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It’s 1993. You’ve just seen an advertisement in Black Belt for a competition called 
the Ultimate Fighting Championship, scheduled to take place in Denver on Novem-
ber 12. It promises to pit one martial art against another in an eight-man tourna-
ment. You sign up for the pay-per-view show and can’t wait to watch.

As the fighting unfolds, one martial artist, a man named Royce Gracie, defeats 
three bigger martial artists using an art called Gracie jiu-jitsu. You’ve never heard 
of it, but that’s OK — you’re used to keeping an open mind when it comes to what 
works and what doesn’t. The style revolves around ground fighting, a skill set you’ve 
never really investigated. Gracie defeats three opponents in a single evening and 
goes home with $50,000.

The following week, you decide to investigate ground fighting a little more. You don’t 
know any Gracie jiu-jitsu practitioners, so you set up a sparring session with a judo 
brown belt. You know he’s on the sadistic side of the spectrum, but you’re not out to 
make a new friend. You’re out to test your skills.

As you unleash your first kick, the judoka takes you down and maneuvers you into a 
juji gatame armbar. Because you’re unfamiliar with the concept of tapping before the 
pain begins, your arm breaks.

Is this your new normal? Hardly.
No matter how horribly you feel on the way to the hospital, you realize that you won’t 

be forced to fight with just one arm forever. Broken limbs heal. People recover. In eight 
weeks, your arm will be back in service, likely good as new.

Does the outcome of the match mean that any grappler will be able to neutralize 
your decades of striking? Maybe — if you do nothing to put this experience, this bump 
in the road, to good use. But you’ve never been a do-nothing guy. You’re a seeker of 
knowledge and self-improvement.

That’s when you vow that your new normal will not be defined by the present. You’ll 
continue to dedicate time to your current art, maintaining your kicking, punching and 
blocking skills. In addition, you’ll devote training time to the grappling arts so you 
never find yourself in this predicament again. You’re certain you’ll be better than you 
ever were.

By now, you surely see the parallels between this story and the coronavirus. 
Reporters and writers around the world are taking turns playing the fearmonger, telling 
us that what we’re experiencing now, with all its hardships, is the new normal. I say it’s 
far too early to jump to such conclusions.

Martial artists are among the most adaptable human beings on earth. When 
governments temporarily shutter their schools, they flock to Zoom for online education. 
When social distancing makes competitions impossible to hold, they organize virtual 
tournaments. When commonsense precautions mean graduation ceremonies can’t be 
held for now, they initiate online promotions with contactless belt drop-offs.

Recently we’ve begun to witness more of this adaptability. As soon as instruction 
resumed in some locales, teachers began conducting socially distanced classes that 
revolved around kata practice or long weapons training. Here and there, we started 
seeing grapplers roll while wearing masks. The UFC even resumed holding shows.

Anyone who thinks COVID-19 will defeat the desire people have to learn self-
defense, the enjoyment they derive from watching martial arts competition and the 
health benefits they gain from working out has another thing coming. Everyone we’ve 
spoken with is chomping at the bit to get back to class, and we have no doubt that 
they’ll find a way to return to the dojo while upping the safety factor as the situation 
warrants. Like the U.S. Marines, we will improvise, adapt and overcome. 

— Robert W. Young,
Editor-in-Chief
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MARTIAL ARTS NEWS YOU CAN USE. READ IT - KNOW IT - LIVE IT

eruyuki Okazaki was a bully. That may not be 
the most flattering way to remember one of the 
principal leaders of karate in the West, a student 
of Gichin Funakoshi and a protégé of Masatoshi 

Nakayama — not to mention one of the art’s most incredible 
technicians and talented teachers — but he admitted to the 
bullying himself.

Okazaki sensei told the story — as was often the case 
when he became excited or particularly involved in one 
— while slipping sometimes into the Hakata accent of his 
childhood in Fukuoka. So the word “sensei” came out like 
“shenshei.” He said he received his shodan from Funakoshi 
in the late 1950s, after failing the test a couple of times. It 
was not for lack of technique, he said, but because of his 
attitude. Most of the other students back then hailed from 
Tokyo. Okazaki said they looked on his “always ready for a 
fight” kind of assertiveness and “stubborn” mentality as a sort 
of two-fisted cowboy roughness. It didn’t go over well with 
the big-city sophisticates or with the gentlemanly Funakoshi.

It was not long after Okazaki received the rank that 
Funakoshi saw him shoving a junior student, jerking the 
student into the correct position and giving him a hard leg 
sweep to be sure all was proper. It was egregious enough 
that the normally placid Funakoshi revoked Okazaki’s rank.

How long the revocation lasted Okazaki didn’t say; it was 
long enough to have affected him. He changed his behavior 
dramatically, he recalled. So he became less aggressive? 
He smiled while answering. “Well,” he said, “I became less 
obviously aggressive.”

Okazaki was, along with Hidetaka Nakayama, the central 
figure in the establishment of the Japan Karate Association 
in the United States, and his presence cast a shadow over 
Japanese budo here that’s impossible to overemphasize. 
Originally sent to Philadelphia to open a branch dojo in 
1961, he was supposed to stay in the United States for six 
months. He spent the rest of his life here, building a dojo and 
an entire organization — the International Shotokan Karate 
Federation — that in many ways define the essence of JKA-
style karate.

Okazaki worked with Masatoshi Nakayama to create 
the famous JKA instructor training program, a demanding 

Martial Arts Community Bids Farewell to

TERUYUKI OKAZAKI
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His students were loyal in a way that transcended the 
teacher-student relationship and that was far more personal.

three-year apprenticeship that produced virtually the entire 
corps of the karate instructors who introduced the JKA to the 
rest of the world. He traveled constantly, worldwide, giving 
seminars. Literally thousands of karateka credit him with 
having changed their lives. His students were loyal in a way 
that transcended the teacher-student relationship and that 
was far more personal. Thousands of others were touched 
by his teaching and his insights.

Open the pages of any book on JKA karate, especially 
those from the 1960s, and you’ll see Okazaki demonstrating, 
his kicks like those of a fearsome ballerina, his posture 
faultless, rendering a stunning combination of complete 
relaxation and the flawless transmission of power that 
commanded respect and admiration. His own book The 
Textbook of Modern Karate, still in print, is a masterpiece of 
scientific analysis.

Okazaki carried himself without any of the rigid formality 
of so many other karateka. He was always like the calm, 
imperturbable center of a great storm, almost always with a 
slight smile on his face, which looked as if it had been carved 
from one of those ancient cedar trees that grow high on the 
mountains of his native Kyushu.

He had that smile when he sat down to spend an afternoon 
with someone he’d just met, someone who, because of odd 
circumstances, had been asked to keep Okazaki company 
for some hours. That someone began the conversation 
by asking a question he often posed to budo luminaries: 

“Sensei, what is it you work on in your training?”
“You don’t ask a sensei that kind of question,” he said. And 

the mood instantly changed.
For a moment, just a moment, that lovely smiled 

disappeared. And there was a look, one with a distinct chill 
about it, and one could see that indeed, Okazaki just might 
have, as he said, been able to make that inner hardness 
less obvious. But it was there. And his host who’d posed the 
question had the sudden feeling that this might be a very 
long afternoon.

“You are a sensei, yes,” the host said, trying to sound 
calmer than he was and switching to Japanese. “But you are 
not my sensei.”

A clock ticked loudly. The sound of a buzzing fly could be 
heard. And then that smile returned — much bigger. “You’re 
right,” Okazaki said with a laugh. And the hours passed like 
minutes while this remarkable man talked about his training 
and his past, his experiences in karate that have, in so many 
ways, made the art what it is today.

That episode revealed so much about the character of this 
teacher, one who never took himself too seriously but one 
who took himself seriously enough that he naturally carried 
an air of dignity and self-respect that will forever remain an 
inspiration for all who knew him. 

Teruyuki Okazaki died in the spring of 2020, in the 88th 
year of his life.

— Dave Lowry

Teruyuki Okazaki (right) 
with Masatoshi Nakayama.
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a  OPEN FRONT WEIGHTED VEST & 
b  WEIGHTED VEST

The first step to improving yourself through 
training is to start training. After that, it’s just 
about making progress.

But what happens when you stop 
progressing? Hitting a plateau can be 
frustrating to be sure, but sometimes the 
answer is pretty simple: Make the workout 
harder — bit by bit. The easiest way to do 
that is by adding weight. Throw on a weighted 
vest to level up any exercise without having to 
create a whole new program.

Leveling up your workout is as easy as 
putting on a weighted vest and fastening it 
with a couple of clicks. Simple enough, right? 
Well it is, but there’s one more step.

After you’ve figured that out, all you need 
is the right fit. Front open or side closure? 
The answer depends on how much space 
you need. Go with the Open Front Weighted 
Vest for a snug fit across the top of the chest 
without restricting the center. Go with the 
Weighted Vest with side closure for a tight fit 
throughout.

There! That wasn’t so hard. The front-open 
model weighs 10 pounds, while the standard 
model is available in 22 pounds or 26 pounds.

c  LEATHER DOUBLE BAG
Stick and move. That’s what they say, any-
way. Float. Sting. Fight with speed and style. 
That’s all well and good, but first you need to 
train, and training requires equipment. The 
better the equipment, the better the training. 
The optimal equipment for mobility and reac-
tion speed is the classic double-end leather 
bag. Keep up with it; keep up with your oppo-
nent. You know. Stick and move.

All products can be found at 
centurymartialarts.com.

c

a

b
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I n	practically	every	physical	
pursuit	that	has	the	potential	to	

leave	your	muscles	feeling	sore	
after	a	good	workout,	people	are	
talking	about	CBD.	The	initialism	
stands	for	cannabidiol,	a	
substance	that	many	regard	as	a	
miracle	worker.	Problem	is,	you	
need	to	be	selective	when	it	comes	
to	sourcing	your	CBD	because	
some	unscrupulous	sellers	are	
passing	along	subpar	versions.
Buying	from	Hit	Balm	will	enable	

you	to	avoid	that	problem.	The	
company	uses	pure	plant	extract	and	
follows	“harm-free”	practices.	It’s	made	
in	California,	which	means	it’s	processed	
according	to	the	highest	standards.	On	top	of	all	
that,	it’s	organic.
The	next	time	you	find	yourself	in	need	of	pain	relief,	

visit	hitbalm.com	for	a	free	sample.	Or	use	code	BLACKBELT30	
to	get	30	percent	off	your	entire	order.
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DOJO LISTINGS

Juneau Karate Academy 
8800 Glacier Hwy. #106
Juneau, AK  99801
(907) 723-7314
sensei@juneaukarate.com

Alaska

Connecticut

New England Rendokan
1845 Silas Deane Highway
Rocky Hill, CT  06067
(860) 628-1022
Info@ner1.net

Kombative Academy
of Traditional Martial Arts
Savannah Mall, 1st Floor
14045 Abercorn St., Suite 1512
Savannah, GA  31419
(912) 459-8693
katmadefense@gmail.com

of
Traditional Martial Arts

Georgia

Allen Park Martial Arts Center
7318 Park Ave.
Allen Park, MI  48101
(313) 928-5288
masterkevin@
  allenparkmartialartscenter.com

Michigan

New Jersey

Westampton Martial Arts 
897 Rancocas Rd. 
Westampton, NJ  08060
(609) 760-4734
westamptonmartialarts@gmail.com

Tennessee

Fugate�s Martial Arts Center 
108 W. Ogee St.
Tullahoma, TN  37388
(931) 454-9060 
fugatesmac@earthlink.net

Ohio

TRADITION MEETS MODERN FUNCTI
O

N

Impact Martial Arts 
408 W. Market St.
Canal Fulton, OH  44614
(330) 268-9345
ben.baroni@yahoo.com

Lear’s Martial Arts 
208 North Main St. 
Delphos, OH  45805
(419) 692-7717
slear89@yahoo.com

2368 Shawnee Rd. 
Lima, OH  45805
(419) 692-7717
slear89@yahoo.com

Pennsylvania

Karma Karate 
3626 Winding Way
Newtown Square, PA  19073
(610) 356-5112
info@karmakarate.com

California

Golden Tiger Karate 
9501 Flushing Quail
Bakersfeild, CA  93312
(661) 345-4371
goldentigerkarate@yahoo.com

Kuk Sool Won - 
Rohnert Park Martial Arts 
311 Professional Center Drive
Rohert Park, CA  94928
(707) 494-1151
Kuksoolwonrp@yahoo.com

Red Dragon Championship 
Martial Arts 
1603 Garnet Ave.
San Diego, CA  92109
(858) 263-4212
reddragonpb@live.com

Blain Cort’s Total Self-Defense 
2955 McMurry Drive
Anderson, CA  96007
blaincort@gmail.com

Florida

All American Martial Arts & 
Krav Maga Academy
4255 US Highway 1 South, Suite 4
St. Augustine, FL  32086
(904) 797-2262 
lessons@
   staugustinetaekwondo.com

GET EXPOSURE to 
thousands of potential 

students by being featured 
in Black Belt magazine. 
Limited memberships 

available, so ACT NOW!

REGISTERED MARTIAL 
ARTIST MEMBERSHIP 

BENEFITS INCLUDE:

• 8 copies of each issue of 
Black Belt magazine for retail 

in your school
• Retail countertop display
• Official “Registered Martial 

Artist” metal membership card
• Name, lineage and bio on 
the new BlackBeltMag.com

• Your school will be included 
in Black Belt’s Dojo Listings

• Special product and 
tournament discounts

$289 
VALUE

ONLY 
$199!

BECOME A
BLACK BELT

DISTRIBUTOR!

To register or get more info, go to 

BlackBeltMag.com/distributor. 

Aikido of Bristol County 
985 Monmouth St.
New Bedford, MA  02745
(508) 542-9437
hatch121@aol.com

1 Chace Rd., #9
East Freetown, MA  02717
(508) 542-9437
Tenshindojo1@gmail.com

North American Kyokushin
Karate Association
70C Bananno Ct.
Methuen, MA  01844
(978) 683-4287 
oyama24@live.com

Massachusetts

Borges Martial Arts
122 West St.
Winchendon, MA  01440
(978) 612-6272
Borgesmartialarts@gmail.com
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Lozo Karate
6395 Spalding Drive, Suite C 
Peachtree Corners, GA  30092
(404) 333-8808
info@goranlozo.com
lozokarate.com
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Hee-Il Cho (right)

On a New Bruce 
Lee Documentary 
by ESPN
Jon Gutierrez: I appreciated the 
sharing of his private & personal 
life. Ex: His actual funeral leading to 

seeing his face in his casket. That’s 
private & something I’ve never seen. 
I am honored to see my childhood 
hero’s final service w/his family, 
movie stars & public in attendance. 
My eyes were swimming.

Aaron Rumsey: And about how 
Bruce had his back injury and over-
came that. Little mentioned of his 

martial arts background but more 
focus on his culture barriers he broke 
and film career.

Paul Ling: It was good and beauti-
fully made but no new footage or 
new information was revealed for 
the diehard fan. He was heavily 
influenced by J. Krishnamurti and 
also Taoism, etc. No real mention 
of his influences. He even studied 
philosophy at Seattle if I am not 
mistaken. Also it only briefly touch-
es on Yip Man and Game of Death. 
Maybe the time slot would not al-
low it, but those points could have 
been expanded.

James Winn: He overcame much in 
his life.

Ryan Groetken: It’s the best compi-
lation that I have seen yet.

Alfred Magnan: Didn’t care for
it much.

On a Live Class
We Hosted
BLACK BELT: Learn enshin karate’s 
sabaki method with living legend 
Kancho Joko Ninomiya and his sons.

Geordie Lavers-McBain: Enshin 
karate is a beautiful and very well 
thought out system. I have all the 
books and DVDs, but have not 
trained in it — yet.

Ricardo Reategui: It’s great to see 
the creator of your style teaching the 
techniques he created and improved. 
Osu!

Judd Reid: This is why I love martial 
arts so much ... thank you so much, 
Kancho. OSU

John C. Arnold: At his age he is still 
looking like a young fighter.

On a Comment Pertaining to a Photo
BLACK BELT: Interesting! In Korea, kung fu attracts far fewer kids than the 
Korean martial arts generally do.

John Hillier: I believe it’s due to the amount of taekwondo schools that 
proliferate the world. Like McDonald’s, just because it’s everywhere 
doesn’t mean it’s good for you. Choose what works for you, discard what 
doesn’t and continually improve your skill/martial art.

Tyrone Hicks: This also makes sense being the whole idea of the Korean 
arts was to foster a Korean identity due to 
encroachment by both China and Japan.

Tom Smith: Why is that interesting? Of 
course they’re going to do their national 
style. They have pride in their culture.

Jason Diedrich: There is, however, a sys-
tem called “Korean kung fu” — and yes, 
the Koreans call it “kung fu,” not “kwon 
bup.” It has been in Korea for several cen-
turies, and combines elements of North-
ern Praying Mantis and Long Fist, with 
Korean aesthetics.

16   BLACKBELTMAG.COM  §  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2020 

COMMUNITY



Ph
ot

o 
by

 R
ob

er
t W

. Y
ou

ng

Ph
ot

o 
by

 R
ic

k 
H

us
te

ad

On the 
Coronavirus
BLACK BELT: What’s one way the COVID 
lockdown has helped your martial 
arts practice?

Clive Turner: I finally signed up 
to petiki tirsia university, begin-
ner after 40 years again, it’s scary 
but great, learning under tuhon 
Jared Wihongi and grand tuhon 
Leo T. Gaje Jr., so great to see them 
included in your week of training 
videos thank you.

Rachel Honeyman: It took a global 
pandemic but my husband finally 
agreed to let me teach him BJJ! 
It’s been helping me to keep up my 
practice, and he’s really enjoying 
it too.

Rob Bowman: Doing streaming 
classes I’ve had to actually do every-
thing rather than delegate some of it 
to my brown belts and junior black 
belts. The extra repetition has been 
awesome. Plus, my wife just hap-
pened to buy a home spin bike the 
week of all the lockdowns so that’s 
been an extra few workouts every 
week.

Jay Zeballos: Different environment. 
Same goal. Working to improve, 
being of service to others, and main-
tain a positive mindset. I don’t need 
my uniform on to be training.

