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Introduction
 
The neatest thing about being a martial artist is the journey that we embark on and continue throughout our life.  The journey is physical, emotional, mental, spiritual, and affects all aspects of our being.  I have written this story to give my instructors a picture of where I have been, where I am, and how they have inspired me to continue along the path – Kwang Jang Nim in particular.  I hope you enjoy the essay and find some recognizable chapters in your life as well as some new things that you can appreciate.  Tang Soo!

Pyong Ahn; Peace and Balance

When I was a kid my parents were an archetypal division of spirituality and philosophy.  Mom was more new-agey and into emotional fulfillment and self-realization, Dad was more into traditional church and respect for a mysterious and mystical, but very existent God.  They settled on a ‘Church’ named Unity Center of Christianity in Arden, NC, when I was around 10 years old.  It was here that a certain martial arts school was known to do demonstrations from time to time.  


Now for an average attendee the question begged to be asked, “What do meditation and spiritual contemplation have to do with violent action?”  The students would line up in between the rows of church goers kicking pads, shouting “Ai Yaa!”, and doing various moves which all seemed to imply death to some invisible attacker.  Chuck Blackburn, the school’s master instructor would then discourse on how violence starts in the mind, and that practicing self-defense does not mean we are violent people.  In fact, he elaborated on how martial arts training can lead to a grounded state of well being that does much to prevent violence while preparing us for conflict with violent people.  “Cool”, I thought.


Let me back up a bit and describe my state of being at this time.  To understand what drives people into martial arts schools is important, and for me, it was as typical and shallow as could be expected of a 14 year old in public school.  To say I was a skinny kid would be an understatement.  I was the skinniest kid.  School was something akin to torture for me, and had been for a long time.  Some guy made fun of my legs on the ball field.  Another picked on me in band.  I was jumped by 8-10 fellows in the middle school parking lot because I was white, and had a mom that taught there, and got a little beaten up.  I did successfully fend off a fist fighter at 8th grade graduation practice by hitting him as hard as I could after he pushed, slapped, then punched me in the face.  He was knocked out which little did I know then, would become a story that followed me throughout high school preventing untold encounters with hardened idiots – “Don’t mess with Bolejack he’ll knock you out.”  I, of course, attributed it to luck and just let the story play itself out.  I wasn’t blessed with a large frame, or even a medium one, and I was a bit timid when it came to athletic affairs.  This alone sets the stage for the next 8 years of my martial endeavors, because while I was physically small I was determined and very strong willed, and wanted to push myself and discover what limits, if any, there were for me. 


So one day I found myself on a brick floored entrance to a sweat filled Dojang echoing with shouts and grunts.  Master Blackburn and Mrs. Blackburn welcomed me in, gave me a uniform, and I began training in the art of Tang Soo Do.  Korean ‘Karate’ as it is sometimes called, Tang Soo Do answered my need for internal and external strength training.  I remember clear as day being held off the ground onto a car window in high school asking myself, “Where is all of this martial arts stuff I have been doing now?”  and then going to class and staring in anger at the wall as we completed sets of 200 center punches.  I had a fire, an anger, which was transformed into total immersion into martial arts.  Looking back I don’t believe that was a bad thing at all, it’s just important that we have a vehicle to both transform emotions and also step beyond them over time.


There is a certain nostalgia for this time period.  It haunted me in my years away from Master B, I would dream of things, and wonder if I could ever make it back to the Dojang where I started.  We would congregate up at his cabin in the woods, shoot BB guns, talk about being prepared for the unknown, work out, and of course watch Star Wars.  The Wu Wei weekends were really neat.  I remember working on his secondary cabin and the tarp shelter up there.  Years later I invested some time on the swimming pool as well.  It was a special place for me at least in memory.  I looked up to the senior belts with awe, and held pads for then Mr. Ginn, probably a second Dan at the time, but I’m not sure.  I always had one question during these first few years, “If I could do that, could I take care of so-and-so?”  It was all about not getting picked on.  My high school was a little tough.  I got messed for being white, and messed with for hanging out with black friends.  I got messed with for being too preppy, and messed with for having long hair.  I lost friends because I thought Yoga was cool, and messed with because I was interested in fighting arts.  Tang Soo Do was an outlet for my frustrations and helped me learn just enough confidence to not fight over every perceived offence.  I tested up to advanced orange belt at Pyong Ahn Dojang with Master Blackburn and shortly after decided, that for a time, my path was elsewhere.  I never slowed my training, and always sought teachers, but some things pushed me out the door that took a few years to process and resolve.  

