How to Hit the Mat

erie Gotay admits that judo is
difficult for American spectators to
understand: “For one thing, all the
referee calls are in Japanese.” But a few
years ago the scoring, at least, was
simpliﬁcd. [t used to be expressed in
Japanese fractions: koka, yuko, waza-an,
ippon. Now the scores are in Arabic
numerals. “People can look up at the
scoreboard and see 10 to 100 and figure
out who's ahead.”

Gotay competes this weekend at the
2004 Senior National Judo
Championships. She has just returned
home to Temecula with a silver medal

from the British
LOCAL | Gavion
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Championships.
Her win, in the
57 kg category,
came at the
expense of a Norwegian, two French
women, and a German; she lost in the final
match to a Belgian.

A native San Diegan, Gotay is the
daughter of Gerald Lafon, head coach at
Judo America in Mira Mesa. On the
afternoon of her return to the States, Lafon
thought his daughter might show up at
evening practice. Gotay sat it out. "My
body’s a little bit beat up. I'm not injured,
but — I needed to take that night off and
spend some time with my kids.”

The mother of two, Gotay 1s 30,
which she characterizes as “up there” for a
competitor. The senior division is for age
14 and older; beyond that, it’s divided by
weight, not age. Most of them will be in
their 20s, says assistant tournament
director Walter Dean of Carlsbad.

“My original goal was to fight just at
the national [tournament],” Gotay says,
sounding sleepy on this morning after her
return flight. “I went there just to see:f I
could get a couple of fights before [this
weekend|. I didn’t expect to go that far
there. Fve only been training for three
months. This has made me reassess
everything, After I see what happens at the
national, I'll decide if I want to go all the
way with this.”

She means Athens, with a stop first in
San Jose, where the Olympic trials in judo
are being held. Because of her win in
Britain, Gotay, who is a 1992 Olympian, is
virtually assured an invitation to those
trials on June 5.

Other than the Japanese, what other
nationalities do well in this sport? “Japan
used to take every division, gold medal. In
Japan all the high schools have teams; all
the universities do, too. Children at four
have to choose to take either judo or
kendo, the sword fighting.” (Age four is, as
it happens, when Gotay herself took up the
sport.) “But people are catching up to
them. France, Germany, Portugal, Korea,

China. The medals are scattered
everywhere now.” And the United States?
How do we measure up, without a national
program or even much awareness of the
sport? “We’re at the bottom. Yeah, we're
terrible.” |

In addition to the seniors, masters will
compete this weekend as well. That division
is for age 30 and older; unlike the senior
division, it’s divided by both age and weight.

There is also a kata category.
Assistant tournament director Dean
explains: “That’s prearranged movements.
[t’s the pure judo. All the moves are done
in a formal sequence. It’s almost like
choreography.” It sounds like figure -
skating. “Yes, as opposed to speed skating,
which is brute strength.”

Who opts for kata? “Some people say,
‘Hey, I'm getting too old for this bashing
and crashing,” and they wind up going into
kata,” says Dean, who estimates that about
20 percent of the 800 to 900 competitors at
this weekend’s event will be in kata.

Four other locals besides Gotay will
be in the regular senior competition, called
shiai. They are all men: Josh Ramirez (60
kg); Justin Flores (66 kg); Justin’s brother,
Jake (81 kg); and Charles Graves (90 kg).
That works out to a 20-80 percent female-
male ratio, which is what it is nationally,
says Dean. Although both boys and girls
compete as juniors, many more girls than
boys drop out at puberty, when sweat
seems a minus in the style points column.
Girls may also not be as keen on contact
sports as their male counterparts, although
judo is more forgiving than other martial
arts, Dean claims. |

“Unlike karate or tae kwon do, judo
has no punches and kicks,” he says. “You
don’t have anybody getting busted noses.
In judo, there are throws, where we throw
a person to the mat, and so you learn how
to fall. Part of it is learning how to hit the -
mat a certain way so that you're not
injured. I have had doctors calling me, ‘We
had one of your students in here who went
over the handlebars of his bike. He should
have had a broken neck. All he did was
bruise his hand. And he said something

about doing a break fall. Break fall — what
is that?’ ”

| — Jeanne Schinto

2004 USA Senior National Judo
Championships

Friday and Saturday, April 30 and
May 1

10:00 a.m. to completion

Jenny Craig Pavilion

University of San Diego

5998 Alcala Park

San Diego

$10; or $18 for two days
760-944-9486 or 618-743-1907 or
www.sdisc.com
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Angel and Valerie Gotay
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