Steve Hodson: Have had some great 
live Zoom seminars and trained with 
people from all over the country that 
would not have happened. It was a 
big adjustment training alone at first 
though, haven’t really had to do that 
in many years.

Nick Moralez: With the quarantine 
I had a lot more time to practice my 
patterns, work on stretching more, 
meditating and building a makiwara 
board to work on forging my knuck-
les in my backyard.

Pat Kane: I made it a point to prac-
tice karate every single day at home. 
Dojo time is never guaranteed, now 
more than ever.

William Jackson: I’ve done more 
stance work and tai chi than I have in 
almost a decade.

Ray Jagtiani: Learning how to teach 
online!

Louise Power: I now find time every 
day to practice kata and basics

Douglas Adam Ferguson: Made me 
fall in love with it again. 

On Your
Bucket List
BLACK BELT: What’s at the top of 
your martial arts bucket list?

Tony Chalk: Return to Oki-
nawa to see my instructors, 
training partners and friends.

J.R.: Study hapkido in South 
Korea.

Hagbard Durden: Train in the 
original Shaolin Monastery.

Sensei- Chris Armstrong: 
Explore lots of dojos in Japan.

Sean Williams: 1. To train in 
Japan. 2. To be able to do a 
split (front and/or side). 3. To 
get a shodan in kyokushin, judo 
and daido juku/kudo (I heard 
even if I had a dan ranking in 
the other two, I’d still have to 
start from kyu) or uechi ryu.

On a Story We Posted
BLACK BELT: Go here to read “Lua: 
The Ancient Hawaiian Martial Art of 
Breaking and Dislocating.”

Prentice Martin Southwell: Be nice 
to him oar else.

Brian Allen: My wife hit me in the 
face with an oar once. I deserved it.

On a Shared Post Written by a 
Contributing Editor
Keith Vargo: Kurt Thomas passed away today. He was a truly great gymnast and star 
of one of the most unintentionally funny martial arts movies ever made, Gymkata.

Lee Deener: It had one extremely memorable scene that I loved. The crazy 
town chase scene. And I got to see one of my all-time favorite martial artists 
that I first saw in Force: Five — Richard Norton. Not the best martial arts film, 
but a good movie of the eighties.
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Osu! 
I occasionally greet 

people with, “Ehh, 

howzit?” Those 

people are my 

age or younger, 

people I know 

well and who 

have some 

conversance 

in Hawaiian 

pidgin.

BY DAVE 
LOWRY

that “osu” is a contraction of Ohayo 
gozaimasu (Good morning) and 
became a common greeting in
the Japanese navy in the early
20th century.

Supposedly inspiring tales of “what 
osu means” are popular in Western 
dojo. I once heard a Japanese karate 
instructor deliver to someone who 
asked an explanation of osu that was 
patently absurd. Later, I mentioned it 
to the instructor.

“Made the guy happy, didn’t it?” 
was the instructor’s response.

where they’ve applied for a job. “Ehh, 
howzit?” may not be the best way to 
say hello to any of them.

OSU IS A TERM familiar to most kara-
teka. The way it is often bellowed in 
some dojo makes me want to spell it 
“OSSSSU!”

The term gets plenty of usage. It 
can mean “yes,” “I understand” or 
“Hoorah.” It also can be a way to 
greet a dojo-mate.

There are several explanations 
of the term’s history. Most agree 

NOW, SUPPOSE someone, par-
ticularly someone for whom 
English is not a native lan-
guage, hears me say, “Ehh, 

howzit?” to a friend and decides it is 
the way a reasonably well-educated, 
upper-middle-class person greets oth-
ers. After all, they heard me say it, and 
I make my living using words. There-
fore, it must be correct.

So they see their minister at the 
grocery store, meet their girlfriend’s 
grandmother for the first time or are 
introduced to the boss of a company 
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As you know, budo is full of these 
stories — what the belt colors or 
pleats in a hakama symbolize, for 
example. These are myths, stories 
to supposedly explain or add some 
kind of meaning to conventions that 
usually evolved for totally different 
reasons than those given.

Prometheus did not steal a spark 
from Zeus to give man fire, although 
it’s a cool story. The black belt did 
not come about as the result of a 
white belt becoming discolored by 
the sweat and dirt of hard training. 

Both are myths meant to explain 
things that now exist.

The problem here is that as with 
ambitious stories about the “real” 
meaning of osu, the Japanese martial 
arts are still somewhat mysterious 
with respect to their origins and lore, 
which means these tales are taken 
seriously. Worse, because people 
don’t know the actual basis for much 
of what they do in the dojo, they cre-
ate these explanations.

HOW THE GREETING of osu became 
a catch-all expression in some dojo 
remains a mystery. The word is used 
by others in unrelated segments 
of Japanese society: Sushi chefs 
sometimes use it while conversing 
with their peers. Young men who 
are tough or wish to be thought so 
employ it. In this sense, osu is a 
rough equivalent to “Yo!” or “Dude!” 
Women do not say osu in conver-
sational Japanese — although that 
language is changing rapidly, and 
it may soon become common for 
females to use it.

A clue to the appearance of osu in 
karate dojo has to do with the fact 
that many of the shotokan teach-
ers of the 20th century graduated 
from Takushoku University. While 
it’s a fine institution, Takushoku 
has a reputation for being a jock 
school. Athletics have always been 
a big part of the scene there. So 
you can see why young men at the 
school, engaged in sports, would 
use slang like osu. You also can 
see why graduates who went on to 
form the core of the Japan Karate 
Association would continue to use 
it in their dojo. (The same can be 
said for other karate and budo dojo 
where a majority of the graduates 
have come from schools with simi-
lar athletic emphasis.)

Note that in using the pidgin 
greeting “Howzit?” I’m also signal-
ing to the person that we share 
some common experiences. It’s a 
way of establishing our relation-
ship, a reminder of the camaraderie 
we have. It is not all that different 
from the conversation between 
those who, upon meeting, find they 
graduated from the same school 
and use phrases that were com-
mon at that school. If you were 

introduced to a fellow graduate 
of Temple University, it wouldn’t 
make much sense to shout, “Roll 
Tide!” Such expressions are limited 
to context.

Note, too, that in many dojo, say-
ing osu will result in either ridicule 
or a sharp rebuke. Since the word 
also can refer to the male of an ani-
mal, shouting a spirited “Osu!” may 
result in someone shouting back at 
you, “Mesu!” which means a female.  
That’s a not-so-subtle clue that you 
shouldn’t continue using the expres-
sion in that dojo.

In other places, you’ll be harshly 
corrected. In those dojo, osu is con-
sidered crude or silly. Again, it’s 
about context. While it’s exactly the 
response a Marine recruit might 
make to his drill sergeant, if the con-
ductor of the Boston Symphony told 
the third-chair violin to play a bit 
more fortissimo, the violinist prob-
ably would not scream, “Sir, yes, sir!”

NONE OF THIS is meant to suggest 
that you’re wrong if you use osu 
every evening in your dojo. If you’re 
using it among those who share a 
background in your art or organiza-
tion, it’s a way to generate an ener-
getic spirit within the group. Rather, 
I’m merely suggesting that you keep 
two points in mind about osu.

First, don’t think that you’re say-
ing anything with a deep or hidden 
meaning. You could just as easily be 
yelling, “Right back at ya!”

Second, and more important, know 
that the circumstances in which you 
might use osu are limited. You won’t 
impress native Japanese speakers 
by dropping a hearty “Osu!” into 
ordinary conversations. And you 
shouldn’t misinterpret an osu spoken 
by a Japanese karate teacher within 
a specific context as proof that the 
word is legitimate and appropriate to 
use in a wider range of interactions 
with others.

Understand?
OSSSSU! 

Dave Lowry has written Karate Way 
since 1986. For more information 
about his articles and books, visit 
blackbeltmag.com and type his name 
into the search box.

In many dojo, saying 
osu will result in 

either ridicule or a 
sharp rebuke.
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W ELL, THE TIME HAS 
COME, Okamura 
informs us, for the 
“Hard Master” to have 

his say. Okamura figures that if a 
whippersnapper like Lew can dazzle 
Black Belt’s readers with eight 
things they presumably didn’t know 
about him, he can certainly do the 
same. Actually, Okamura bets there 
are nine things you didn’t know 
about him. So brace yourselves, 
gentle readers. The road gets bumpy 
from here. Ph
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9 Things 
You Didn’t 
Know 
About 
Gerald 
Okamura 
As the more astute among you will 
recall, Black Belt ran a piece in its 
December 2018/January 2019 issue 
titled “8 Things You Didn’t Know About 
James Lew” right after he won an Emmy 
for Outstanding Stunt Coordination in 
a Drama Series for Netflix’s Luke Cage. 
Within the article, Lew’s longtime kung 
fu buddy and perennial Hollywood bad 
guy Gerald Okamura chimed in with 
a little good-natured trash talking. At 
least, we hope it was good-natured — 
either way, readers loved it.

BY JASON McNEIL

Cynthia Rothrock

KUNG FU COWBOY: Although he 
has more than 91 film and televi-
sion credits to his name, having 
appeared in everything from the 
original Kung Fu series (1972) to 
Blade (1998) to G.I. Joe: The Rise 
of Cobra (2009), Okamura’s most 
iconic role — the one he gets rec-
ognized for most often — is as the 
pistol-packing Wing Kong tong 
hatchet man in 1986’s Big Trouble in 
Little China. The choice of a pair of 
gold-plated six-shooters was a bit of 
a surprise, even for him.

“I went into the audition with all 
these crazy, exotic kung fu weapons 
— I’m kind of known for that — and 
then I get the call that I got the job,” 
he recalls. “So when I show up, they 
go, ‘Here’s your weapons,’ and hand 
me a couple of gold cowboy guns. I 
was shocked!”

As it turns out, the pair of six-
shooters was one of two holdovers 
from the original Big Trouble script, 
which was written as a “kung fu 
Western” with a cowboy named Jack 
Burton embarking on a quest to 
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“Too many martial 
artists are close-

minded about their 
training, and that 

limits the way they 
think. San soo opens 
the mind and helps 

you see all the 
opportunities 
around you.”

retrieve his stolen horse in San Fran-
cisco’s Chinatown in the 1860s.

Bonus factoid: The other holdover? 
“Cowboy” Jack Burton’s horse was 
named Pork Chop — which is why his 
stolen truck was named “The Pork 
Chop Express.”

SPEAKING OF EXOTIC WEAPONS: 
Okamura designs and makes his own 
weapons, including his unique take 
on Chinese hooked swords, Japanese 
fighting chains concealed in otherwise 
innocent-looking necklaces, double 
daggers hidden in the back of a belt 
— the list goes on. “I stay up nights 
thinking of these things,” he says.

He credits his training in kung 
fu san soo with having sparked his 
creativity when it comes to weap-
onry. “In san soo, you can use almost 
anything as a weapon,” he says. 
“Too many martial artists are close-
minded about their training, and that 
limits the way they think. San soo 
opens the mind and helps you see all 
the opportunities around you.”

SPEAKING OF REALLY EXOTIC WEAP-
ONS: Perhaps Okamura’s “most 
unique” invention was called — wait for 
it — the two-pronged death dealer con-
cealed in an empty tampon container.

“Ah, yes,” he recalls. “I was work-
ing with a guy who was looking to 
develop new tools for women’s self-
defense. We liked the two spikes in 
the tampon container, but the lawyer 
had, shall we say, mixed feelings 
about it. So the idea was nixed.”

HE USED TO FIGHT IN CHURCH: 
Although primarily known as a san 
soo master, Okamura got his martial 
start at age 12, learning judo from 
one Kawasaki sensei who taught at 
a local church in his hometown of 
Hilo, Hawaii.

“Aikido was also taught in the 
church, but only certain students 
were invited to participate — so we 
would sneak in and watch,” he says. 
“You have to remember this was the 
1950s, and martial arts training was 
much more secretive back then.”

HE USED TO FIGHT IN LOTS OF 
PLACES: In addition to judo, Okamura 
also studied kendo at his local YMCA. 
Later, he was an enthusiastic student 

SURE, JAMES LEW MIGHT HAVE WON 
AN EMMY, BUT … Okamura is and for-
ever will be the only actor in the his-
tory of cinema ever to co-star on the 
big screen with both Robert Duvall 
(The Killer Elite, 1975) and Marilyn 
Chambers (Angel of H.E.A.T., 1983). 
Okamura concedes, however, that 
his good friend James Lew has 
outdone him in one non-Emmy 
category, and that is “number of 
appearances in a commercial wear-
ing a pink tutu.” When it comes to 
pink tutu wearing, the score remains 
Lew 1, Okamura 0.

ALL OVER THE INTERNET AND ALL 
OVER THE WORLD: Gerald Okamura 
“sticker sightings” have gone viral, as 
the cool kids like to say. Somewhere, 
somehow, someone got the idea of 
printing Okamura’s unique visage 
on stickers, plastering them on land-
marks around the world and then 
posting pictures of their handiwork 
on social media. It’s taken on a weird 
life of its own and has successfully 
straddled the gulf between creative 
vandalism and pop art.

“It’s very flattering and a little 
strange,” he says. “I never in a million 
years thought I’d see my face plas-
tered on the Champs-Elysees!”

Don’t believe it? Hop online and 
search for “Okamura sticker sight-
ings” and prepare to be wowed. And 
while you’re there, check out geraldo
kamura.com for the latest and great-
est on the man, the myth, the legend 
… and the stickers. 

of taekwondo during his three-year 
stint in the U.S. Army. After finishing 
his tour and moving to the mainland 
in 1962, he found his “martial home” 
at Jimmy H. Woo’s san soo school in 
El Monte, California.

YOU READ THAT RIGHT — GERALD 
OKAMURA IS A VETERAN: “I was 
stationed outside of Seoul, South 
Korea, as part of a military advisory 
group,” he recalls. “A lot of U.S. ser-
vicemen learned Korean martial arts 
during their stays over there — most 
famously Chuck Norris.

“I was there a few years before 
Chuck, though, so we didn’t actually 
cross paths until I worked with him 
on The Octagon in 1980.” (Thank you 
for your service, sifu!)

C’MON, VOGUE! Okamura is, quite 
probably, the only martial arts 
master/kung fu bad guy ever to be 
featured in a sexy fashion spread in 
Vogue magazine. Certainly, he’s the 
only member of the Wing Kong tong 
to roll in high fashion circles with 
top-tier supermodels. Why, with a 
single slice of his katana, Okamura 
could raise hakama hemlines on 
samurai all over the world!

“Actually, it wasn’t as glamorous as 
all that,” he says. “I just happened to 
be on the beach for something in my 
black gi, and they were doing a big 
shoot for Vogue down there at the 
same time. The photographer called 
me over and asked if I wouldn’t mind 
posing. How can you say no to that?”
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emies and sports schools, qualified 
candidates for the national san da 
team are few and far between. That 
leaves the Vietnamese athletes at a 
huge disadvantage when competing 
against the Chinese.

NEVERTHELESS, the team was very 
motivated. All the athletes seemed to 
have as their hero Vietnamese-Amer-
ican MMA and san da champion 
Cung Le. Occasionally, that drive 
leads the Vietnamese to win against 
the Chinese. A fighter I trained with 
at Dragon MMA, Mr. Tuan, was a 
former san da stylist renowned for 
having defeated the Chinese cham-
pion in an event called San Da Wang, 
or San Da King.

For all his success in the ring, Tuan 
represented the downside of profes-
sional sports. He had no education 
or job skills. And after retiring from 
high-level competition, he was more 
or less unemployed. He remained 
officially on the team, drawing a Ph
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Hanging in Hanoi With 
the San Da Team, Part 3
Many of the older members of the Vietnam national san da team in Hanoi said 
they went to China for training, but I learned that the juniors remained in 
Vietnam. Another interesting point was that the juniors didn’t fight that often.

BY ANTONIO GRACEFFO, PH.D.

China, members said they competed 
a maximum of four times a year. 
In contrast, the American method 
revolves around viewing competition 
as part of training. Within months 
of beginning wrestling, you’re com-
peting. Win or lose, you accumulate 
experience and, it is hoped, improve.

Unfortunately, though, because of 
a lack of a highly developed feeder 
system composed of wushu acad-

JUNIORS SPEND ALL THEIR 
TIME in Vietnam training, 
not really fighting,” Jerry 
Nguyen said. “If they have to 

fight, it’s like a test.”
This was similar to what I’d seen in 

China, where the approach is to have 
an athlete train for years to refine his 
skills before competing. Then, when 
he finally fights, he should win. On 
the wrestling team I trained with in 
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small income and fighting occasion-
ally to maintain his eligibility. But 
by that time, he was in his late 20s 
or early 30s, and his athleticism had 
started to diminish. Recently, I heard 
that he’d managed to land a job in 
bank security. I hope it’s fruitful for 
him. 

THE TRAINING at the national san 
da center in Hanoi was similar to 
what I did in China. The warm-up 
consisted of a brief run around the 
training hall, followed by some 
stretching. Afterward, we lined up 
in ranks, and when the coach blew 
a whistle, we crossed the training 
hall while doing combinations of 
punches and kicks.

After a number of 
iterations, we did simi-
lar drills in pairs with 
one partner moving 
backward and the other 
forward. One person 
had to throw a prede-
termined combination, 
and the other had to 
catch it, first with pads 
and later with bare 
hands. The drill was 
then repeated with roles 
reversed.

One thing I observed 
that the Vietnamese had in common 
with Chinese san da fighters was the 
side kick. Both nationalities were 
able to unleash powerful kicks that 
were fast and accurate.

After these drills, we paired off for 
pad work. Because Vu Van Trung, the 
Ph.D. candidate I knew from Shang-
hai University of Sport, told a local 
sifu named Trinh Kin Dao that I was 
a wrestler, Trinh asked if I wouldn’t 
mind practicing takedowns with his 
boys, wearing them out while teach-
ing them something new. That was 
the most fun I’d had in a long time, 
going one round each with all eight 
martial artists.