High School Wrestling


During the first two years of high school I was overwhelmed with an urgent sense of the need to get tougher.  I was fond of the idea of combative arts but felt as though, with such a smallish frame, I was destined to be the creative musician or perhaps a literary, philosophical member of society with no hope for a true test of metel against my peers.  To find out if this was the case I undertook many endeavors with the idea that just taking the challenge itself would do much to strengthen my mind and body in hopeful ways.  Plato once wrote that strengthening the body did much to blossom the mind, which in turn affected spirit.  Neglecting one part did the whole an injustice.  I joined my high school wrestling team and loved every minute of it.  This was the beginning of a change for me.  I discovered that different body types had both weaknesses and strengths.  Sometimes a slender frame when used quickly and harshly applied could be quite difficult to contain and control, and that bony arms were painful against larger, softer appendages.  I learned that if I could not win, I could at least surprise much stronger folks and sometimes could even use that surprise.  If I used the surprise well enough I might just be able to win by putting someone in an irreversible position before they knew what was happening, or could use endurance to hang on long enough that their strength equalized with mine.  This was the beginning of my understanding of strategy.  Eventually I weighed the danger of damage with the potential for musical success and chose the latter.  Each year I placed 1st in the state of NC in percussion/drumming and achieved great awards traveling and playing in the region.  When my friend broke his arm in a match I realized I had received what I needed from wrestling and continued to pursue it in informal ways throughout my adult life.  It is what kept me open to the skill and art of sport MMA, which I will address later in this essay.

A Wandering Soul


I have to take a step away from the physical and address some larger questions I grappled with during this time.  I believe martial art causes one to confront the greater and lesser elements, which lie dormant and hidden within us, elements which ask; “What are ethics?”  “What is right and wrong?”  “What is justice?” “What happens when we die?” “What happens if I kill, or injure?”  During high school I found myself in a no man’s land, which has never changed, wherein complexity of thought defies barriers and boundaries and rebels against classification and label.  What does that mean?  It means I have a soft heart for the environment, and believe nature’s protection is our highest order, while also distrusting governmental power and central control of an economy.  Oops!  No easy platforms there.  It means that I have a profound belief, or knowledge, of a Holy Creator and a vast spiritual realm that can be revealed within scripture, but I detest violent and narrow-minded judgment against cultures and people that results in the very things we are counseled to avoid.  It means I am a pacifist, that I hate violence, that it makes me ill physically, and yet there are times and circumstance where there is nothing more noble than to stand one’s ground and die for a cause they believe to be true and good against the overwhelming odds of evil.  “What is evil?”


During high school I found myself thrown far away from the traditional church, more akin to native philosophy (Cherokee in particular), and saw orthodoxy in many forms as the confusion of man.  Even traditional, formalized martial arts fell prey to my own anti-judgment judgment, as I frowned on Katas, Hyung, hierarchy, and mindless masses.  I found solace only in nature and so limited my scope to what I could observe and study in nature.  Tom Brown Jr.’s work was a springboard into deep ecological awareness and a graduation of my life in Boy Scouts into ‘dirt-time’ college.  I was active in environmental causes in the early nineties, creating mass petitions at school against representative Taylor’s salvage timber bills and I engaged in public speaking and writing.  When I felt at odds with everyone and everything, like I had no strong support from anyone, my martial arts training helped anchor, and center, and calm my busied thoughts.  I delved into Bruce Lee during this time.  His philosophy affected me greatly, I paraphrase from memory; 

When we forget about victory or defeat, only then does freedom discover the mind of man.  


