Watertown sensei honored for 50 years of teaching karate
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When Anthony Mirakian began teaching karate in Watertown, he couldn’t have guessed he would still be teaching here 50 years later.

He had recently returned from serving in the Air Force in Okinawa — an archipelago in southern Japan — where he studied Meibukan Gojo-ryu Karate with masters Seikichi Toguchi, Riuritsu Arakaki and Meitoku Yagi.

Mirakian extended his tour of duty several times so that he could remain in Okinawa and continue his studies.

“When I start training in my first dojo, the workout was six-days-a-week workout of 4 1/2 to five hours,” Mirakian, now 76, recently recalled. “The calisthenics alone was an hour and a half, very intensive.” 

Mirakian was born in Cuba to Armenian parents in 1933 and came to the United States during the Korean War. As a teenager, he had dreamed of being a pilot, so he joined the Air Force soon after getting his Green Card. He volunteered to serve in Okinawa because he had heard that it was the ancient home of karate.

Despite the rigorous training in Okinawa’s hot, humid climate, Mirakian embraced the challenges. He left Okinawa with a third-degree black belt.

After returning to the United States, he settled in Watertown, where he married and fathered one daughter. From 1966 to 1995, he worked at Raytheon. For many years, his wife, Helen, was executive secretary to the director of the Watertown Arsenal. She died Aug. 17 of last year.

Mirakian first taught karate at the Armenian American Social Club on Bigelow Avenue from 1960 to 1967. After five years in another storefront on Mt. Auburn Street, he moved a block to his current dojo in 1972.

In 1990, Grand Master Meitoku Yagi promoted Mirakian to a ninth-degree black belt, the only one in the Meibukan Goju-ryu style outside Okinawa.

“It has been an endless quest,” he said. “Wasn’t easy, but I took one day at a time, one week at a time, one month at a time. And then 50 years went by.”

Recently, Mirakian celebrated his anniversary with a special visitor from Taiwan, Master Liu Chang, who taught classes in the Feeding Crane style, which is similar to the Meibukan Gojo-ryu that Mirakian teaches.

The visit drew students from throughout the area to Mirakian’s dojo, and the sign outside advertising “50 Years of Excellence” has drawn in well-wishers from throughout the community who congratulate Mirakian on his achievement.

In five decades of teaching, he said he’s worked with about 50,000 students. Some came for only a few lessons, but several have stayed for a lifetime.

Anthony Santoro, 61, of Watertown, has been studying with Mirakian since 1966. He credits Mirakian’s focus on the philosophy of karate over its physicality as a major influence on the man he’s become.

“The sensei’s whole focus is on the betterment of the individual,” Santoro said. “It’s not about fighting; it’s not about beating people up or anything like that. It’s not even close, because that’s not the way he was taught. It’s all about personal improvement as a result of hard work and hard training.”

Mirakian said karate as practiced in the West is too often about fighting or showing off or winning trophies, and the true values of the martial art are often forgotten.

He said the great Okinawan masters teach that the highest level of self-defense “is to handle any serious situation with a superior mental attitude so there will not be any physical confrontation.”
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