Throughout the entire session, 
the team was incredibly nice. We 
laughed a lot, and they clearly 
enjoyed the novelty of training with 
a foreigner, something that probably 
didn’t happen very often. Sadly, I’d 
forgotten all my Vietnamese and 
couldn’t communicate with them, but 
they all wanted to make friends.

tures in my martial arts odyssey. If 
it sounds like something you’d like 
to do — once the COVID-19 situa-
tion subsides — you should know 
that a training trip to Vietnam is 
within reach of most people. Flights 
from the United States cost about 
$1,000 and a one-month visa about 
$45. You can stay in a guesthouse 
for $15 to $20 a night. You can eat 
three meals for $10 to $15. And if 
you have a training budget of $300, 
chances are you won’t be able to 
spend it all in a month. 

That means for about $2,500, you 
can arrange a train-cation in Viet-
nam for a month. Because most of 
that cost will be your plane ticket, 
you probably could lengthen it to two 
months for $3,500.

And Vietnam need not be your des-
tination. There are scores of similarly 
priced countries where you can train 
on a shoestring. I challenge you to go 
out, once normal air travel resumes, 
and find your own adventure. The 
choices you make and the places you 
visit will compose the chapters in 
your life story. 

Antonio Graceffo’s book 
Warrior Odyssey is available
at shop.blackbeltmag.com.

ON THE SECOND DAY of training, Trinh 
asked me to teach the team some 
MMA ground fighting. Asia is see-
ing a movement toward professional 
MMA. In many countries like China, 
pro MMA pays several times what 
san da and kickboxing do. And in all 
those countries, it seems that san da 
fighters are converted to MMA.

That comes as no surprise to me 
because I’ve long believed that san 
da is the missing piece of the MMA 
puzzle. Kicking is long range, punch-
ing is short range and grappling is 
close range. The advantage offered 
by san da lies in the transitions. It’s 
arguably the only martial art that 
already includes transitions between 

striking and throwing. 
Even better, san da 
fighters are masters 
of catching kicks and 
following up with take-
downs. For that reason, 
I believe that the future 
of san da is bright — in 
Vietnam, in China and 
everywhere else.

MY TIME with the Viet-
nam national san da 
team proved one of the 
most wonderful adven-
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Weapon 
Ambidexterity: 
Vikings, 
Bushwhackers 
and Necessity
In the realm of empty-hand combat, 
true ambidexterity is a rare bird. 
Marvelous Marvin Hagler took great 
pains to develop facility as both an 
orthodox fighter and a southpaw, but 
we could easily see where he stacked 
his chips when the heat was high.

BY MARK HATMAKER

“Practice even at the things 
which you despair of accomplish-
ing. For even the left hand, which is 
ineffectual for all other things for 
want of practice, holds the bridle 
more vigorously than the right 
hand; for it has been practiced in 
this.”

The emperor is referring to 
building up qualities we despair 
of attaining, but his example does 
indeed show the way. Brushing 
our teeth with our off-hand, feed-
ing ourselves with our off-hand, 
tying our shoes with the roles of 

itself. With actual training time at a 
premium, do we want so-so returns or 
better-than-average returns?

By no means is this an argument 
against empty-hand ambidexterity. 
Rather, it’s a matter of time utility and, 
well, a jaded eye toward reality.

IF WE ARE TO MAKE the empty-
hand attempt, it might be wise 
to attack ambidexterity in the 
non-training realm, as well. 
Consider the wise words of 
Marcus Aurelius as recorded in 
The Meditations Book XII:

SEEKING AMBIDEXTERITY 
is a worthy goal — but 
one that has “opportunity 
costs.” That is, the time we 

must put into developing the off-
hand (or off-foot for kicking or off-
side for grappling) means less time 
can be invested in moving the com-
petency needle closer to mastery on 
our good side.

We should always make that cost-
to-benefit analysis in our training 
because there are only so many hours 
in the day and precious few hours 
per week we can dedicate to training 
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our hands reversed and so on can 
make progress toward bringing the 
neglected hand online. However, 
specificity of task being specificity of 
task, this is no guarantee that a facile 
off-hand tooth-scrubbing will turn 
into a lightning-fast off-hand jab.

Not to worry, though. Ambidexter-
ity in the empty-hand 
game may be of little 
value in the long run. 
Most street encoun-
ters are of such short 
duration that equal 
facility between left 
and right does not 
pay dividends. How-
ever, a bit of ambi-
dexterity may play a 
part in the realm of 
weaponry.

Whenever weap-
ons are involved, the 
stakes are higher. 
Obviously, that stems 
from the fact that 
injury rates are higher 
and those injuries are 
generally more dire. 
All it takes is one of 
those injuries, even 
one that’s not so seri-
ous, to take our good 
hand out of the game.

Even here, oppor-
tunity costs must 
be considered. Our 
ambidexterity may 
not hit 100 percent, 
but rather than 
despair, we might 
shift our goal from 
being ambidextrous 
to being “shifty.”

In this context, 
shifty does not refer to being unscru-
pulous in character. It refers to hav-
ing just enough facility with our 
off-hand to ensure that it, although 
it may not be an ace in the hole, is at 
least a face card.

LET’S TALK VIKINGS for a moment. 
In the sagas — which admittedly 
are legend, but in many cases, that 
legend is steeped in actuality — we 
occasionally come across references 
to warriors being “cunning.” In those 
old tales, cunning does not hold 
the same meaning as does our cur-

rent incarnation of the word, which 
is akin to wickedly ingenious. In 
the minds of the Vikings, cunning 
referred to the ability to switch hands 
with a weapon. For example, a man 
would be described as cunning if he 
could wield a sword or battle ax well 
with either hand.

In the sagas, we 
occasionally find 
this trait referred to 
as being shifty‚ or 
having the ability to 
shift hands in battle. 
The word gradually 
mutated to mean 
“resourceful, or full 
of maneuvers”; how 
it wound up with the 
disreputable mean-
ing we know today 
is another story. 
Suffice it to say that 
some folks consid-
ered it not quite fair 
play to swap hands 
with a weapon. (That 
sounds like sour 
grapes to me.)

There are numer-
ous references in the 
sagas to cunning 
and shifty fighters. 
Feats of sword and 
ax juggling dem-
onstrated in leisure 
hours seemed to be 
a part of gaining the 
ability to fight with 
either hand.

There are also 
numerous mentions 
of warriors losing 
limbs in battle. Then 
and now, being able 

to shift would be a necessity after 
seeing one’s good hand lying in the 
mud in the midst of combat.

NUMEROUS OTHER WARRIOR cultures 
placed a premium on two-handed 
facility, but let’s shine a spotlight on 
just one more of them. The Bush-
whackers of Missouri during the 
Civil War era were viewed as gue-
rillas by some, as heroes by others 
and as violent villains by many on 
both sides. But what everyone likely 
would agree on was their fierce 
fighting ability.

One aspect of this ability was 
going into battle with more than a 
few pistols strapped to their bodies. 
A minimum of two were carried, 
and in some cases as many as five. 
The Bushwhackers were known for 
the ability to fire quickly and well 
from horseback, a none-too-easy 
feat even when a battle isn’t rag-
ing. Many possessed the ability to 
fire with both hands alternately. To 
keep us in the corral of being shifty‚ 
let’s break down their method for 
becoming skilled at the Border 
Shift. They would:

1. Draw both pistols, holding the 
reins with their teeth or off-hand.

2. Fire and empty the pistol that’s in 
their good hand.

3. Throw it in the air, letting it exe-
cute a backward somersault.

4. Immediately toss the pistol that’s 
in the off-hand to the good hand.

5. Catch the somersaulting firearm 
with the off-hand.

6. Fire the shifted weapon using the 
good hand.

It may be hard to believe, but 
accounts claim this was accom-
plished so quickly that an observer 
couldn’t hear any interruption in the 
frequency of fire coming from the two 
pistols. (For the record‚ I’ve practiced 
the Border Shift for three months, 
and while I’m no Bushwhacker, I can 
say it’s mighty satisfying when it 
comes off right.)

TO BRING THIS MUSING back to the 
present, I would counsel you to 
consider why the Vikings and the 
Bushwhackers thought this endeavor 
of such importance to warrant an 
investment in training time. Then 
and now, we must always remember 
that whenever weapons are in play, 
there’s a high probability of suffer-
ing a debilitating injury. As such, it 
might be wise to devote a bit of your 
training time to becoming shifty.

Even if you never make yourself 
wholly ambidextrous, you at least can 
weight the game in your favor using 
the weapons that you carry or that 
you think might be nearby should a 
fight break out. 

Mark Hatmaker’s website is
extremeselfprotection.com.
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9 Ways You 
Can Follow in 
the Footsteps 
of the Special 
Forces! 
These tips were culled from the author’s 16 
years with the Special Forces and 11 years as 
a combatives instructor.
BY RANDY McELWEE 

THERE’S NO SUBSTITUTE
FOR TRAINING
Hordes of “masters” line up 
outside the gates of military 

bases, claiming to know the magi-
cal fighting system and ninja death 
touch that the Special Forces need. 
Their sales pitch usually goes some-
thing like this: “My techniques are 
so effective that anyone who knows 
them can defeat an enemy easily and 
with very little practice, no matter 
what shape he’s in.”

It’s a great story, but it’s not true. 
Long ago, the military discovered 
that the secret to combat effective-
ness is training. While there are some 
little jewels of knowledge that will 
help you triumph in combat, it all 
comes down to training — and mostly 
training in the basics. The difference 
between a good fighter and a begin-
ner is how well each one knows the 
basic strategies and executes the 
basic techniques.

DON’T NEGLECT REALISM IN TRAINING
How many times have you attended 
a self-defense course run by an 
instructor who brags: “In a real 
fight, I’d just do this and it would 
be all over. But we can’t practice it 
here because we’ll kill someone”? 
Next, he’ll probably explain that 
the move has to be done just right 
or it won’t work. That’s when you 
begin wondering, If I can’t work on 
it in training and I have to perform 
it just right to be effective, how do I 
prepare to use this deadly weapon 
in a life-or-death struggle?

That brings us to the second secret 
of the Special Forces: realistic train-
ing. It pertains as much to martial 
artists as it does to soldiers. Consider 
Gichin Funakoshi’s words of wisdom: 
“You must be deadly serious in train-
ing. Your opponent must always be 
present in your mind.”

You may begin your martial arts 
development by kicking and punch-

ing air, but sooner or later, you’ll have 
to hit something a little more solid. 
At the intermediate level, you’ll find 
that pounding pads and heavy bags 
builds your confidence, improves 
your power and increases your speed. 
To progress further, however, you’ll 
need to face something that wants to 
hit you back.

Your workouts also must include 
an element of fear management 
and adrenaline inoculation. Unless 
you train your body to deal with the 
effects of the adrenaline dump, you 
may be frozen in your tracks the first 
time you meet a true threat.

CONDITIONING IS CRITICAL
Too many martial arts masters talk 
about the importance of practicing 
their techniques and forms when 
they can’t see over their black belts 
to look at their toes or are unable to 
finish a two-minute sparring session 
without risking a heart attack. That 
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assault, the Special Forces forge 
ahead with 100-percent commit-
ment. They know that to succeed, 
they need to have trained until their 
movements are reflexive and instinc-
tive. That’s why teams undergo 
scenario training that teaches them 
how to respond instantly to virtually 
any attack.

In the dojo, you should develop 
techniques you can use for the most 
common situations that threaten 
you. Practice until you can execute 
them automatically and without 
hesitation.

Don’t count on being able to use 
preplanned responses, however. 
No attacker will act exactly as you 
expect. You have to think freely and 
adjust your technique if it doesn’t 
work the way it did the last time you 
tried it. Also remember that during 
the heat of battle, you may not exe-
cute your move correctly. Therefore, 
it’s best to avoid techniques that are 
too complicated or that rely on fine-
motor skills. Remember Murphy’s 
Eighth Law of Combat: “No plan ever 
survives first contact.”

NEVER GIVE AWAY ALL YOUR SECRETS
In modern warfare, the need to keep 
secrets is called “operational secu-
rity.” It involves preventing people 
who aren’t directly involved in the 
mission from learning your tactics, 
techniques and procedures. Its goal 
is to reduce the chance of informa-
tion falling into the wrong hands 
and being used against you and 
your team.

Throughout the history of the mar-
tial arts, masters have had the same 
idea. They have held back some of 
their key secrets — called hiden in 
Japanese — so potential enemies 
would not be able to use them 
against the good guys.

As a martial artist, you should be 
selective in whom you train and 
the level of techniques you pass 
on. Today’s ally may be tomorrow’s 
enemy. 

Randy McElwee is a master ser-
geant in the U.S. Army. He holds a 
second-degree black belt in kama 
bushi kai karate and a first degree 
in shotokan karate, and trains in 
JKD and BJJ.

range to execute your own technique 
is the essence of mastering distance. 
Determining exactly when your 
enemy is vulnerable to a specific 
attack and moving in to finish the 
confrontation is the essence of mas-
tering timing.

USE GUERRILLA WARFARE
Military forces are taught to attack 
where the enemy is weakest. They 
never limit themselves to one type 
of battle. More than 2,000 years ago, 
Sun Tzu wrote, “To take on oppo-
nents without being defeated is a 
matter of unorthodox and orthodox 
methods,” and “Your battleground 
is not to be made known, for when it 
is not known, the enemy must make 
many guard outposts.”

Bruce Lee was one of the first mar-
tial arts instructors in the West noted 
for teaching those concepts. He 
emphasized the importance of being 
skilled at striking, trapping, grap-
pling and weapons. Being a complete 
fighter, he said, prepares you for the 
unexpected because it enables you to 
function under any circumstances.

It’s important to never fight your 
opponent’s fight. If he’s a boxer, you 
should never stand toe-to-toe and 
trade punches. If he’s a grappler, you 
should not try to beat him at wrestling.

STRIKE VITAL AREAS
WITH FINISHING TECHNIQUES
To disable any fighting force, you 
must attack strategic locations. Many 
military conflicts are won by the 
overwhelming use of basic tactics 
against key targets. In this age of 
high-tech weapons and stealth fight-
ers, the military has rediscovered the 
value of well-placed shots, but the 
ugly business of ground engagement 
is still required to ensure victory.

When it comes to martial arts tech-
niques, it’s not how it looks but how it 
works that’s important. Flashy, com-
plicated moves are risky and ineffec-
tive in real combat, and they may be 
easily countered. As Bruce Lee said: 
“A fight is not static, nor is it bound 
by rules and traditions. A fight in its 
most basic form is ugly.”

EXECUTE WITH SPEED, SURPRISE
AND VIOLENCE OF ACTION
When it comes time to begin the 

leads to the third secret of the Special 
Forces: conditioning.

Tony Blauer loves to tell his stu-
dents, “You can’t fake endurance.” It’s 
a principle he shares with the military. 
The only way to be ready to fight is to 
be in shape to fight. When a martial 
artist says, “I don’t run for condition-
ing because I plan to stay and fight,” 
it can be translated as, “I’m not willing 
to do what it takes to get in shape.” 
Likewise, those who claim they don’t 
lift weights because it will make them 
slow are merely making excuses for 
not having the ambition to learn how 
to use weight training to enhance 
their martial arts skills.

SMOOTH IS FAST
America is the land of 24-hour power, 
plastic money and fast food. It’s only 
natural that Americans want every-
thing delivered immediately. Martial 
artists are in a hurry to learn, and 
most of them are in a hurry to be fast.

The Special Forces acknowledge 
that speed is a devastating weapon in 
combat, but they also know that the 
best way to develop speed is to learn 
technique first. After you have the 
movements down, you can accelerate 
your execution of them. But do them 
smoothly above all else. In the words 
of Rorion Gracie, “Just relax and do 
your move.”

MAKE YOUR WEAPON AGREE
WITH THE RANGE
Just as you wouldn’t use a shotgun 
as a precision long-range weapon, 
you shouldn’t try to use your body’s 
natural weapons inside or outside 
their intended range. If you over-
extend your kicks and punches, 
you risk losing your balance. If you 
throw a strike at a target that’s too 
close, you risk getting jammed by 
your adversary. Using the right tool 
for the job is important — whether 
you’re Bob Villa or Bruce Lee.

The ability to close the distance, 
counterattack and evade at precisely 
the right moment is one of the most 
important differences between a 
skilled fighter and a beginner. Being 
able to close the gap as soon as an 
opening develops requires timing 
and the proper manipulation of dis-
tance. Moving slightly off the path 
of a strike or kick while remaining in 
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Film Fighting in Taiwan — a Full-
Contact Introduction! 
BY DR. CRAIG D. REID
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IN DECEMBER 1979, I found 
myself meeting with a film 
director named Ding Shan-xi. 
He had thick-rimmed glasses, 

combed-back hair and a stature that 
commanded respect. We were at an 
abandoned American military base 
in Taipei for my first audition for a 
kung fu film.

Ding introduced me to Yang, who 
asked me to show him some kung fu 
that he’d never seen. Minutes later, 
Yang said in Chinese, “American 
Bruce Lee.” I didn’t know if it was a 
compliment or a dismissal.

Looking back, it must have been 
positive because my first fight-

choreography lesson came next. Back 
then, films and fights were shot with 
one camera, so Yang needed to know 
how fast I could learn new skills and 
how many techniques I could execute 
before messing up. After an hour of 
bone-on-bone practice, I demonstrated 
that I consistently could run through 
10 techniques without error. Passed.

The last test: Could I sell a hit? I 
was told that somebody named Lady 
Wu would kick my neck, at which 
point I was supposed to do a half flip 
and land on my back — on asphalt. I’d 
never done that!

Someone shouted, “Action!” Crack. 
She kicked me hard. I flipped and 

could immediately feel the tiny 
stones in the asphalt piercing my 
back. They created an intense “rock 
in shoe” discomfort — and suddenly 
the sky looked different. Standing 
up … holy mother of crap, the world 
was crooked! No, actually my neck 
was crooked, dislocated. I could 
barely move.

There was no apology. Yang 
grabbed my neck, and I heard a snap! 
Stunned, I found that my neck was 
back in place and I could move. Yang 
nodded and said, “Again!”

I protected my neck with a subtle 
shoulder raise — right before the next 
crack! Wu seemed to hurt her foot.
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“Again!”
Bop! This time, neither of us was 

hurt. Yang grinned like the Cheshire 
Cat. Apparently, he approved.