We often observe that natural talent produces greatness, but we may also find that intense desire produces not only greatness but its own natural talent as well.


Into the void the tiger can find no room to sink its claws, we become like a moon in the stream.


I will spare you more of what anyone reading this has already likely encountered, but those few quotes on the top of my head point to what I loved most about Mr. Lee.


To tie this in to church, evil, and my chapter on a wandering soul, let it suffice to be said that I was searching.  What I now refer to as the pendulum effect was in full swing, so to say, as I swung away from much of my upbringing determined to find what it was to be a moon in the stream.  Also, save the Earth.  Also decry fundamentalist doctrine.  Also…also…also.  I studied sacred geometry with Drunvalo Melchizadek, received a third degree in Reiki healing, and received the Seal of the Tao from traveling folks from Taiwan.  I was searching.  And while my path continued on, and changed, and I changed a LOT from this period in my life, it was a formative time of searching and wondering with a heart aimed at great mysteries.  The only constant was a heavy bag, front kicks, hooks kicks, jabs, and the kimah chaseh. 

American Sport Karate


There was one thing I was still afraid of.  Master Blackburn didn’t focus on free fighting much and the American Sport Karate School became, in my mind, the antithesis of Pyong Ahn methodology.  In fact, Master B would picket the local toughman contest, a legal brawl fest in Asheville, while one local Karate Dojo held a half time event!  Could you get any more polarized?  Well, free fighting was intimidating to me.  I was worried about being hit in the face.  4 years into my training I wanted to confront that issue, so where did I go?  You got it.  I walked right into the American Karate School and said, “Hi, I would like to join your class.”  Here is what I learned from that experience.


One can learn a lot by watching senior belts.  In general technique was sloppy and poorly controlled, there were no weapons per se, and forms were of so-so importance.  We would work hard for about 20 minutes, maybe 30, techniques and general training, and then would fight for the remainder of class.  Standard equipment was 12 oz gloves, mouthpiece, cup, and other pads including headgear.  I was very frustrated to find out how hard it was to get through a wall of pads.  Body weight played a greater factor than speed and precision because you could hammer through this wall of padding and there was not much exposed in the way of body targets.  Timing was important, and fight rhythm was something I enjoyed contemplating.  I got hit in the face – it wasn’t that bad.  In fact I said that out loud in class and the Sensei reminded me, “Just remember getting hit in the face isn’t the point, it’s hitting the other guy”.  Oh yeah.  I found that my Cobra Kahn image from Karate Kid 1 wasn’t quite accurate as these boys just had a good time fighting it out, and were friendly enough.  I will never forget getting involved with a tournament and him asking what rank I was.  I told him I had trained for a few years and was advanced orange with Master Chuck Blackburn.  He thought for a minute and said, “You know, just put on this white belt I don’t have anyone good in that rank to fight, we’ll clean up at the tournament.”  Ha!  I began learning about tournament Karate.  It got even better when he told us all, “Look, if you hit someone too hard and get disqualified I’ve got a trophy for you back here at the dojo, don’t worry about it.”  Ha!  Wow.  Now I see more differences in our schools.  


My final lessons with this school were more technical in nature.  One of my good friends had a black belt, a new one, from that dojo.  He was strong and in good shape, maybe 17 or 18 years old.  I noticed he felt uncomfortable when I would switch sides free fighting.  I also noticed he could not round house kick well with his right foot.  He said, “You don’t ever want to switch sides, fight with your strong side”, or something like that.  I couldn’t help but disagree and asked about having potential injuries on the strong side, the need for self defense, adaptability, and so on.  He explained, “If you have an injury you shouldn’t be fighting”.   It dawned on me, the differences between sport style fighting and combative arts, traditional training, the old ways.  As a test I asked him to take his gear off and free fight with no pads.  He couldn’t believe it, I explained we would use control but I had a theory.  My theory was that without the pads to block I could use speed and precision to equalize for his size and aggression.  I nailed him.  Peet chagi, yup chagi, straight jabs, double lo-hi round house, back kick.  It was a different game.  I decided American Sport Karate wasn’t for me, but I was no longer afraid of a bleeding nose, or swollen lip.  I appreciate those lessons and stay in touch, on occasion, with Sensei to this day - even occasionally sitting in to judge his tournaments!  
The U.S. Military


Speaking of great conundrums, there I sat in Honors English III.  My radical brethren all around scoffing at the U.S. Army recruiter who administered an Occupational Specialty test.  Profane graffiti marred their forms and my lesbian project assistant rolled her eyes flipping occasional birds from underneath her desk.  When the questionnaire came around, “Would you like to talk to a recruiter or receive more information on armed forces service?” I secretly, quietly, checked the YES box.  No one had any idea.  I was filled with excitement, a rush coursed through my veins.  I was not quite 18 years old, but what better way to see if I could hang than join the freakin’ Army?  Besides, one of the great complexities I struggled with was a powerful sense of patriotism and love of America despite the sins of our past and present.  I was captivated by the feeling of serving my country.  And the best part?


“Well, Spencer, MOS 12 Bravo sounds like it’s right up your alley.”


“What is that exactly?”


“Combat Engineering – you get to blow s**t up.”


“It’s all me, let’s go for it.”


My liberal mother was crying about her only son being cannon fodder for the Pentagon, my Dad was tearing up with pride - I was just nervous and excited.  I left home for the first time on a bus to Charlotte, NC, en route to Ft. Leonard Wood, MO.

Now this may seem like a distraction in the overall essay but I consider ‘martial’ to be a big word.  Military related and battle training whether corporeal or spiritual is inextricably tied together throughout my life.  This experience was perhaps the most powerful physical element on my path as a warrior and it must be included in my martial arts essay.


Something that all styles take students through is the barrier of what they expect of themselves, and what they think they can do.  This mental block is perhaps the greatest limiting factor on our own achievement and ability to accomplish goals in business, school, or athletic endeavors.  Basic training for 12-Bravo soldiers is not on par with standard basic for drivers, communications, or even infantry.  12 B’s stand alone, train alone, advance alone, and then get segmented out into their battalions.  I went so far beyond my own limits that I entered a phase of robotic exhaustion.  I realized the human body can go, and go, and go, and that certain physical factors must be in place for continued performance.  For short duration nothing is needed, for longer duration calories, injuries, foot care, and morale must be attended to - the equation was almost cold and scientific.  To my ego’s pleasure I was one of 5 guys who passed the first PT test in my platoon of 60 men.  The big muscle guys that made me feel like an ant in the Indoctrination Phase - shots and hair cuts - struggled to get over logs and crawl through mud.  I was also humbled.  Some things were hard to learn, I was nothing but a number, and I was absolutely convinced that the drill seargents wouldn’t care if lived, died, or was maimed as a result of their poor decisions, irrationality, or general insanity.  


For days, at the beginning, we would run and yell everywhere.  We were not allowed to look up.  We were not allowed to taste food.  We were covered in salt from sweat.  We were forced to drink huge amounts of water without spilling a drop, all while being screamed at through megaphones.  The DSs explained that we were leftovers from a scheduling error and they were supposed to be on vacation, so we ruined their summer.  What a summer it was.  When all of the other soldiers were resting at the store, drinking soda, talking on the public phone, or playing a video game, we low crawled across the parking lot and were allowed to buy, specifically; Soap, 3x5 inch, white.   One guy bought a T-Shirt, stuffed it into his drawers and got away with it.  Until 3 am the next morning when we were thrown out naked, all of the barracks material was tossed out the windows; beds, clothing, until they found the shirt.  I never saw that guy again.  We had 15 minutes to stow our gear and be back asleep.