WHEN I’D ARRIVED in Taiwan five 
months earlier, it was during martial 
law, which ensued when America 
broke ties with Taiwan. I was arrested 
at the airport and charged with drug 
smuggling (I’d packed a supply of 
pills for treating my cystic fibrosis) 
and weapons dealing (I carried a pair 
of wooden tonfa), and I was threat-
ened with the death penalty. The mil-
itary was upset at America for break-
ing off relations, and because I was 
an American, I became a scapegoat. 
When I was released, I was warned to 
keep a low profile.

Naturally, I proceeded to accept a 
role in Flying Tigers and the Kung 
Fu Kids (1980), starring Taiwan’s 
kung fu screen queen Ling Chia. 
Ding cast me as Harry, a Flying 
Tigers pilot who is shot down over 
China, captured by the Japanese 
and rescued by 12 children. Uh 
oh! The producer was a three-star 
general, and because it was a war 
movie, hundreds of extras were real 

I’d move to the left and jab him in 
the face. He’d drop his rifle and grab 
me, after which I’d throw him at No. 2 
before side-kicking No. 1 in the face. 
Easy enough, right?

We did two slow runs through the 
sequence, then three more at a faster 
pace. Each time, I had to avoid the 
bayonet strikes for real. Ding’s final 
instructions were bizarre: “Punch, 
kick, block like in real fight — they 
try hit you! You showed me your 
control, now do it with power on 
camera. Don’t worry about stunt-
men; you won’t hit them. They fall 
away last second. Remember, act like 
you been tortured, arm sliced, shot 
in knee.”

ACTION! After I barely avoided the 
bayonet, soldier No. 1 unleashed a 
kick that could have caved in my 
face. I felt glad my block was solid. 
I punched his helmet — and my 
knuckles split open. Blood gushed. In 
his exchange, No. 2 was faster than 
expected. Then No. 3 grabbed me 
hard, and I hurled him around my 
body. That led to No. 1 missing his 
mark and winding up unconscious. I 
flashed Ding a “What now?” look.

soldiers. The situation was less than 
reassuring, to say the least.

On the third day of the shoot, my 
neck still caused shoulder stiffness 
and a pain that radiated down my 
arms. Yet it was a result of my first 
fight scene ever, and I was psyched. 
After the kids rescued me, I was sur-
rounded by three Japanese soldiers 
who wanted to pincushion me with 
their bayonets.

I met choreographer Tsai, with his 
brick-face certainty, but he avoided 
shaking my hand. That went as well 
as eating wasps. When the camera 
rolled, I found myself facing the lens 
with soldier No. 1 on my right, soldier 
No. 2 on my left and soldier No. 3 
behind me. In one unedited shot, No. 
1 was supposed to stab toward my 
gut and I would step aside. He would 
then kick at my face, and I’d block 
it before decking him with a right 
cross. Next, No. 3 would bayonet-
swipe at my head, and I’d lean back 
and duck before punching him in 
the gut — at which point he would 
swipe at my face again, causing me 
to duck, hit him with two body shots 
and uncork a left cross. Finally, No. 2 
was supposed to poke at my face, and 
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After the kids rescued me, I was 
surrounded by three Japanese 

soldiers who wanted to pincushion 
me with their bayonets.

Manikarnika: The Queen of 
Jhansi
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He yelled, “Cut! Craig, good, but 
don’t look to camera. Again!”

As the stuntmen revived their 
fallen buddy, Tsai screamed bloody 
murder in my face. I couldn’t apolo-
gize enough. But we continued. My 
hand covered in blood, I hit No. 
1’s helmet so hard that it buckled, 
breaking his jaw. Stuntmen and 
real soldiers glared at me. For my 
own safety, Ding called it a night. I 
was collecting enemies faster than 
a cheetah on speed. I’d become 
the scarlet letter “A,” which stood 
for American, and making matters 
worse, I’d hurt someone.

Over the next few weeks, it was 
16-hour-a-day shoots with 30-minute 
breaks for watery rice adorned with 
chicken feet and pig ears. We had no 
drinking water, and the toilets were 
a patch of bushes and reeds where 
snakes and other critters lived. Yet 
my toughest challenge was avoiding 
the soldiers’ requests to “play kung 
fu” with them. In other words, they 
wanted to fight me for real.

FOR MY NEXT on-screen battle, assis-
tant choreographer Li was in charge. It 
was daytime, which meant 90-degree 
temperatures. I was dizzy from dehy-
dration. Three Japanese soldiers 
attacked me with bayonets. I worried 
because I was supposed to jump over 
low bayonet sweeps and do spin kicks 
while carrying a machine gun and a 
30-pound field radio.

Things proceeded at half speed. I 
asked if there was any cold water to 
drink. Nothing. I smelled raunchy 
because the costumes were never 
laundered — it was believed that 
doing so would make them look less 
authentic. Ding asked if I was ready. I 
wiped the salty sweat out of my burn-
ing eyes and nodded. The fire in the 
eyes of the soldiers showed that they 
were happy they’d been selected to 
fight me.

Action! Barely avoiding No. 1’s 
bayonet — I heard gasps from 
bystanders — I rifle-butted his head. 
Then No. 2 slashed at my knees but 
his bayonet was too high, causing 
me to jump higher than planned. 
Bam, inertia caused the radio to rise 
and crack the back of my skull. The 
blow left me off-balance, confused 
and spin-kicking out of control. 

No. 3 pulled his strikes, but I still 
staggered before finally sitting, the 
world a whirl. I grabbed the lump on 
the back of my head and found that 
it was bleeding badly. Mild concus-
sion, I feared.

When Ding asked if I was OK, I 
reportedly said, “Are the cows out 
of the barn yet, mum?” Ten minutes 
later, the prop guy strapped the radio 
to my back, and we tried again.

Action! Spin, pow, jump, spin kick, 
wham, metal-on-metal block, kapow! 
Ding yelled, “Cut!” then gave me a 
thumbs-up, which was infinitely better 
than being thumped down, I thought.

DAYS LATER, I found myself engag-
ing in an unscripted duel against 
the evil Yeoki in a barn, where only 
Ding, the cameraman, Tsai and I 
were present. Tsai had created a 
30-second fight sequence, and it 
was about to begin. After two slow 
dry runs, Tsai told Ding we were 
ready. Really?

Action! I blocked a kick but wham, 
I was sent reeling to the ground. I 
realized this was no barnyard square 
dance. It’s payback time, I thought. 
Tsai pulled me to my feet, threw me 
against a wall and whaled on my gut. 
I had been doing 1,000 sit-ups a day 
for five years, so it barely tickled.

Ding yelled, “Hao!” (Great!) He had 
no clue what was happening.

Tsai tried to tackle me, which 
caused me to switch on. I sent a 

descending elbow into his back. He 
let go, but for 20 seconds, it was pugi-
listic mayhem — a real fight. Ding 
finally realized what was happening, 
so he yelled, “Cut!”

We stopped. Both of us were on 
the ground. Tsai nodded, gave me 
a thumbs-up and forced a grin. 
Revenge exacted!

It was essential for Tsai to know 
that if I could dish it out — albeit acci-
dentally — I was also able to take it 
— albeit purposely. It was as if a cloud 
had lifted from the set. The stuntmen 
and soldiers lost their sneers, and I 
became part of the group.

Later, I was allowed to use my 
knowledge of kendo to help Tsai 
choreograph the final sword duel, in 
which a samurai sword was pitted 
against a Chinese broadsword. It 
was gratifying.

Fast-forward 20 years: I’m a fight-
directing apprentice with the Hong 
Kong action crew on Sammo Hung’s 
Martial Law series. Alan Lan, who 
was but a child actor in Flying 
Tigers, is Sammo’s stunt double. It’s 
a small world! He confesses that for 
19 years, he actually thought I was 
Bruce Willis. 

Dr. Craig D. Reid’s book The Ultimate 
Guide to Martial Arts Movies of 
the 1970s: 500+ Films Loaded With 
Action, Weapons and Warriors is 
available at shop.blackbeltmag.com.
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HARD WORK REQUIRES TOUGH 
GEAR, and a tough bag that can 
handle the wear and tear incurred 
from the rigors of hard work can 

make all the difference. The Tactical Trainer 
Backpack from Century Martial Arts may be 
just a backpack, but it’s tougher than any other 
backpack you’ll find. As a smart martial artist, 
you don’t need to waste your time or money 
acquiring a pack that will fall apart at the first 
sign of hard work like an intern making that first 
coffee run. In short, you need a well-made pack 
with useful features and components. Durable 
canvas, D-ring supports, 
reinforced handle — you get 
the idea.

Tactical Trainer Backpack 
& Tactical Gear Bag

You also need a gear bag that will 
handle tough work and make things a 
little easier — if not less challenging 
— when you need to haul equipment 
to your training area. Don’t settle. 
The Tactical Gear Bag, also from 
Century Martial Arts, is made of the 
same durable canvas as its compact 
counterpart, and the storage area is 
bolstered with flexible mesh subdividers 
— which means “tough” is taken care 
of. The easy part comes next: This gear 
bag comes with secondary support 
straps that allow it to quickly and easily 
convert into a rucksack. Pack the bag 
and get after it — no excuses!

Tactical Trainer Backpack and Tactical 
Gear Bag sold separately. 

For more information, contact 
a Century customer-service 
representative at (800) 626-2787 or 
visit CenturyMartialArts.com. 
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How 
Shannon Shannon 
LeeLee Is 
Keeping 
Bruce 
Lee’s 
Legacy 
Alive
BY PERRY WILLIAM KELLY



WW
hen you talk martial arts, the first thing 
that pops into anyone’s mind — anyone 
anywhere on the planet — is the name 
Bruce Lee. Action filmmakers still look 

to his movies for inspiration for their fight scenes. Mar-
tial arts instructors still evaluate what they teach lest 
their students get mired in a “classical mess.”

Many of us remember where we were and what we 
were doing when we first heard the news of his death. 
No doubt we all fervently hoped that the news was 
wrong. Even writing these words sparks memories, 
transporting me back to when I was 10 — watching Lee 
portray Kato in The Green Hornet, kicking and chop-
ping his way through all sorts of bad guys.

Although it’s been close to 50 years since he passed 
away, Lee still is and always will be the icon of the mar-
tial arts. That’s why we still celebrate his birthday on 
November 27 — this year would have been his 80th. To 
commemorate the occasion, Black Belt chatted with his 
daughter Shannon Lee about her efforts to ensure the 
world remembers her father.

The Daughter
Our story must begin with Shannon Lee herself. It 
starts in Los Angeles, where she was born on April 19, 

1969. It may seem to some that because she’s the daugh-
ter of a superstar, she’s always had the world at her 
fingertips. But such is not the case. In fact, it would be a 
mistake to think that young Shannon grew up with a set 
of silver “nunchucks” in her hand.

Shannon was born at a time when her father struggled 
to find even bit parts and to get work as a fight choreog-
rapher after his gig as Kato ended. During the next four 
years, while she grew up, Bruce’s fame did indeed shoot 
across the sky like a meteor — but then, in a tragic mo-
ment, it was all gone. The toddler was left fatherless. She 
headed back to Los Angeles with her mother and her 
brother Brandon, where they tried to build a normal life 
for themselves.

Her mother Linda Lee Cadwell, then a 28-year-old 
widow, had no way of knowing the longevity of her late 
husband’s fame. And as such, she sold the rights to his 
films for what would now be considered a minimal sum 
just so she could support her children. Later, Linda was 
forced to become a kindergarten teacher to continue 
paying the bills.

Shannon’s early passion was music, and she attended 
Tulane University in New Orleans, where she earned a 
Bachelor of Fine Arts in vocal performance. While she 
would go on to cut albums and perform internationally, 
Shannon, like her late brother Brandon, also developed “B
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ing conversations and other creative tactics, she negoti-
ated a buyback of the initial rights in 2008 and all the 
rights by 2011.

Shannon now heads Bruce Lee Enterprises, a company 
she founded in 2008. She also runs the Bruce Lee virtual 
museum and is the driving force behind several exhibits 
on her father’s life such as the ones at Seattle’s Wing 
Luke Museum and the Hong Kong Heritage Museum. In 
addition, she ensures that Bruce’s likeness is used only 
on appropriate merchandise that she hopes delivers “top-

notch entertainment with his 
pearls of wisdom.”

The Internet
As stated earlier, Shannon 
is tech-savvy enough to use 
Bruce’s thriving online pres-
ence to bring his philosophies 
to the world. One way she 
did this was in her TED talk, 
titled “What Bruce Lee Can 
Teach Us About Living Fully.” 
In the piece, she explained 
that her dad’s philosophy of 
life was self-actualization, 
or “how to be yourself in the 
best way possible.”

Shannon said: “He didn’t 
try to replicate someone but 
focused on [himself. He said,] 

a passion for acting. In fact, she combined both interests 
in her movie debut, singing the Mamas and the Papas 
song California Dreamin’ in the party scene in the 1993 
Jason Scott Lee movie Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story.

Like her father and brother, Shannon displayed a tal-
ent as a martial artist and actor that led her to roles in 
Hong Kong, where she starred in the 1998 fight flick 
Enter the Eagles, directed by Corey Yuen. Other roles 
would see her guest-starring with her father’s Enter the 
Dragon nemesis Sammo Hung on his TV series Martial 
Law. Shannon even served 
as host of WMAC Masters, a 
fantasy martial arts competi-
tion series that featured such 
big-name talent as Olympic 
taekwondo gold-medalist 
Herb Perez.

The Mission
Although she’s had success 
as a singer, actor and martial 
artist, Shannon’s focus for the 
past two decades has been 
on ensuring that the world 
remembers her father, his 
craft and life, and what she 
believes is his greatest legacy: 
his philosophy.

Shannon intuitively rec-
ognized that while her dad’s 
movies would remain time-
less, inevitably new action stars would 
grace the silver screen. And while jeet 
kune do would always grow, its reach 
would be limited to those who actually 
practiced it. However, Bruce’s philoso-
phies could, through modern technology, 
impact the lives of millions of martial 
artists, fans and ordinary people.

Her mission to bring her father’s 
philosophies to the world started as a 
grass-roots movement out of her house 
in 2000. Her first step was to help her 
mother modernize and better control 
some business deals surrounding Bruce 
Lee’s publishing rights, name and like-
ness. These agreements, some of which 
were entered into decades before, 
paid the Lee family only a nominal 
fee. Moreover, the family did not even 
have approval over how those rights 
were used. Even though she faced a 
corporate giant with unlimited re-
sources — picture Bruce against Ka-
reem Abdul-Jabbar in Game of Death 
— Shannon wasn’t about to give up 
without a fight. Knowing that she’d 
never win in a protracted battle of 
litigation, she used her father’s teach-
ings on the “art of fighting without 
fighting.” Employing dialogue, cajol-“B
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Like her father and 

brother, Shannon 

displayed a talent as a 

martial artist and actor 

that led her to roles in 

Hong Kong, where she 

starred in the 1998 fight 

flick Enter the Eagles.
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‘When I look around, I always learn something, and that is to always 
be yourself and to express yourself and have faith in yourself.’ Don’t 
go out and look for a successful personality and duplicate it, but start 
from the very root of your being, which is ‘How can I be me?’”

According to Linda, Bruce lived his philosophies all the time, both 
in private and in public, in front of the cameras and behind them. 
Shannon believes that because her father lived his truth, this “made 
him the force of nature that he was and still engages us today.”

She encapsulated the public’s continuing interest in Bruce this 
way: “While his image is frozen in time at age 32, which is the age 
he was when he passed away, his legacy is timeless. His message is 
relevant. In some ways, he was so ahead of his time that we are only 
now starting to catch up to where he was. What he was able to ac-
complish, in such a short amount of time, during a time in history 
when everything was stacked against him … it’s phenomenal. His 
philosophies are timeless.”

Another method Shannon employs to get Bruce’s message to the 
masses is podcasts. Key to the success of these chats is that they mix 
her dad’s wisdom with what’s relevant today.

A case in point is her recent podcast titled Quarantine Edition: 
What Would Bruce Lee Do? Shannon said that his words could be 
nourishing and uplifting as a “salve for the soul” for people who were 
struggling. Many asked how her father would have coped, to which 
she replied that Bruce had faced a similar situation when he was bed-
ridden after suffering a back injury while weight training in 1969.

She recounted to listeners that Bruce’s first step was to meditate 
and quiet his mind so it could adjust to what had happened. Next, he 
took time to rest, as he believed in the restorative powers of downtime 
and sleep. Then she noted that he developed that mindset by reading 
books on how to heal his back, as well as texts on self-help, spirituality 
and philosophy for emotional recovery and forward movement.

It was also during this time when Bruce was unable to train that 
he elected to put his ideas down on paper. He wrote his Commentar-
ies on the Martial Way, which later became Tao of Jeet Kune Do and 
Bruce Lee’s Fighting Method. Clearly, his efforts to improve himself 
during his setback can serve as guidance for all of us.

When picking a topic for a podcast, Shannon said she often reads 
through her father’s writings until a theme speaks to her. As well, she 
reflects on what’s happening in the world and tries to respond to con-
cerns expressed by listeners.

She recounted a particular fan story that impacted her. Once, she 
received a packet of letters from a youth-detention counselor in Cali-
fornia who had been struggling for a way to connect with the young 
men in his charge. The counselor shared her father’s quotes — anony-
mously — with them. When they learned that Bruce Lee was the 
source, they were blown away. Later, each wrote a letter to Shannon 
to express how her father’s work had motivated them to shift their 
perspectives on anger, work and life.

Another Bruce Lee Foundation initiative is its annual Camp Bruce 
Lee for children. Previously held in Los Angeles and Seattle, the 
event was scheduled for Philadelphia this year, where it was to take 
place in conjunction with the Asian Arts Initiative. But because of 
COVID-19, the 2020 event will happen online. Much like her father, 
Shannon manages to find opportunity in any setback. Spreading the 
camp out over a longer period will be an interesting experiment, she 
said. “If something like this works, it could be a great way to offer 
this program more widely [throughout the year].”

The Father
As mentioned, November 27, 2020, marks the 80th anniversary of 
Bruce Lee’s birth. Drawing on her father’s famous quote — “To hell 
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on the challenges that Bruce faced in Hollywood, as 
well as his place in America during the turbulent ’60s. 
Shannon provided narration throughout the film.