A deep realization in martial arts happened during our combatives phase of training.  The instructor hollered that in battle small motor control goes awry, large muscle groups and muscle memory save the day and that those still function when adrenaline and fear have taken control of our nervous system.  So what did we learn?  Front stance, horse stance, back stance (sort of).  We did stomp kicks, low side kicks, back kicks, basic throws, ridge hand, elbows, forearms – just like one steps but even more profound – just like BASIC FORMS.  Surely Uncle Sam wouldn’t invest training time doing some out of date obsolete stuff from ancient dead guys?  And wait, Bruce Lee said…      This was just the beginning of my re-introduction and respect for traditional Hyung.  Just the beginning, but a turning point.  


Finding muscular exhaustion is difficult for beginners because the path there is painful.  We found it regularly.  One particular instance was the bayonet assault course wherein one would jump and crawl and needle through barbed wire and water and mud, all the while screaming “Kill! Kill! Kill!”  Military desensitization at its best.  


My mental state was challenged as well.  During this time my poetic side did not die, I composed songs while marching in time.  I pondered mass behavior, the foreign policy tool of a powerful military, and how things could happen in the moment of combat that would not be considered in civilian life.  My parents separated during basic, my girlfriend said she was breaking up with me in a letter, and a drill seargent thought I said, “Shut the f*** up” to him during a certain exercise, which I didn’t, but I was about to get destroyed and written up.  I spent some nights on the toilet meditating, finding peace, and breathing deeply.  One day on a range we were firing live rounds running down this muddy field.  I hit a wall.  I wanted to lay and cry.  Stupid it seems, but it was real for me at the time.  I looked over to my right and a huge red hawk landed on a light pole and stared down at me.  Red Hawks have often come to me in wilderness in unusual and conspicuous ways at important times, so my spirits lifted.  I flew with him high overhead, and thought of my mountain home.  I learned to let my spirit travel when my mind was incapable of lifting my body because Mind itself had become ensnared in illusion and misery.

First Class at A.S.U.


It was somewhat disheartening to arrive on a college campus, buzzed Mohawk and all, and realize that all of that training and experience did not magically turn me into some kind of intimidating killer.  In fact, I was as skinny as usual, albeit harder, and felt diminutive next to the college boys of Justice Hall Dormitory.  It didn’t help that this was the ‘jock’ dorm where the Appalachian State Football Team, as well as basketball, rugby, wrestling, all spent their nights.  I found that as I grappled with questions that every young martial artist asks I came up with the same answer, “Keep training”.  


It is amazing how much misery one can inflict on one’s self by constant comparison and judgment.  I didn’t have a lot of spiritual exposure to provide grounding and balance so I just trained harder than ever.  I met a Moo Duk Kwan stylist who had an Eedan, we did forms and free fought for fun.  I devised something that exists in my own school to this day called the Dragon Award.  The dragon award is simply a ridiculous number of techniques and exercises, which are completed within a six-month period.  I wore my orange belt from Pyong Ahn and eventually gained enough confidence to take my workouts down to the lounge area underneath the lobby of the dorm.  


One day a hulking beast of a fellow walked by and said, “What is this, Kung Fu?”  I was sure he would attempt to kill me and I’d be forced to dismember him with Army Finishing Moves, but no, he asked if he could work out with me.  This was my first class. I made clear that I was nothing in martial arts but loved training - the passion was contagious.  Before long I had these big fellows hanging out, showing me pictures of their high school football exploits and wrestling tournament wins in local papers.  We did kicks, blocks, one steps, and basic forms, and had a real respect for one another.  I even took the class outside on occasion and we trained in the yard for various spectators.  If not for me I figured no one would mess with the class much because the combined weight of 5 students likely equaled my old VW.  This was my introduction to the effectiveness and importance of leadership. 


I ended up taking two special courses at ASU on leadership that shaped this blossoming understanding.  