In Be Water, Shannon reads many personal letters 
her dad wrote to family and friends. They provide rare 
insight into his hopes, aspirations and struggles. In 
one telling contribution, she offers her opinion about 
the obstacles he faced while trying to break through 
the ceiling placed on Asian actors. “[I] didn’t think my 
father realized the behemoth that he was up against,” 
she said.

For those readers who aren’t familiar with the story, 
Bruce created a treatment for a TV series about a young 
Chinese kung fu master named Ah Sahm who comes 
to the Old West. Once in America, he uses his martial 
prowess to help workers fight exploitation by the Tongs. 
Reworked, the treatment became the Kung Fu TV series, 
starring David Carradine. Carradine played a half-
American, half-Chinese Shaolin monk while wearing 
makeup that’s known today as “yellow face.”

In one of the funnier parts of Be Water, a Warner Bros. 
executive tries to justify why they didn’t want to risk 
making a 13-episode TV series featuring Bruce Lee be-
cause of his accent. In discussing this, Shannon joked 
that her father “spoke on The Green Hornet [and] it 
wasn’t like people were [asking], ‘What is that guy say-
ing? I don’t understand him.’”

In an ironic twist of fate, a few short years later, the 
same studio risked millions to produce Bruce Lee’s 
breakout American film Enter the Dragon.

Fate, however, gave the daughter an opportunity to 
right the cinematic wrong against the father. Appropri-

ately, it came her way almost by accident.
One day, Shannon received a call from Fast 

& Furious director Justin Lin. He’d just heard 
the story of Bruce’s treatment and wondered 
if she knew what had happened to it. She said 
she’d just run across it while going through 

with circumstances, I create opportunities” — Shannon 
refuses to let COVID put a damper on the upcoming 
celebration. For her, the effort to honor her father’s mem-
ory and legacy only begins on November 27. In reality, 
it will continue all year.

Among the festivities planned by the Bruce Lee Foun-
dation: revamping exhibits at the Wing Luke Museum 
in Seattle and the Hong Kong Heritage Museum, creat-
ing new exhibits at the Chinese Historical Society of 
America in San Francisco and the Academy Museum 
of Motion Pictures in Los Angeles, hosting special live 
events, orchestrating social media happenings and re-
leasing limited-edition 80th-birthday pieces that will be 
available through their store at brucelee.com.

Shannon also plans to give the world a great big Bruce 
Lee birthday present. She’s publishing a book titled Be 
Water, My Friend: The Teachings of Bruce Lee. Available 
in October, it promises to become an instant collectible 
for martial artists and Bruce Lee fans. She noted, how-
ever, that it’s aimed at a wider audience because it can 
benefit people from all walks of life.

She said the book features stories about her father’s 
life, her life and how his philosophies influenced both 
lives. It breaks down the “be water” principle in an easy-
to-understand way. She said she hopes it will help read-
ers, be they martial artists or not, learn how to apply his 
philosophies every day.

The Doc
In June 2020, ESPN aired a new Bruce Lee documen-
tary titled Be Water, directed by Bao Nguyen. It touched 

◗ She is the mother of a beautiful daughter 
named Wren.
◗ In 2003 she released an album. She’s 
even given concerts in Hong Kong and 
America with renowned Cantonese singer 
Sam Hui.
◗ She studied jeet kune do with Richard 
Bustillo and Ted Wong, taekwondo with 
Dung Doa Lin and wushu with Eric Chen. 
She also studied kickboxing under Ben-
ny “The Jet” Urquidez.
◗ She co-starred with TV’s Incredible 
Hulk star Lou Ferrigno in Cage II.
◗ While she agrees with UFC President 
Dana White’s opinion that Bruce Lee may 
be the father of MMA, she believes that 
the philosophical aspects of JKD make it 
more than just a collection of arts. THEFLOWSYSTEM.TV
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The Awakening
As my time with Shannon drew to a close, our discussion 
took on a more serious tone, one that mirrored the cur-
rent state of the world. I mentioned that Be Water is one of 
the few films that contextualized the fact that her father’s 
career happened during the upheaval of the ’60s and the 
turbulence of the civil rights movement. I asked whether 
during these days of unrest, her father could have blended 
his fight for societal change with his peaceful message that 
“under the sky, under the heavens, there is but one family.”

“It’s so interesting to me that this documentary takes 
place in the ’60s and ’70s [but that it] is so reflective of 
where we are right now as a society,” she said. “One of the 
things that seem to be so broken in this country right now 
is our communication with one another and our care for 
one another as human beings. I think that the feelings 
and the outrage are appropriate given how broken down 
[things are].

“My father believed and all martial artists believe, 
once they reach a particular level in their training [and] 
in their studies, that violence is a last resort. It’s not a 
first resort. His message is, ‘I just want to be thought of 
as a human being.’” 

Perry William Kelly has a sixth-degree black belt in jiu-jitsu 
and is an instructor in four other martial arts. He’s the 
former national coordinator for use of force for the Cor-
rectional Service of Canada. In 2017 he was a karate gold 
medalist at the World Police and Fire Games, and in 2018 
he received the Joe Lewis Eternal Warrior Award. His web-
site is perrywkelly.com.

his possessions. After reviewing it, Lin asked her to be 
part of the creative team — specifically, executive pro-
ducer. The treatment was developed into a 10-part se-
ries called Warrior, which aired last year on Cinemax. 

“The treatment that my father wrote was written 
in more of a ’70s TV vernacular — much more like 
the Kung Fu TV series, like an adventure-of-the-
week setup,” she said. “There was a very loose over-
arching setup story, but each week, it was who is the 
bad guy [and] what were the lessons that were going 
to be learned. It’s just not the way people consume 
TV nowadays.

“We wanted to take the essence, and we were also 
working off a treatment, not a fully fledged work 
with every character and all of that. But the inter-
esting thing is that my father was very sensitive to 
that time period — that the Chinese Exclusion Act 
was happening, [that] the Tong Wars took place. All 
these things were the backdrop to what he was kind 
of hoping would have relevancy to Chinese culture 
in this country.

“So we took these notions and decided to focus on 
these different layers and relationships, the different 
conflicts happening at the time, and make it this awe-
some, high-octane action entertainment.”

Warrior recently was renewed for Season 2. “Ev-
erything is being amped up from Season 1,” she said. 
“The tensions are running much more high between 
the Irish labor workers and the Chinese workers — 
and the different Tong factions. Some great surprises 
[are planned]. It really starts to get more meaty in 
terms of the story, the conflicts and the tensions.”

She added that Warrior did more than right a 
wrong done to her father. It freed him from the pi-
geonholes people tried to put him in during his life. 
He was not “just” a martial artist; he was also an 
action star, a producer, a director and a fight chore-
ographer. And a creative writer.

“Martial artists certainly know the benefits 
of training in martial arts, [but] I really want 
people to know that there is so much benefit 
physically, socially, emotionally and spiritu-
ally — especially if you have a good martial 
arts teacher,” Shannon Lee said.

“I have been so moved and affected by the 
confidence and inner strength that it has giv-
en me to be able to navigate life. I often say 
it’s a phenomenal thing that my father, with a 
mind as sharp as his was, an intuitiveness, 
that he was a martial artist.

“Martial arts is a profound metaphor for the 
struggles we face in our own lives.”
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are closely tied to the culture of and the mental pro-
cesses taught in Buddhism. As such, a cursory study of 
Buddhism can give us insight directly into these spe-
cific arts and indirectly into the arts we practice.

 BEFORE WE BEGIN:  A familiar adage advises us to “Seek 
not to be like the men of old; instead, seek what they 
sought.” That’s what we must pursue if we want to break 
away from simply “staring at the finger and missing the 
moon.” In short, without a cursory understanding of 
Buddhism, we risk seeing only the surface of our arts — 
and thereby miss the substance of them.

SUFFERING Buddhism includes many commonly 
mentioned ideas and practices that 

are known to the general public, such as the Four Noble 
Truths, the notion of reincarnation, the Eightfold Path 

Life is chaos. 
How we deal with that chaos is the key to living life with-
out having life merely throw us about. Buddhist thinking 
holds that “Life is suffering.” It doesn’t say, “Life is ter-
rible” or “Life is unlivable.” It’s how we use martial arts 
to deal with the chaos, not so much with the combat, that 
makes life livable. It can even bring us happiness.

An examination of the philosophical side of Bud-
dhism, as opposed to the religious side, has a lot to offer 
people, martial artists in particular. That’s because 
more than a few arts, styles such as China’s Shaolin 
kung fu, Japan’s Shorinji kempo and Korea’s bulmudo, 

Shi Yan 
Ming, master 

of Shaolin 
kung fu.
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lingering and clinging to the past is a good way to miss 
out on the present. Excessive longing for the past leads 
to depression. Anger at past experiences creates a hos-
tile attitude that manifests in the present and affects 
the here and now. Allowing ourselves to find the pres-
ent moment and choose our actions carefully is being 
reborn; there’s no need to die first to be reincarnated.

 TAKE-AWAY:  The idea of looking back to the past to 
inform our present shows how practicing movements 
and studying the associated principles give us informa-
tion we can call on in the present when needed. How-
ever, being reborn in every moment allows us to let go 
of past victories and defeats lest they poison our minds 
through the creation of an inflated ego, which can 
result in underestimating an opponent. In a worst-case 
scenario, it can foster fear, which will defeat our minds 
before we even pick up our hands.

 TAKE-AWAY:  The only thing that exists in martial arts or 
in life is the present. In that moment, there is suffering 
and a chance to remove ourselves from suffering. There 
is an opportunity to be fully present — or to linger in 
the past or project ourselves into the future. Mike Tyson 
acknowledged the danger of this latter option when he 
said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the 
face.” Do you want to lose a fight quickly? Make plans 
about how it will go.

COMPASSION One of the most-talked-about parts 
of Buddhism, one that’s generally 

expressed as “Do no harm,” is compassion. However, 
we have martial arts that are descended from Buddhist 
temples and Buddhist thought, which would seem a 
paradox. How can one practice an art designed to harm 
others, sometimes grievously, in a Buddhist temple? 
The paradoxical nature of this is something the martial 
arts world tends to ignore.

While it’s true that Buddhist thought and the martial 
arts can coexist, it’s difficult to understand how. Com-
passion doesn’t merely mean doing no harm. Let’s look 
directly at the definition of the word:

A deep awareness of and sympathy for another’s suf-
fering; sharing the feelings of others (especially feelings 
of sorrow or anguish); the humane quality of understand-
ing the suffering of others and wanting to do something 
about it.

To understand how compassion and the martial arts 
are not mutually exclusive, we must endeavor to com-
prehend the idea of suffering and the desire to end it. It 
doesn’t always mean “do no harm” to show compassion 
for others. In fact, it does, at times, involve the opposite.

The idea of the Buddhist monk who can harmlessly 
disable an opponent with a touch pervades the mar-
tial arts world. While a pleasant idea, it has its prob-
lems. In the chaos of violent conflict, there are always 
far too many factors at play to rely on disabling 
without harming. Perhaps the opportunity to do little 
or no harm never arises. Maybe the opponent is too 
skilled, too tough or too fast. When we need to save 
ourselves from harm, where do we draw the line? Is it 

and so on. Here, we’ll examine the most common mis-
conceptions that afflict martial artists who have been 
exposed to Buddhist thought passively through their 
training. In this way, we can stop staring at the finger 
and instead turn our attention to the moon itself.

The first Noble Truth is “Life is suffering.” At first 
glance, Westerners likely will find this distasteful. How-
ever, it doesn’t mean that suffering or experiencing suf-
fering is a terrible thing in and of itself.

The Buddhist idea of impermanence is a vital part 
of this thought process. All things decay, and entropy 
always wins in the end. Since the very state of being 
alive is a process of growth that becomes decay as we 
age, as health problems begin and as death eventually 
comes, one can say that impermanence is a truth of 
existence. Even the stars eventually will expend their 
energy stores and burn out.

On a grand scale, this seems obvious and has little 
relevance to our daily lives. But we must remember that 
the teaching says that all things come to pass. We lose 
friends, jobs, loved ones and parents, and we eventu-
ally will age and die. It’s a simple fact of life. What the 
first Noble Truth tells us is that we need to make peace 
with this. We cannot fight against it because doing so 
is a recipe for misery. Ignoring this Noble Truth yields 
similar results. Taking charge of our lives begins with 
accepting this.

 TAKE-AWAY:  Understanding that suffering is part of life is 
one way to bolster ourselves during hard workouts in the 
dojo. Once we accept reality for what it is each moment, 
we can work to make better decisions in that moment.

REINCARNATION The notion of reincarnation 
is another element of Bud-

dhism that’s often viewed in a religious way. That can 
be shortsighted. In life, I’m fortunate to have had a close 
friend and student who was raised in a Buddhist house-
hold and who spent the first few years of his life with a 
Tibetan lama. As a child, he was smuggled out of Tibet 
and brought to North America to begin a new life. The 
conversation about reincarnation has been a recurring 
favorite for the two of us, and his interpretation helped 
me understand this philosophy.

Reincarnation, from a philosophical point of view, 
need not mean a person is born again as another being 
after death. Rather, it’s a concept about living in the 
present rather than projecting ourselves into the future 
or clinging to the past.

Each situation in life presents an opportunity to be 
“reborn.” It’s another opportunity to do our best and be 
the person we aspire to be — inside and outside the dojo. 
Think of people who move to a new city. Making a fresh 
start gives them a chance to be someone who’s better 
than they were. Note, however, that the adage “Wher-
ever you go, there you are” still applies.

It’s not necessary to physically move to have a fresh 
start. Every moment of the day is a chance to be born 
again and make better decisions than we may have 
made in the past. Using the past as a source of experi-
ence with which to make good choices is healthy, but 
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ent is not only a good idea for us but also a potentially 
lifesaving one.

REMEDY A stable, calm mind that knows how 
different situations affect it is better-pre-

pared to handle confrontation involving real enemies 
like fear and uncertainty. This steadfastness can be 
seen in the Four Noble Truths, as well. First, diagnose 
the problem of suffering and then steadfastly proclaim 
that there’s a way to end the suffering of the self. Know, 
too, that Buddhism also engages heavily in one’s ability 
to end suffering for others, and that’s a powerful act of 
compassion for the person in training. It’s here that the 
idea of compassion and the martial arts come together.

What is the most compassionate thing we can do to 
end a conflict? How can we be sure to save ourselves 
and others from a similar fate? Here, we see the truth 
of power and a way to wield it. Real power exists in 

more compassionate to cause damage to the opponent 
now so he doesn’t harm others in the future? How can 
we deal with having the power to make decisions such 
as these?

Power is the result of proper martial arts training, and 
that power comes in many forms. Physical power is the 
obvious one. It manifests in strength, speed and skill 
that can control others through violence.

 But the traditional martial arts also empower us men-
tally, emotionally and spiritually. This kind of power is 
what tempers our character through training and is a 
big part of why Buddhist ideas and philosophy are still 
a living part of traditional training.

 TAKE-AWAY:  The power to remain in the present changes 
our ability to deal with chaos and its fluid nature. In 
combat, clinging to the past, even a mere second ago, 
can result in mental and emotional changes that drasti-
cally impact our physical ability. Residing in the pres-
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Shaolin Temple in China.

48   BLACKBELTMAG.COM  §  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2020 



martial arts were born from in the first place. This can 
lead to misunderstandings that hamper training and 
impede us in life.

If the study of martial arts is undertaken out of con-
text, we rob it of much of its richness and instead retain 
only a group of “fist methods” designed to harm oth-
ers. In the end, that’s a small treasure compared to the 
benefit we can gain from looking below the surface to 
understand why those fist methods need to exist.

As one of my teachers stated, we must “be like a 
tornado on the outside and rest quiet and calm in the 
storm’s eye.” Without balance in both aspects, we lose 
the magic of the martial arts, a study of self that goes 
far beyond what can be seen on the surface. 

Neil Andrew Ripski has practiced the Chinese martial 
arts for more than 30 years. He holds lineage in both 
internal and external styles, including zuiquan (drunken 
fist), 18 lohan palm and xinyiliuhe.

both application and discretion, and there are times 
when either is the more appropriate choice for a 
given situation.

 TAKE-AWAY:  Viewing such thoughts and scenarios 
through the lens of Buddhism enables us to question 
the when and why of our abilities. Is there a time when 
we just cannot do no harm? Is there a time and place 
where the most compassionate thing to do is cause 
damage to another? We must ask ourselves these 
questions because we are the only ones who can pro-
vide the answers.

UNDERSTANDING Without examining the mar-
tial arts in this manner and 

engaging in this type of self-work, we are not only fail-
ing to take advantage of the full benefit of training in 
our art but also missing out on the cultural context the 
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A JKD Private 
Lesson With 
TIM TACKETT

Part 1
STORY BY
ROBERT W. YOUNG

PHOTOGRAPHY BY
THOMAS SANDERS





for the attack, but also to have the ability to time your 
counterattacks and place your weight perfectly for the 
most powerful and well-timed strikes.

“To do this, you have to practice a lot — until you can 
do it without thinking. You have to be able to measure 
that distance against any opponent, whether it’s Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar or Billy Barty. The fighting measure is dif-
ferent for each person, so you have to train to automati-
cally recognize it. You must be able to see somebody 
and basically determine your safe distance.

“Sometimes you might want to have a little more safe 
distance. For example, you see some JKD people who 
stand [with] their front hand a little bit low. If you’re 
going to do that, you need to be farther away so the per-
son can’t finger-slice you before you can move or block. 
For those who don’t know, the finger slice is an open-
hand technique that targets the eyes. When you do it 
and twist your rear foot, you gain the extra distance you 
need to make contact.”

Principle No. 2:
Use Economy of Motion
“JKD always stresses economy of motion. Another way 
to think of this is being direct and using the fact that 
the shortest distance to the target is a straight line. As 
Bruce Lee used to tell Bob Bremer, one of my teachers, 
‘Always take your closest shot.’ Wherever you are, the 
closest shot is the one that’s most efficient.

“You can learn a bit about this principle by discuss-
ing the cleanest, shortest attacks possible in any given 
situation with your classmates and instructors, but the 
only real way to understand economy of motion is to 
spar. This is crucial for all martial artists, not just JKD 
people, because it can give you an advantage in any 

 Tim Tackett 
used to be a schoolteacher, but he should have been a 
principal. Why? Because he knows all about principles — 
as in, the foundational principles of jeet kune do. You can 
sense that within minutes of starting an interview with 
him about Bruce Lee’s martial art. You can even sense it 
when you initiate a discussion about such an interview.

“Lots of articles are based on things like the five kicks 
of taekwondo,” he said while brainstorming. “JKD is 
different because it’s more principle-based. The kicks 
we do are similar to kicks everybody else does. It’s the 
principles that guide us in the study of Bruce’s art. Let’s 
do an interview about the principles.”

Your wish is my command, sir!

Principle No. 1:
Know the Fighting Measure
“The basic principle of jeet kune do is called the fighting 
measure. It’s the distance between you and your oppo-
nent. Unless he has a projectile weapon, to touch you, he 
will need to take a step forward with his lead leg. That 
gives you time to react to his attack. All this, of course, 
makes the fighting measure very important.

“To maintain the fighting measure, you must have 
as much mobility as possible, both for the ring and the 
street. You can think of the fighting measure as the 
optimum distance for attack and defense because, if you 
know what you’re doing, you can attack efficiently from 
there and you can defend effectively.

“Footwork gives you that ability. It can be a boring 
thing to practice, but it forms the foundation of every 
good fighter. It allows you not only to dodge and enter 

FIGHTING MEASURE: Tim Tackett (right) faces Jeremy Lynch at what he determines to be the safe distance (1). From there, 
the opponent cannot reach Tackett unless he moves forward (2).

1 2
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fight. The principles of jeet kune do are universal; Bruce 
just put them down in an organized way. Unfortunately, 
a lot of that has been lost because these days there’s so 
much focus on technique.”

Principle No. 3:
Train With Emotional Content
“In training, many people get into the habit of just 
punching at focus pads and heavy bags. What they 
should be doing is putting emotional content into it 
so it develops the skills needed in a fight. To prevail, 
you’ve got to let the beast loose. You have to turn on 
that attitude.

“Bruce used to say it was like a light switch. You turn 
it on and then turn it off — it goes off that fast. You have 

to practice this in a way that works for you. When I do 
it, I visualize something that really pisses me off — like 
Hitler’s face on that focus glove.

“It helps to imagine there’s an opponent in front of 
you. Attack the pads as if you’re defending your loved 
ones against that opponent. To maximize your versatil-
ity, don’t practice this way just against martial artists 
who use attacks from your own art. That happens way 
too often — it amounts to practicing against yourself. 
It’s fine until you run into a grappler and all your stand-
up isn’t working. You try to throw a jab, and he goes 
under it and takes you down.

“These days, it’s easier to find training partners who 
have skill in other arts. It was much worse back in the 
1960s. I had students who would go to tournaments 
where it was all karate versus karate. That can be limit-

Finger Slice
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would throw a hand strike, and they would block it. 
Then I would throw another hand. If they moved, I 
would do a hook kick, and so on. They worked on it all 
and got good.

“Then, on the second day, I told them to do what they 
had learned. When they tried, I did a leg obstruction 
and blew the whole thing away. (laughs) I said, ‘What 
you learned was good, but actually maybe it’s not.’ I was 
trying to teach them the concept that realistic training 
means being ready for anything.”

Principle No. 5:
Follow a Realistic
Training Progression
“I think it was Chris Kent who came up with the triangle 
as a symbol for this principle. Basically, you start at the 
bottom of the triangle with stance and footwork. Then 
in the second phase, you learn tool development. Let’s 
say it’s the lead-hand punch. You practice the punch, 
doing it on a focus glove. You learn three things: attack, 
counterattack and defense. How do you attack with the 

ing for anyone interested in realism. It was Ed Parker 
who opened it up to all the arts. Of course, we didn’t 
have much in the way of the grappling arts back then, 
but we do now. What the Gracies did was a good thing 
because it added a whole new element that we needed to 
know about.”

Principle No. 4:
Train Realistically
“When I was studying to be a teacher in the 1960s, I 
had to go through a number of education courses. They 
never taught me anything useful — except for a lesson 
I learned from a man named Neil Postman. He said 
everyone needs to have a built-in BS detector. This 
applies as much to martial arts as it does to education.

“In JKD, we always went out of our way to find out if 
what we thought would work actually did work. If it didn’t, 
why were we practicing it? You should do the same.

“I once gave a seminar in New York. I spent the first 
day teaching the progressive indirect attack and a 
bunch of other stuff. The students really got into it. I 

ADAPTING TO GRAPPLING: Tim Tackett (left) credits the Gracies with having brought attention to grappling, both its 
potential for offense and the need for defense against it.
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do it and how I can defend against it. Do I even have 
a defense against it? This is what it means to look at 
something in a realistic manner. 

“You want to look for openings and weaknesses. I 
used to train with a great grappler named Lloyd Ken-
nedy. He would say, ‘Look, I’m going to show you some 
things. If there’s anything that you can find a counter to 
or a weakness in, please let me know because I’d rather 
learn it here than on the street.’

“A big part of following a realistic progression is 
learning to take what’s offered. If your opponent is offer-
ing you something — and [no one] can attack [another 
person] without leaving an opening — you should take 
it. That’s the whole key to intercepting. Know that 
the body is always going to be open when somebody 
attacks you. He can’t extend a limb to touch you without 
leaving an opening. So you intercept it. That’s the mean-
ing of jeet kune do. 

Tim Tackett began training in the martial arts in 1962 
when he was stationed in Taipei, Taiwan, while in the 
U.S. Air Force. When he returned to California several 
years later, he opened a kung fu school. After seeing 
Bruce Lee in 1967 at Ed Parker’s Long Beach Interna-
tional Karate Championships, Tackett decided to take 
up jeet kune do. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to begin 
JKD training until after Lee’s Chinatown school had 
closed. To fill the void, in 1971 he joined the class Dan 
Inosanto was running in his backyard. Tackett contin-
ued to refine his skills with first-generation JKD student 
Bob Bremer. He was named Black Belt’s 2017 Instructor 
of the Year.

punch? How do you defend against the punch? How 
do you counterattack with the punch? The third part is 
focusing on tactics and strategy: when to use it and how 
to use it while sparring.

“So with one technique — in this case, the lead-hand 
punch — it might take a year to get through the training. 
Then you move on to the backfist, combinations and so 
on. What you should be dealing with is principles and 
training methods. It’s not techniques; any art can do 
techniques.

“The thing is, this requires patience. That’s why there 
are so few people who can do JKD well. But once you 
get it, it becomes really easy. But to get it, it’s really dif-
ficult. (laughs)

“Once you learn all the tactics and strategy, you have 
to start throwing things away. Think of a daily decrease 
instead of a daily increase. Your goal is to have a few 
things you can do very well.

“I’ve got all of Bruce’s notes from when I was part of 
the Bruce Lee Educational Foundation. When he would 
work out, it was 500 finger jabs, 500 hook kicks, 500 this 
and 500 that — not too many techniques, but he wanted 
to do those things well. That’s how you develop yourself.

“On the subject of throwing things away, some people 
wonder if you can throw away too much. Of course. If 
you leave yourself with just the finger jab, for instance, 
it probably won’t be enough for you to use in self-
defense all the time. If you’re Bruce, it might be, but who 
has that skill level?

“For most people, you have to cover your bases. Let’s 
say I want to learn something. The first thing I do is try 
to learn it. Then I learn what I’m leaving open when I 

ECONOMY OF MOTION: This JKD teaching pertains to efficiency, directness and shortest distances. It also means 
assembling combinations that ahere to the same guidelines.

When Tim Tackett mentioned in this interview that jeet kune 
do is about principles more than techniques, I asked if there 
is such a thing as a “JKD technique.”

“I don’t think there is one,” he said. “There is a straight 

lead punch, maybe — because it’s different from boxing. It’s 
more like the fencing thrust.

“And maybe there’s the leg obstruction. But other than 
those, a punch is a punch and a kick is a kick.”

In Jeet Kune Do, What Is a Technique?
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boxing gym as he is practicing traditional sword forms 
in a classical dojo or working on Chinese internal-
strength exercises.

Amdur, 68, began practicing kung fu while in college. 
Later, looking for a new kung fu school in New York 
City, he stumbled on an aikido dojo. All he knew about 
aikido came from an ad he’d seen in the back of a comic 
book, which claimed the art developed mystical energy. 
But Amdur found something there, in the Japanese 
martial arts, that resonated with him.

“There’s a particular aesthetic in Japanese martial 
arts compared to other arts,” he said. “It has a kind of 
austerity in the way you move and hold yourself that 
appealed to me.”

He began training regularly in aikido. After gradu-
ating from Yale in 1976 with a degree in psychology, 
Amdur dreaded the idea of additional study to become 

Ellis Amdur 

has a lot to say about the martial arts. The author of 
numerous internet essays, books, novels and even a 
dozen psychology manuals on how to deal with vio-
lence, he isn’t shy about sharing his opinions, either. 
But unlike the majority of people who pontificate on 
martial arts, Amdur is someone you should definitely 
listen to.

A mental-health professional specializing in crisis 
intervention and a consultant for law-enforcement 
agencies, Amdur is one of the few Westerners who hold 
certificates of full mastery from two Japanese koryu 
systems. He’s also one of the most iconoclastic martial 
artists you’ll find, as comfortable banging away in a Ph
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Ellis Amdur trains with Nitta 
Suzuyo, head of toda-ha buko-

ryu, in this photo from 1987. 
It was the only time he and 

Suzuyo crossed weapons in his 
12 years as her student.
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Amdur found his own way. After several months in 
Japan, he decided he wanted to explore the koryu arts, 
those systems that developed before the Meiji Restora-
tion of 1868. Although there used to be hundreds of 
individual koryu styles, only a few dozen are still prac-
ticed, often by a handful of students.

SEARCHING
Amdur’s introduction to the koryu arts came from an-
other overseas American, a man named Meik Skoss. 
Skoss, who practiced several koryu arts, briefly shared 
an apartment with Amdur and one day mentioned that 
he’d found a nearby gym where a couple of old styles 
were taught. On separate days, the gymnasium hosted 
classes in yagyu shinkage-ryu swordsmanship and 
araki-ryu torite-kogusoku, a system that specialized in 
grappling with various weapons.

Having heard of yagyu shinkage-ryu, renowned be-
cause it was the style taught to the Tokugawa shoguns 
who once ruled the country, Amdur was determined to 
learn the system. But when he dropped by the gym, it 
happened to be on a day when the araki-ryu class was 
being held.

“I wanted to do yagyu shinkage-ryu because it looked 
so elegant,” he said. “I’d seen pictures of araki-ryu in one 
of Draeger’s books, and it looked rough and unsophisti-
cated in comparison. Araki-ryu was the one thing I didn’t 
want to do. But I thought it would be cool just to see it.”

a therapist, so he decided to spend a couple of years in 
Japan to further his aikido practice. The two-year trip 
ended up lasting more than a decade.

ARRIVING
Before Amdur left, his teacher Terry Dobson suggested 
he look up the legendary apostle of classical Japanese 
martial arts — Donn F. Draeger — when he got to Japan. 
Amdur scoffed at the idea. Having read a couple of 
Draeger’s books, he said he wasn’t interested in those 
who wrote about martial arts. Instead, he wanted to 
meet people who actually could do something.

“Then when I finally met Donn, he was built like a 
Greek god and could do full squats with 500 pounds 
even in his 50s,” Amdur recalled. He became friendly 
with Draeger — but never too friendly.

There’s a touch of rebelliousness in Amdur, which 
always has led him to go against the grain. Thus, it’s 
perhaps unsurprising that while numerous young West-
ern martial artists living in Japan back then became 
part of Draeger’s inner circle, relying on the older man 
for advice and entrees into various dojo, Amdur made a 
conscious decision to fend for himself.

“I associated with Donn but also tried to keep my dis-
tance,” Amdur said. “I knew if I was with Donn, I’d imme-
diately have one foot in the door with many instructors. 
But I left everything behind to come to this foreign coun-
try, so why would I want to get comfortable like that?”
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Ellis Amdur (left) practices 
an araki-ryu technique with 
Brandon Uttech.
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Amdur’s teacher — he prefers not to identify him by 
name because the man is retired and wishes to stay 
away from the spotlight — has been described by Skoss 
as one of the most interesting koryu instructors in mod-
ern Japan.

“He was a pretty hardcore guy,” Skoss said when 
asked about the teacher. “Besides araki-ryu, I think he 
had a background in judo, kendo and boxing. He quit 
participating in all the public koryu demonstrations be-
cause he felt most of the other guys there were a bunch 
of wankers who couldn’t fight.

“He also wasn’t wedded to koryu as an unchangeable 
tradition. Over the years, he and Ellis went through the 
whole araki-ryu curriculum and tested it all by beat-
ing on each other with weapons. They realized a lot of 
things that had been added over the years just didn’t 
work. So they cut them out, which was his right as head 
of the system. And if anyone gave him a hard time 
over that, he’d offer to go test things out with them!”

Although Amdur accepted the offer to begin training 
in araki-ryu, he immediately regretted the decision. He’d 

gone to the gym, determined 
to train in yagyu shinkage-
ryu, and instead came away 
committed to a style he wasn’t 
interested in. But in retrospect, 
he said he definitely made the 
right choice. He compared 
yagyu shinkage-ryu to a pol-
ished gem whereas araki-ryu 
is like a rough piece of granite. 
Amdur said he identifies more 
with the plain granite.

The training often was bru-
tal as Amdur and his fellow 
students would pad up and 
then have at it, sometimes 
fighting full contact with 
heavy wooden weapons. After 
a few years, he was the only 
student left in the dojo. Every-
one else had quit.

LONGING
He now recognizes that be-
tween his own enjoyment of 
living on the edge and his 
teacher’s hardcore vision 
of martial arts, his life was 
gradually being pulled in a 
not-altogether-healthy direc-
tion. What stopped him from 
veering too far down a poten-
tially violent and destructive 
path was an introduction to 
his second koryu art called 
toda-ha buko-ryu and its 
headmistress Nitta Suzuyo.

Amdur had married while 
in Japan and wanted to prac-
tice a martial art with his 

Showing up at the gym as a towering 6-foot-6-inch 
foreigner in tattered jeans and hair down past his 
shoulders, Amdur caused a minor commotion. A tough-
looking Japanese man a few years his senior stepped 
outside and asked what he wanted. When Amdur said 
he’d like to watch the class, the man told him to get lost. 
But then he suddenly asked Amdur if he wanted to train 
in koryu and whether he knew Draeger.

“I didn’t know Donn at the time but tried to say I knew 
of him,” Amdur said. “But my Japanese was so bad [that] 
what I ended up saying was, ‘Donn Draeger is my aunt.’”

CONNECTING
For reasons unknown, the man let Amdur in and al-
lowed him to watch the class. When it was over, he told 
Amdur he could come back to train the next week.

“Much later on, he told me that he didn’t like Ameri-
cans but that I looked like a pretty strange American 
to him. He said, ‘I am a pretty strange Japanese, so I 
thought this might be interesting,’” Amdur recalled.
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Ellis Amdur demonstrates part 
of a jo form that he co-created 
with Bruce Bookman. The 
form was deliberately made 
open-source and adaptable 
so it could contribute to the 
development of students in 
any martial tradition.



rolled at Tokyo’s leading muay Thai gym to improve 
his striking skills. And when he discovered some of 
the kicks used in araki-ryu were more effective when 
done muay Thai style, he and his teacher didn’t hesi-
tate to change them.

However, Amdur is adamant that any changes he 
makes within a koryu system must fall within a par-
ticular cultural context. Even if someone could make a 
double-edged katana that was somehow more effective 
than the classic single-edged sword, he said he’d have 
no interest in using it because it never existed on a 
Japanese battlefield.

“But if we’re grappling with a weapon and you show 
me a better way to pin someone, I’m going to do that 
since it will fit into the context,” he said.

While Amdur is willing to make certain changes 
within araki-ryu, he’s less willing to do this with toda-ha 
buko-ryu. That’s because he acknowledges that araki-
ryu is a style in which change has always been an inher-
ent part of the system. Originally practiced by warriors 
who straddled the border between low-ranking samurai 
and peasants, araki-ryu never had a hereditary head-
master as other systems did. Instead, once someone was 
certified as a master, the person was expected to move 
on and spread his own version of the style in a different 
region — which has led to vast differences in the various 
araki-ryu branches.

wife. He didn’t believe that araki-ryu would be appro-
priate for her, so they decided on buko-ryu, a style that 
focused on the naginata, the traditional weapon most 
associated with women in Japan.

He said training with Suzuyo provided a calming 
influence in his life. She reminded him of his own 
mother, a woman of both strength and morality.

But training in two koryu arts was daunting. Although 
he’s now a licensed instructor in both arts, he refuses to 
teach both of them to the same person, believing that 
most people can’t properly devote themselves to two 
such arts.

Of course, Amdur never took his own advice; he not 
only trained in both styles but also added modern 
fighting arts to his repertoire. He continued doing 
aikido for several more years but eventually noticed 
that whenever he made things difficult for his instruc-
tor in freestyle practice, the instructor would instinc-
tively revert to a judo throw rather than an aikido 
technique. Amdur reasoned that he’d be better off 
studying judo.

GRAPPLING
He began training with the judo team at the high 
school where he was teaching English, which hosted 
the top scholastic squad in the country. He also en-Ph
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Ellis Amdur plays the 
attacker in a drill 
designed to teach the 
deployment of a firearm 
after the defender is 
knocked down.
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This is precisely what Amdur’s instructor expected of 
him when he certified Amdur as the only other master 
of his branch of the art.

But the American was content to stay where he was in 
Japan, teaching English and translating technical man-
uals while spending six to eight hours a day training in 
martial arts. Finally, his araki-ryu teacher said, “You’re 
wasting your life here. You’re training for power, but 
how do you use that power? I don’t care if you become 
a policeman or a terrorist, but if you’re not using your 
power, you’re not a man.”

Amdur took the advice to heart. “I realized martial 
arts by itself wasn’t anything,” he 
said. “It’s an activity that should 
contribute to something. I wanted to 
use my power in a way to contribute 
to society.”