I failed that first year of college pretty bad, not in all classes, but in general attitude.  I found that I harbored hostility toward people I perceived to be slovenly citizens that had no appreciation of what freedom costs.  I was frustrated that so many peers just wasted away with drugs and alcohol, and sex was wild and everywhere.  I had this burning aggression from the Army that wouldn’t go away.  I buried myself in training and music and had little interest in school.  So I quit.


I went back a year later and tried again.  Martial arts continued.  I wanted to start a class again but didn’t feel right wearing the orange belt.  My MDK friend had taught me forms and kicks to Cho Dan, but I had nowhere to test.  I fasted and took a vision quest to the high mountains and prayed over what next step to take in martial arts. The teachers I found were poor, and students around were a step down it seemed.  The mountain where I went is a sacred place to me and has been for over 20 years now.  It was a ceremonial area for the Cherokee for centuries, and the place where I buried my pony tail before leaving for Basic Training.  I had hoped that if they took everything from me, or corrupted my soul, that I could go back to this mountain and through prayer find that gentle spirit and peaceful person who loved life and the Earth.  I decided on the vision quest to call what I practiced Tang Soo Chung Jik Do; the way of honesty through Tang Soo Do training.  It meant that if I was honest with you then the pretense of belts was not necessary, and that the most important honesty was with myself because anyone could buy any color of belt they wanted and be anything they made up.  I wore a midnight blue belt in honor of Tang Soo Do Moo Duk Kwan Cho Dan rank.  


Back at ASU for the second time, I had a focused plan.  I worked harder at school and developed a curriculum for the martial arts class.  We were a bit over the top and climbed the rock library, ran around campus barefoot, did pushups in the gravel, and so on.  It was healing for me and that burning aggression started to dissipate.  I started to love others again.  Many good friends to this day were part of this class.  We had guest teachers, belt tests, demonstrations, took campouts, and worked hard.  I had been training for around 7 years at this point. It was 1998. 


Now you may remember me mentioning Tom Brown Jr. in the first chapter.  The parallel to all martial arts practice for me was tracking and woods awareness.  They fit hand in hand in my mind because in battle being aware would be critical, hiding is great for a peaceful person (or one hopelessly outgunned), and surviving off of the land is fundamental in my doctrine of self defense.  Our class did a lot of stalking, tracking, and running around the woods.  We had fun infiltrating frat parties up at the pond behind ASU, pulling off various pranks and so on.  Luckily we never ended up having to use any hands on escape techniques!  I loved following a trail, watching the beauty of the forest, and running around in camo.  It was what I grew up doing only now the stakes were a little higher.  A grown man caught sneaking around a park has some explaining to do.   So it was with great excitement that I read my first title by Stephen K. Hayes, Mystic Arts of the Ninja.  


While the title is a bit hoaky, and the idea of ninjas a bit 80’s, the book really took me by surprise.  I was trying to wrap my mind around the ultimate goal of martial arts training, the ideal environment for self defense techniques, realizing that this would differ from student to student depending on where they lived.  This eventually led to my theory called Doctrine, Strategy, Tactics or DST, as a method of maximizing training toward specific operational goals in any discipline.  My Doctrine, as it formed early on, was geared toward wilderness awareness, martial arts for self-defense and physical agility in the outdoors.  Mr. Hayes had crafted a book that dealt with historical warriors who specifically adapted their training to the outdoors dealing with such topics as navigation, night time travel, meteorology, philosophy, stealth and stalking, edible and medicinal plants, tracking, and shugendo.  Shugendo was a old Japanese practice of subjecting oneself to rigors in the wild for spiritual purification and strengthening.  Literally translated it means, “ascetic mountain power cultivation”.  This was much in keeping with the idea of Vision Quest and it seemed like the Cherokee had a lot in common with these old school fighting farmers of the Iga and Koga region.  Some of the language terms are even similar.  


After reading that Hayes had been a Korean stylist for years and transitioned into Ninjutsu with the help of Masaaki Hatsumi, Soke of the nine schools, I decided to write Hayes and request permission to train with him.  With an email invitation from his senior instructors I left that summer for Dayton, Ohio, to live with grandparents and return to the stomping ground of my early youth (grades 2-5).  While Mrs. Hayes, an accomplished budoka and master of the naginata, was friendly enough, I was disappointed to discover unbridled commercialism at the dojo.  Contracts, steep fees, and a closed dojo culture were unwelcoming to me this first visit.  That same day, in Dayton, Ohio,  I passed another school named the Brown Institute of Martial Arts.  I checked it out.  Guru Jeff Brown shook my hand, told me to train for a week before deciding, said there were no contracts, and then turned on some Phillipino drum tunes and proceeded to further alter my understanding of ‘martial art’.  There I stayed for the summer.


While he was ranked in Thai Boxing, Kempo, and some other things, I studied Pencak Silat Mande Muda with him.  We primarily worked on circular entrapments and with weapons including sticks and knife.  While I only remember half a dozen techniques that survive in my body memory to this day because of their effectiveness, Guru Brown became part of my body feeling.  His intensity was inspiring and changed my general philosophy.  I was starting to grasp just how many martial artists were out there, good ones, true warriors, and how hopeless a course it would be to fight better or even equal to them, and this hurt my hopes at martial greatness.  It did, however, force me to examine the martial arts from a more spiritual perspective, which became more important over the coming years.


So my introduction to Ninjutsu was a bit anticlimactic, but the textbook remained in my library.  When I returned to the mountains it traveled with me, and I read it often.  I had a feeling my time with this mysterious art was not finished but this just wasn’t the time.  I liked the idea of ‘enlightenment’ through martial training, being close to nature and depending on mother Earth for physical survival.  I liked the idea of outmanned farmers using creativity to survive against all odds, and that Hatsumi wrote with heart and humor revealing a child like nature and quirky spirit.  I liked the idea of “use anything that works”.  I absorbed what I could and continued on the martial path.

Last of the . . . hobo’s?


Anyone who has trained with Kwang Jang Nim Blackburn is aware of his knowledge of survival and preparedness.  If you can imagine being a middle schooler inspired by J. Craig’s My Side of the Moutain, Tom Brown Jr., and life of Boy Scouts, and convinced that the world as we know was facing imminent collapse and then taking that obsession into adult life – that was me in late 1998.  I was facing a structured life of graduation, a teaching career, and who knows what, and had not really pushed myself into unknown territory.  The Army was unknown in a sense, but structured all the same.  School was structured – life had become a box.  Something clawed at me, it tugged, and pulled at my spirit.  I wanted to really apply those tracking skills, I wanted to see if I could live in the wilderness.  I wanted time to train.  I was frustrated by the culture around me.  Then I met Eustace Conway.  


Only because it was the ‘free’ choice among school functions, I visited Turtle Island Nature Preserve with other future teachers from ASU.  Eustace directed the program.  This man had lived in the wilderness for 30 years.  He rode a horse across America setting a world speed record.  He canoed the Mississippi and rode a bike across New Zealand.  He walked the Appalachian Trail in underwear!  He could sneeze and a deer would fall out of the woods! Ok, not really, but he lived hunting, farming, animals, alternative power, mechanics, building without modern devices, woods first aid, and so on.  I was blown away.  I immediately approached him and asked to work on the farm while the other students were learning how to make a fire or something.  He said ok - I built my first erosion dam on a creek bank under a hand built covered bridge, by myself.  Then we skinned logs, limbed a few trees, and shoveled horse poop.  The other students complained about not having hair dryers and coffee, but I was hooked. “If he can do it, I can do it”, but how.  I had a full scholarship, which was in jeopardy already.  My parents were so happy I went back to school.  I had an apartment leased and winter was approaching.