GROWING
He delved into phenomenology, a 
branch of psychology with a heavy 
philosophical influence, and it ap-
pealed to him. The idea of sitting 
in a room doing counseling all day 
still didn’t interest him, but he’d 
heard about the field of crisis inter-
vention, in which counselors went 
to the homes of people in violent 
states and tried to get them to a 
less aggressive place. He made the 
decision to come back to America 
and return to psychology with a 
plan to specialize in crisis inter-
vention. It was an area where he 
frequently found unusual uses for 
his martial arts.

“One time, I was asked to do a 
visit to the home of a man with 
schizophrenia whose mother was 
missing,” he recalled. “He’d previ-
ously bitten the nose off a police-
man, so I went to see him with two 
law-enforcement officers. This guy 
with huge arms opens the door, bar-
ing his teeth at me. Now, the final 
teaching of the toda-ha buko-ryu is 
that in all matters, you should be polite and bow. I didn’t 
see any point to that when I learned it, but when I saw 
this guy, I sensed his combination of terror and rage, 
and without even knowing I did it, I bowed to him half 
an inch.”

Amdur’s display psychologically disarmed the man to 
such a degree that he and the officers were able to ascer-
tain that the mother was in no danger and then exit the 
scene without incident.

Amdur went on to develop tactical de-escalation pro-
grams to help various professionals cope with hostile 
situations. Among the more important points of such 
assignments, he said, is understanding the difference 
between dealing with people who are angry and those 
who are enraged. Angry people still want to communi-

cate, so if you can let them know that you understand 
them, you may be able to lower their level of anger.

But when someone is enraged, he said, you can’t just 
de-escalate. You have to use verbal commands to gain 
control. He recommended giving a single command like 
“Step back!” and not confusing the issue by adding any-
thing extra, such as “Step back or else!”

Amdur’s unique combination of psychological and 
martial insights has found its way into a number of 
unexpected areas. He’s teamed up with Don Gulla, the 
founder of a police-combatives program called Arres-
tling, to teach a mix of tactical de-escalation and physi-

cal methods for law-enforcement 
officers. As part of a Department 
of Defense project, he co-wrote a 
work for soldiers on managing com-
munications with people in hostile 
environments and has trained nu-
merous people in his unique brand 
of martial arts.

ADJUSTING
Chhi’mèd Künzang, a member of 
the Dog Brothers stick-fighting or-
ganization who’s learned elements 
of araki-ryu from Amdur, recalled 
one lesson Amdur gave on the 
subject of using a sword against 
a spear. Later, at a Dog Brothers 
gathering, Künzang had the op-
portunity to put the teaching into 
practice by using a wooden sword 
against a fellow fighter who was 
employing a Chinese-style train-
ing spear. He discovered that some 
of Amdur’s techniques transferred 
quite well to the wild world of 
armed combat.

“With the Dog Brothers, you’re 
doing something combative, but 
there’s sort of an implicit rule set 
that you try not to permanently hurt 
anyone,” Künzang said. “Then there 
are the styles that developed for 
pure combat which use techniques 
that are too lethal for competitive 

fighting. Usually, those worlds are disjointed. To find 
that overlap between them, the way I have with Ellis, is 
very rare.”

As long as there have been martial arts, there has ex-
isted a tension between the traditional and the modern, 
between those who care about aesthetics and those who 
care only about what works in a fight.

“There’s a case to be made for each,” Amdur said. “But 
for me, I don’t want to just do either of those. I want 
both. It’s like calibrating a sail with shifting winds, 
though: If you find you’re off-center, you have to be able 
to adjust.” 

To learn more about Ellis Amdur and koryu,
visit kogenbudo.org. Ph
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“ I realized martial 
arts by itself 
wasn’t anything. 
“It ’s an activity 

that should 
contribute to 
something. I 
wanted to use 
my power in a 

way to contribute 
to society."
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Ellis Amdur (left) and Eamonn Devlin engage in naginata training as taught in toda-ha buko-ryu.
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FAKE
OUT!
KYLE FUNAKOSHI on 
Shotokan Karate’s Proven 
Strategies for Faking

BY JOHN T. BINGHAM



contact. Most times, your opponent will react to this 
even if he’s experienced. That’s because he will never 
know if it’s the real thing or not. But if it’s a slow fake or 
if you’re too far away, he’s not going to take it seriously. 
He won’t react.

“I’ve trained with some experienced fighters who will 
fall for a fake most times. They try to use the same tac-
tics on me, and it doesn’t work usually because it’s not 
believable. They’re throwing it just for the heck of it. I 
say, ‘It has got to be believable! If you’re going to throw 
a jab, make me think you’re going to attack. You’ve got 
to sell it.’”

On the Importance of Range When Trying to Sell It
“If you want to sell a fake with your hands, you have to 
throw the jab deep. Otherwise, he’s not going to bite. 
The key is to throw a fast fake that uses your whole 
snap so he will move back to avoid getting hit. Success 
depends on how well it’s done, which means doing it so 
your fist could make contact if you wanted.

“Sometimes your opponent thinks you’re going to fake 
but you don’t. He’s waiting for a fake, maybe because 
you’ve used a lot of them, and then all of a sudden, 
boom, you catch him with the punch. This is high level. 
People who can use techniques like this are the ones I 
really like to watch because what they do is so purpose-
ful — unlike those who jump around everywhere, throw-
ing fakes that everybody knows would never connect 
because they don’t have the range. They’re not believ-
able. Nobody falls for it.”

On Hands Versus Feet
“Faking with a movement of a foot takes more energy 
than using the hands. If you’re going to fake with an 
actual kick, you have to pull your leg up, which takes 
even more energy. In contrast, faking with the hands is 
quicker and uses less energy. You can even do a double 
fake with your hands. Sometimes I will do a fake using 
my whole body, but the end result is coming up with 
my hands.”

On Learning the Basics Before You Learn How to Fake
“In shotokan, we start off the beginners just standing 
up and making sure their feet are in the correct posi-
tion so they get the proper feeling of going in a straight 
line. After that, we put them in the front stance and say, 
‘You have to make sure your feet are in the correct posi-
tion to start the punch because if you’re doing a reverse 
punch and your foot is too far out, you can’t turn your 
hips. And you can’t turn your shoulders, which makes 
you struggle and strain and you lose a lot of that range 
you will need to use when you begin to learn how to 
fake and want to do so with a realistic punch.’”

On Whether His Methodology Is Like 
“Wax on, Wax off” in Karate Kid
“Some students can learn that way — by working on the 
foundation of faking without knowing it necessarily — 
but sometimes you have to actually show them why. I 
say, ‘Look, if I punch you like this, I can only reach this 
far, but if I do it this way, then I can reach you.’ Once I 
touch them, they get it. Being able to reach someone is 
the key to throwing a believable fake.”

On Using Fakes to Fight Smart
“Sometimes in a match, you can tire somebody out by 
using so many fakes that the person gets worn down. Then 
you think, OK, I got it now! And you pour on the pressure.

“In this way, you’re so much smarter, especially if you 
have to go against a bigger guy. We have some big guys 
here — powerful guys. I don’t want to trade blows with 
them. I don’t want to go in there and see how fast my 
punches are. So I keep on faking them, and they get so 
tired that they’re huffing and puffing. Afterward, I say, 
‘You know what I did to you? I just made you tired with-
out throwing any real techniques.’”

On Whether Experience Trumps Fakes
“If it’s a believable fake, you have to be within range 
and you have to go from being totally relaxed to going 
100 miles an hour — and then pull back before you make 

You’ve come across martial artists called Funakoshi often enough in the pages of Black Belt. The first such person 
bearing that surname was Gichin Funakoshi, founder of shotokan karate. The second person was Kenneth Funako-
shi, a fourth cousin of the creator and a 10th-degree master. Now it’s Kyle Funakoshi, a ninth-degree black belt and 
chief instructor for the Funakoshi Shotokan Karate Association. Kyle appeared on the cover of our January 2010 
issue, and more recently, he was in the February/March 2019 issue. This time, he discusses the supreme strategy of 
faking while fighting.

— Editor

MARATHON SPARRING
◗ Kyle Funakoshi is a big believer in the benefits of engaging in long sparring matches. They create the perfect environment in which 
to practice using and defending against fakes, and they teach conservation of energy. You quickly find out what works for you when 
you’re not at 100 percent, he says.

“Long sparring sessions also show you what other people tend to leave exposed, which means 
you are better able to avoid doing that,” he says. “When a guy is tired and leaves his leg out there 
after a kick, I’ll grab it and kick him in the groin really lightly just to let him know.

“Afterward, when we review the sparring session, I tell them that if they’re that tired, they 
shouldn’t do that technique because it’s dangerous and can get them hurt more. I might say, 
‘Instead of the side thrust kick, which you’re leaving out there, why don’t you do a fake side thrust 
and then a punch? That way, you’re not so vulnerable.’”
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Kyle Funakoshi assumes a ready 
position (1). He steps forward and 
quickly extends his lead hand to 
execute a convincing fake (2), then 
momentarily retreats to his ready 
position (3). When the opponent’s 
muscles contract, which will cause him 
to hesitate, Funakoshi lunges forward 
and effects a reverse punch (4).

3

2
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4
AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2020  §  BLACKBELTMAG.COM   67



ability. Where is he open? That’s important because 
some guys are just so open that it’s easy — you don’t 
really have to use a fake. You just go right in.

“However, if he’s a stalker who’s just waiting for you, 
you’ve got to throw his rhythm off. Fake him somehow! 
Do a fast punch. If that doesn’t work, do a kick. Some-
times a side thrust will work because your body stays in 
this general area while the leg goes in. In contrast, with 
a punch, your whole body has to go in.”

On Going High Before Going Low and Vice Versa
“You can do that, but you don’t have to. Most of the time, 
you just want to throw your opponent off. You just want 
them to lock up and give you an opening because once 
they freeze, it doesn’t matter what caused that to hap-
pen. If their hands are high or low, it’s still an opening 
for you. It’s just a matter of them being in a frozen state 
for a split second.”

On Whether That Frozen State Is Mental or Physical
“I think it’s both because they’re reacting, and reacting 
is mental and physical. The key, if someone tries this 
on you, is how well you rebound from their fake. I teach 
my students that if somebody fakes them out, they don’t 
want to be stuck here. They have to come back to that 
kamai stance and be ready so they don’t have any gaps 
in their defense. React the right way and come back 
right away.”

On Hand Position
“I like to keep my hands up so my opponent doesn’t 
know if I’m going to do a jab, a reverse punch or a fake. 
From the same position, I can also throw a kick.”

On Whether You Should Practice 
Combinations That Include Fakes
“In traditional shotokan, they would just do reverse 
punches. You didn’t see too many fakes because that 
was a different time. It was more of a macho sport back 
then where you just pressed and waited for the guy. 
As soon as he came in, boom, you just threw reverse 
punches to see who was stronger.

“But now it’s more of a sport. You have to change the 
rhythm and use more advanced tactics. Otherwise, 
the guy who’s stronger is most likely to win. Now, you 
have to use your brain and some strategy. Depend-
ing on what you want him to do, you have to use fakes 
where you get the guy’s hands to go out or to the side. 
You could even use a simple sweep as a fake because 
once he feels your foot on his ankle, he’ll react. Some-
times I’ll throw a fake sweep and then come up with a 
mawashi geri so his attention’s over here and his head 
is left open. It’s all about what you want him to think 
and to expect.”

On Using Fakes to Assess
“Sometimes I’ll throw a fake just to see how fast some-
body is, and from there, I’ll gauge him. I’ll assess his 

Shotokan master Kyle Funakoshi 
demonstrates how the same basic faking 
strategy works with the side thrust kick. 
He readies himself (1), then darts forward 
to fake with his lead hand (2). Next, 
he returns to his ready stance (3) and 
initiates the kick (4-5).

3 4 5

1 2
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On the Expectation of Being Hit
“When you use a fake, some people will brace for the 
hit. Their muscles will contract, and they’ll pause. 
Others will just be stuck there without contracting 
— like there’s a little mental gap and they don’t know 
what to do because maybe they didn’t cover that in 
training.”

On Those Contracting Muscles Burning Up Energy
“Absolutely that’s what happens. It’s like if somebody 
hooks you up to one of those electrical stimulators 
that’s supposed to promote muscle growth. Your mus-
cles will tire out eventually.

“Faking is a mental game that affects the physical 
body. That’s why we use long matches that teach peo-
ple how to move more efficiently with the techniques 
they might use in a tournament because everything 
is different when you’re tired. If you’re tired and some-

WHEN WE START SPARRING AGAIN
◗ The preferred method for fine-tuning your fakes, along with all your other techniques, is to spar with people who practice different 
martial arts, Kyle Funakoshi says.

“Some of our students enter only traditional tournaments where it’s shotokan, shito-ryu and a bunch of 
other traditional Japanese styles,” he says. “And there are some who go to open tournaments, where all 
martial arts are represented. Either choice is fine.

“But if you really want to improve yourself — your offense, your defense and your fakes — go to 
both traditional tournaments and open tournaments. It’s good for you because then you’ll see different 
techniques, different rhythms, different strategies. That will allow you to prepare for anything.”

body lands a good punch or kick — or sweeps you and 
chokes you — it’s hard to recover from that.”

On Those Long Sparring Matches
“If it’s just me and one student, I’ll stay with the person for 
30 to 40 minutes while throwing real kicks and punches 
along with fakes. If it’s a few of us, we’ll go maybe 10 min-
utes and then switch partners. When I find that they’re 
very tired, I use even more fakes. Also, I pair them up 
strategically — this person looks good against that per-
son, especially if one’s a puncher and one’s a kicker or if 
one does a lot of fakes and the other throws no fakes at all.

“I’ve found that this method, which exposes them to as 
much variety as possible under adverse conditions, is the 
best way to teach something as important as fakes.” 

For more information about Kyle Funakoshi, 
visit fska.com.

A believable fake means the opponent must react 
because he or she can’t be certain the attack isn’t 
for real — even if the sequence is familiar, Kyle 
Funakoshi says. Here, he uses the same hand 
motion for the fake (1-3) before transitioning into a 
front kick to take out his adversary (4-5).

3 4 5
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IN THE
PANDEMIC

To Stay Safe, Martial 
Artists Must Adapt to 

Societal Changes
BY MICHAEL JANICH

Self-Defense
IN THEIN THE

PANDEMICPANDEMIC



support or amplify the meaning of the words a person 
speaks. When these elements naturally complement 
each other, we perceive the person as being honest and 
do not regard him or her as a threat to our safety. Con-
versely, when someone’s spoken words seem nonthreat-
ening but the person’s facial expressions tell a different 
story, it’s interpreted as a sign of deception — and poten-
tially a sign of trouble.

When we speak to people face to face, we are constantly 
assessing the congruity of their spoken message and 
their body language, particularly their facial expressions. 
If their faces are covered, we are denied a lot of very 
important information that we normally use to evaluate 
people and their intentions. In simple terms, we can’t 
“read” people as well as we used to. The loss of that tool 
leaves us increasingly vulnerable to potential threats.

Anonymity
Before the pandemic, one of a criminal’s greatest fears 
was that he could be identified by witnesses or through 
security or cellphone video. Being seen could mean get-
ting caught and ultimately being prosecuted.

Unfortunately, the widespread acceptance of wearing 
masks gives criminals and anyone else determined to 
misbehave in public a “free pass.” No matter where we 
may stand on the debate over the medical benefits of 
masks, they still provide publicly sanctioned anonymity 
that allows the bad guys to operate without fear of being 
identified.

Widespread Anxiety
In addition to the specific pre-incident indicators men-
tioned above, general nervousness and anxiety are also 
potential signs that someone might be up to no good. 
Before the pandemic, a person behaving anxiously prob-
ably would have stood out from the crowd. In the current 

The world is a very different place now than it 
was just a few months ago. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has affected all aspects of our lives and 
drastically changed the way we interact with 

other people.
For those of us who are concerned with self-defense, 

it has also created some very special challenges. If we 
want to continue to keep ourselves and our loved ones 
safe during this uncertain time, we need to understand 
those challenges and adapt accordingly.

Masks and Their Effect on “Reading” People
Self-defense — or perhaps more appropriately, personal 
protection — begins with awareness and a commitment 
to avoid potential threats whenever possible. If we see 
something that is cause for concern or just doesn’t look 
right, our best course of action is to trust our instincts 
and remove ourselves from that situation before things 
get physical.

The key to good situational awareness is the ability 
to recognize specific behavioral patterns that suggest 
someone is up to no good. Often called “pre-incident 
indicators,” these include synchronized or predatory 
movement, grooming actions, furtive glancing, weight 
shifting, preparatory actions (like hiking up one’s pants 
or clenching one’s fists), “hidden hands” and other sus-
picious behaviors.

Up until a few months ago, added to this list would 
have been a person wearing a mask to conceal his or her 
face. Such an act would have been a huge red flag and 
an immediate cause for concern. Now, however, it’s not 
only common but also considered a good thing — unless 
our concern is personal defense.

As we all know, communication involves much more 
than words — especially when we’re interacting face to 
face. In casual conversation, facial expressions typically 
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tends to make them more aggressive and may force 
them to “up their game” from low-key panhandling 
to active violent crime and robbery. As unemploy-
ment numbers grow, this dynamic has the potential to 
become even more prevalent and serious.

The “Other” Benefit of Social Distancing
Interestingly, not all the behavioral effects of the pan-
demic are bad. From a self-defense perspective, we 
know that distance equals safety. Attackers typically try 
to “test our boundaries” and maneuver as close as pos-
sible before launching an assault. Our job is to prevent 
that by using verbal skills and boundary-setting tactics 
to maintain a safe distance.

Under normal circumstances, that can be a challenge, 
but in the COVID-19 world, social distancing helps do 
that for us. If people do try to get too close to us these 
days, it’s actually easier for us to call them out verbally 
than it might have been months ago. Ostensibly, we’re 
doing it for medical reasons, but if it gives us a tool to 
stay safe from other potential dangers, we should use 
it to our advantage. Distance — social or otherwise — is 
our friend.

As we struggle to cope with the far-reaching effects of 
the pandemic and define the ever-elusive “new normal,” 
we need to adapt. To keep ourselves and our loved ones 
safe, we must analyze the changes taking place in our 
society and rethink our behavior so we can adapt all our 
personal-protection skills to fit. 

Michael Janich was Black Belt’s 2010 Weapons 
Instructor of the Year. For more information, visit 
martialbladeconcepts.com.

climate, though, everyone is stressed and, whether they 
realize it or not, behaving somewhat differently from 
the way they did under the old norm. When the baseline 
behavior of the masses shifts far enough to replicate 
what used to be suspicious behavior, assessing potential 
threats becomes a lot more challenging.

Widespread anxiousness and frustration also mean 
that people are more likely to act irrationally. In the 
self-defense world, we often think of “attackers” as 
people with conscious and deliberate criminal intent. 
From a practical standpoint, however, it doesn’t matter 
why someone throws a punch or tries to stab you with a 
steak knife; the attack is still just as dangerous.

As we’ve seen countless times in the news, frustrated, 
anxious people who are having trouble coping with the 
current situation are losing control and resorting to 
violence. That poses an increasing danger to us all. We 
must be prepared not only to react to sudden and unex-
pected violent threats but also to be sensitive to others’ 
anxiety and do our best to de-escalate conflicts long 
before they become volatile.

Desperation
Desperation is a very significant factor in the current 
world situation. For “established” criminals who were 
already preying on people before the pandemic, the 
stay-at-home movement and the closure of many busi-
nesses mean there are fewer potential targets out and 
about in public. That makes them even more deter-
mined to ply their trade.

For panhandlers and others who rely on the public 
for noncriminal financial support, again, the presence 
of fewer people means access to fewer resources. That 
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Keys to 
Conquering 
COVID
Every martial arts school owner I know 
is suffering right now — some are in dire 
straights and some are just “in a pickle.” 
In my 40 years of running a dojo, I’ve never 
seen anything like what’s happened to our 
industry since March of this year.

BY FLOYD BURK
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BETTER BUSINESS

W HEN I STARTED WRIT-
ING this column, we’d 
just passed the 100-day 
mark since residents of 

California were last allowed to pro-
vide on-site martial arts instruction, 
whether at a commercial school, a rec 
center, a YMCA or any other facility. 
Fortunately, we just got the “go” sig-
nal from our county. Now, businesses 
like mine can reopen.

The first thing we did was post on 
our Facebook page: “Classes at the 
dojo begin this Friday!” That was the 
easy part. The hard part is ongoing. 

It entails confronting the fact that 
because the coronavirus is still with 
us, we all face unprecedented restric-
tions that vary according to our state 
and even our county.

The following are my suggestions 
for conducting classes under these 
conditions. I’ll assume that you’re 
already up to speed on sanitizing, 
cleaning and so on.

AT MY DOJO, we immediately 
changed the way we organize our 
classes. No physical contact is 
allowed. Increased spacing is manda-

tory. We now hold more classes per 
day to make up for being required to 
limit the number of students in each 
session, which is needed to accom-
modate “kick space.” (That’s the term 
I use to refer to the recommended 
6-foot gap between people because I 
detest the term “social distancing.”)

Like you probably did, we launched 
an online program. Although several 
platforms are available — including 
Zoom, Google Meet and Facebook 
Live — we elected to concentrate on 
Facebook Live, which means anybody 
can watch. In the near future, we’ll 
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switch to Facebook Groups so we can 
control who’s training with us online. 
We didn’t do this from the get-go 
because we deemed it necessary 
to make it as simple as possible for 
people to connect with us.

In case you’re still on the fence 
about starting online classes, I highly 
recommend that you do so — with 
plans to continue doing so even after 
you’re permitted to reopen your dojo. 
That’s because some students or 
their parents just won’t be comfort-
able with the idea of returning to 
your school until the coronavirus is 
no longer a concern. In the mean-
time, you need every student you can 
keep — for their sake and yours.

By the way, you shouldn’t be 
depressed about your temporary 
low student count. Remember back 
when you started and didn’t have any 
students? Be patient. We all will get 
back to where we were and then some 
— it’s just going to take time.

One more thing: Rank advance-
ment is important for motivation. 
People need purpose and incentive. 
Consequently, you need to create a 
method for those who attend online 
classes to be promoted. That also 
includes providing a safe way for 
them to receive belts and certificates. 
We decided to offer two ways to do 
that: Visit the school during regular 
hours or pick them up curbside.

VERSATILITY AND ADAPTABILITY are 
the keys to running in-person classes 
at this juncture. Focus on teaching 
techniques, tactics and skills that stu-
dents can do without a partner. Don’t 
listen to cynics who tell you that 
you can’t adapt your curriculum for 
online classes. We teach karate, an 
art that features plenty of forms and 
methods that can be practiced solo.

Some things, however, do need 
modification. Recently, I was explain-
ing to a group of students the various 
ways we can do drills and practice 
sets for the ground-fighting compo-
nent of our curriculum. One member, 
a tough guy who does BJJ in addi-
tion to holding a black belt in our 
system, vehemently disagreed. “The 
mat doesn’t lie,” he said. “If you can’t 
go mano a mano, it’s a waste of time.”

I reject that line of thinking. There’s 
no reason we can’t practice our 
sweeps, throws and holds in sets 
without a partner. Afterward, we 
can practice them in sequences that 
make things fun. Variations include 
doing the moves as defenses against 
attacks from different directions and 
using our BOB dummies for coordi-
nated striking and kicking. No part-
ner required!

Note: If your school doesn’t have a 
few BOBs, get some now.

If your curriculum includes situ-
ational self-defense techniques, you 
should invest some time in devis-
ing creative ways for your students 
to practice them. We organized our 
self-defense combinations into 10 
sets of three techniques each. While 
envisioning an opponent, we select 
one set and practice it five times. 
Then we treat each set as a kata and 
do the first repetition to the front, the 
second to the right rear and the third 
to the left rear. We also apply them to 
the eight directions of attack, calling 
out a direction from which an attack 
is coming so the student is forced to 
react appropriately.

Another thing we’ve done is offer 
special classes for at-risk students. 
We do this twice a week and limit 
participation to those who are age 60 
or older. Depending on your school’s 
demographics, you may want to do 
likewise.

BECAUSE SPACE is more important 
than ever, especially if you run a 
small dojo like ours, we opted to 
have students use the 4-foot-long jo 
instead of the standard 6-foot-long 

bo for kobudo practice. We also allow 
them to wield short weapons such as 
the kama, nunchaku and sai indoors. 
If they’re interested, we let them take 
up this portion of our program at a 
lower rank than in the past.

No matter which weapon is being 
used, we urge them to come up with 
their own freestyle moves. Although 
I consider our school traditional with 
eclectic overtones, we try to keep 
what we do contemporary.

Example: We adopted a number of 
staff techniques that were featured 
online when Century Martial Arts 
posted its “staff technique of the 
month” videos. Search for “Century 
Flow System” for more information. 
It’s proved popular with our existing 
students, and we’ve found it useful 
for bringing in new people.

THROUGHOUT ALL THESE changes, 
it pays to think and act in a positive 
manner. If you’re a school owner, 
no doubt you’re facing a monu-
mental challenge that began as 
something you were told would last 
a few weeks but has morphed into 
a seemingly never-ending story. 
Don’t commiserate too much with 
your colleagues — I went down that 
path for a short time, but my wife 
Martha snapped me out of it. Her 
wise words: “We are martial arts 
instructors. We are warriors. We are 
survivors. We will survive.” 

Floyd Burk is a San Diego–based 
10th-degree black belt with 50 years of 
experience in the arts. To contact him, 
visit Independent Karate Schools of 
America at iksa.com.

Don’t listen to cynics who tell you that 
you can’t adapt your curriculum for 
online classes. We teach karate, an 

art that features plenty of forms and 
methods that can be practiced solo.
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GAMING SPOTLIGHT
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Demetrious Johnson, 
Killer in the Cage or on the Couch! 
If you’re one of the greatest fighters on earth, somebody who’s won world championships and been called the best 

pound-for-pound mixed martial artists ever, what do you do to stay sharp during the pandemic lockdown? Why, play 

video games, of course!  BY MARK JACOBS

OK, BASHING OPPONENTS 
when you have Street 
Fighter V running on your 
gaming console may not 

keep you quite as sharp as sparring 
in the gym, but for Demetrious John-
son, gaming is almost as big a pas-
sion as fighting.

Stuck in lockdown purgatory in his 
home state of Washington, Johnson 
hasn’t been able to train with part-
ners for three months, and he’s faced 
ongoing uncertainty over his upcom-
ing title fight for the ONE Champi-
onship flyweight crown with the bout 
twice scheduled and postponed now. 
In addition to home-schooling his 
three children, the Black Belt Hall of 
Famer has managed to stay in shape 
by piling up the miles running, doing 
hundreds of push-ups, sit-ups and 
chin-ups … and logging the online 
gaming hours.

“I’ve probably put in more miles 
running in the last few months 
than I have in the past four years 
combined,” Johnson said. “And I’m 
gaming 1,000 percent more, too. I’ve 
got so much more time on my hands 
when I can pick my own schedule.”

JOHNSON’S SCHEDULE has been 
pretty tight since he turned pro in 
2007. A standout high-school wrestler, 
he picked up MMA while in college as 
a means of staying in shape. Weigh-
ing just 119 pounds back then — and 
with no major MMA organizations 
in the United States promoting fly-
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weight or even bantamweight bouts 
at the time — he didn’t even have 
fighting professionally on his radar.

“It was really just an extracurricular 
activity for me to stay active after 
working a 9 to 5 rather than sitting 
on my butt,” he said. “I wasn’t think-
ing about a career in it. At the time, I 
didn’t know they had fighters my size 
competing professionally in Japan.”

But turn pro he did, garnering suc-
cess in local promotions until he 
got a chance to compete for World 
Extreme Cagefighting, a company 
that was owned by the UFC until it 
was subsumed by them. Known as 
“Mighty Mouse,” the 5-foot-3-inch 
Johnson had mixed success compet-
ing as an undersized bantamweight, 
the lightest weight class then avail-
able. But when the promotion created 
a 125-pound flyweight division, his 
career blossomed. He went on to 
win the inaugural flyweight cham-
pionship and then defend the title 
a record 11 times before losing a 
disputed decision to Henry Cejudo 
in 2018.

Having beaten Cejudo previously 
with a first-round knockout, Johnson 
was unfazed by the controversial 
loss. Rather than complain about the 
decision and demand a rematch, he 
chose a different path and asked to 
be released from his contract so he 
could fight for ONE Championship, 
the largest MMA promotion in Asia.

“I’d done everything I could in 
North America by then,” Johnson 
said. “If I fought Cejudo again and 
beat him, I’d just be back where I was 
before. Besides, the UFC was talking 
about getting rid of the flyweight 
division at the time.”

JOHNSON’S MANAGEMENT eventually 
negotiated his release, which turned 
into the first-ever “MMA trade” as 
Johnson was allowed to go to ONE 
and ONE star Ben Askren moved to 
the UFC.

Despite fighting under different 
rules, sometimes competing in a 
ring rather than a cage and dealing 
with different weight-cutting regula-
tions that actually had him fighting 
at 135 pounds, Johnson thrived. He 
prevailed in ONE’s flyweight Grand 

Prix Tournament and earned his now 
much-delayed title fight for the fly-
weight championship.

“The biggest thing is being will-
ing to take that first step through the 
door,” he said. “But this was an oppor-
tunity for me to do something differ-
ent, to see Asia and to fight for a new 
organization that didn’t just promote 
mixed martial arts but promoted kick-
boxing, muay Thai, even boxing.”

Not to mention pro gaming.

LAST YEAR, ONE 
launched its own 
esports circuit and 
started to promote 
pro gaming the 
same way it pro-
motes pro fighting. 
Johnson was per-
fectly situated to be 
the brand ambas-
sador for the startup. 
No newcomer to the 
world of esports, 
he’s streamed his 
gaming exploits 
on Twitch — where 
he currently has 
170,000 followers — 
for years. And unlike 
his MMA career, 
where he’s viewed 
as one of the more 
humble, soft-spoken 
athletes in the sport, 
he can be a vicious 
trash talker online.

“Absolutely, I 
trash-talk,” he said. 
“It’s a game, it’s fun. 
When you’re fight-
ing, it’s more intimate and more of 
a sport, so I don’t say much. But in a 
game when I chase someone down 
and kill them, I say to my streaming 
audience, ‘You bum! You’re wasting 
my time! I told you I was going to 
chase your ass down!’”

IN HIS ROLE as brand ambassador 
for ONE’s esports circuit, Johnson is 
active in putting content together to 
promote the endeavor while serving 
as a spokesman for the company. He 
even participated in a ONE tourna-
ment last year — although you won’t 

be seeing him taking up the mantle 
of professional gamer any time soon.

“Those guys destroy me,” he said. 
“That’s all they do! And the profes-
sional players specialize in just one 
game. They’ll play that one game all 
day, every day.”

In esports as in MMA, Johnson is 
an all-arounder. While in the cage, 
he’s perhaps the most complete 
mixed martial artist ever — striking, 
wrestling and performing submis-

sions with equal dex-
terity — in the world 
of gaming, he deftly 
shifts between a vari-
ety of titles.

Although high-
profile games like 
Fortnite and Dota 2 
are where the money 
is on the pro circuit, 
Johnson likes to go 
his own way when it 
comes to choosing 
which ones to play. 
His latest passion is 
a lesser-known, ultra-
realistic first-person 
shooter called 
Escape From Tarkov.

Johnson said that 
while the reflexes 
built in MMA don’t 
necessarily carry 
over into gaming, 
the problem-solving 
skills and the abil-
ity to learn from 
one’s mistakes have 
proved useful in the 
virtual world.

Although he 
believes that he still has another five 
years as a top fighter, that likely will 
leave the 33-year-old a bit beyond the 
optimal age for pro gaming. But if 
all things were equal and he had the 
same talents for gaming as he does 
for fighting, which career would he 
choose?

“No question — gaming,” he said. 
“But the only reason is because 
your body’s not getting destroyed in 
gaming. I can’t tell you of one per-
son who’s torn his MCL or needed 
shoulder surgery from playing 
video games.” 

“Demetrious has 
been an avid player of 
World of Warcraft for 
many years. When he 
appeared at BlizzCon 
and joined the Arena 
World Championship 

casting desk, he 
endeared himself to 

the fans as an authentic 
and passionate member 

of the community. 
Method fans know a 
real one ... and he is 
absolutely it. We are 
incredibly excited to 

work together and have 
DJ as an ambassador of  
Method for many years 

to come.”

— Shanna Roberts,
General Manager of Method
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Dr. Z Authentic Jeet Kune Do 
Academy Presents
Training/Certifi cation Program (5 phases)
Webinars - 4 phases with detailed comprehensive information online
Certifi cation for full instructor-ship - through last phase live certifi cation
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HOW DOES YOUR SCHOOL 
STACK UP?

Take the Martial Arts Business Health Quiz Today 

Once you have a clear picture of how healthy your academy is right 
now, connect with a coach to see how MAIA can help you get where 
you want to be. 

MAIAHub.com/Business-Health-Quiz

© 2019 MAIA, LLC. #17799
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The 199th issue of Black Belt was 
dated July 1980. It was 76 pages 
long and featured washin-ryu 
karate instructor Hidy Ochiai on 
the cover.

From      
   the Archives
Vol. 18, No. 7, $1.50

• Vestal, New York–based Hidy Ochiai, 40, competes in a 
challenge match against boxer and full-contact fighter Greg Bleir, 
23. The karate master wins after a fifth-round TKO. “I do not think 
I did anything great, and I have no feeling of triumph — I don’t 
see it that way,” Ochiai says. “Anybody who calls himself master, 
they should have that kind of courage. I think you should be able 
to do it upon demand.”
• Kung fu phenom Eric Lee weighs in on the secret of his 
success: “Your state of mind has everything to do with the total 
performance. I usually start preparing mentally a week before a 
meet. I sit down and meditate and go through all my movements 
— I make it a reality. I’m out there performing for thousands of 
people, and I own them.”
• A company advertises a potentially appealing product: hand 
and foot pads just like the ones Chuck Norris wore in A Force 
of One.
• In a defense of Ed Parker’s martial art, an instructor writes, 
“American kenpo is the only unified system of combat that 
embraces the total dimensions of time, space, position and 
movement relative to individual capacity and the combat 
situation.” That’s deep.
• When a Southern California teacher is assaulted, the 
workman’s compensation board rules that she’s entitled to no-
cost karate lessons. Her dojo of choice? Ed Parker’s school in 
West Los Angeles.
• The recently formed International Kuntaw Federation appoints 
its first officers.
• Stephen K. Hayes sounds off on the notion that ninjutsu is 
an assassin’s art filled with esoteric teachings: “Today, it’s not 

stressed much at all. In fact, we never have formal training in 
animal noises or turning into a rock. We might have night training 
— sort of a glorified hide-and-seek type of thing, and of course, if 
someone is doing something obviously wrong and they’re getting 
spotted, the teachers explain it to them.”
• Leo T. Gaje, founder of the Arnis America Organization, is 
named the commissioner of arnis for North and South America.
• When asked if his school uses protective gear, Dan Inosanto 
says, “We have many kinds of sparring, but we usually require a 
mouthpiece, headgear, a cup and boxing gloves — and 
that’s all.”
• Because hapkido and aikido are written with the same Chinese 
characters, Bong Soo Han is asked how his art differs from the 
Japanese art. “There’s a tremendous difference,” he says. “When 
we redirect an opponent, it is the same principle as aikido. But 
when we counter, we counter strongly. If you just throw him to the 
ground, he’ll just get up and come back again and really want to 
do it. … If you judge that someone is going to be a threat to your 
life, then you have to finish him off.”
• The World Union of Karate-Do Organizations announces that 
the first World Games will take place in California. The event will 
include karate, taekwondo and aikido.
• “Judo is the foundation of martial arts, and I defy anyone to 
argue that point with me,” says judoka Ed Maley, 48. “If a person 
starts out with judo, learns the moves, the throws and the con-
ditioning — then goes into karate or kung fu — he’ll be 100-per-
cent better.” 

(Note: Back issues are not for sale.)
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