As it turned out my martial arts class had a belt test, which I conducted in the high mountains west of Asheville, that same sacred place where I buried the ponytail.  I took about 5 or 6 students out for a 4 day trip where we studied wilderness skills, tracking, worked out together, and built shelters.  Green belt training included many sorts of outdoor activities from invisible shelters, cold weather study, knots, and night movement.  During one late night around a fire I heard breathing in a bush 15 yards from our fire.  I called out, “If you’re friendly come on in and join us, otherwise go away.”  I put my hand on a hunting knife, and everyone else looked around nervously.  Out walked a fellow in jeans wearing an old bandana and carrying a duffel bag.  He sat down at the fire.  There was something about this fellow.  Tall with darkened skin, he said his name was Roy.  He had a handmade buckskin pouch, which came around the fire for me to see.  I placed a nice crystal I had found in the pouch, and sent it back.  He passed the pouch back around after taking the crystal and said, “Keep it, it’s for you.”  He said he was heading down into the Dark Valley, one of my most intimate places in wilderness.  I had never seen a human there - I didn’t know anyone else even knew about it.  He talked about the old warrior spirits, strange things, that his Cherokee tribesmen still danced the ghost dance there, and that it was a sacred place for him as well.  I told him about an old railroad I once found down there, he said there was a cast iron stove down the tracks.  He asked me about this certain waterfall, I told him where I caught a fish just below it.  We became best friends.


Now this story is important because one after another these seeming flashes of fate, synchronicity, were more than my skeptical mind could take.  It seemed like something was happening.  Here were the teachers I had been searching for.  As we left that camping spot and walked back to the parking lot a day later I cried.  Everywhere I looked I saw trash, disrespect for the Earth, human feces, paper, foil, and rude people.  I cried because I saw what we were doing to our home, and how beautiful our home is, and I realized I would rather die there than live one more day in my own civilization.


After a belt test we would always watch a movie.  Last of the Mohicans was the title of choice this time.  When the film ended I had a big smile on my face.  Green Belt Christy Blankenship asked, “What’s gotten into you?”  I had decided the next course of action.  Maybe the passion portrayed in that story reminded me of what was dying inside me. Perhaps I realized we only have one chance to really live.  Whatever it was I was gone.  I gave away my things that week.  My ARR status at the 321st Engineer Battalion had converted to Individual Ready Reserve.  I sublet my apartment.  I gathered a trunk of warm clothes and a backpack and headed to the woods.  I don’t know that I have ever felt quite like I did that breezy fall day.  It was October 19th, 1998.


I showed up at Eustace’s Preserve and offered to work for him, he accepted. And so I became a master at Pine and Oak shingle making.  I learned to ride horses, cook over fire – I mean really cook over fire, every day.  I bathed in the creeks, discovered native ceremony and lore, tracked, harvested, shot, and most of all learned how to endure winter cold in the Appalachian Mountains with no stove or even a building.  While living with Eustace I met Nathan Roarke who directed education programs at the time.  He was a black belt in Karate and a beast of a man.  He showed me how to shoot instinctive style traditional archery and Cherokee Tomahawk throwing, something which I have developed into a system of sorts and teach today.  We compared spoken dialects of the old ‘Tsalagi’ tongue.  I have watched him raise a fine family of two girls with his wife Holly up a little cove named Buckskin Hollow.


Nathan would run a series of targets through the woods so an archery session was like playing golf.  Each “hole” required different skill sets, shooting positions, angles, obstacles, and lighting problems.  Thomas Garabino, a student of Dan Inosanto and the Jiu Jutsu Academy in Pheonix Arizona, would wrestle with us in the evenings.  I really learned what ‘seeing stars’ was all about with these folks.  We’d train in the cow pasture at night, but when a good choke was applied it looked like daytime for a second!  One time I slammed Nathan down and had him in a bad position, maybe even choking him out.  This was surely nothing more than my surprise strategy.  He looks like Braveheart and built his family’s cabins by hand in the middle of nowhere.  He’s a tough fellow.  He now stands to inherit the senior instructor position at the Blue Ridge Kung Fu School in Boone where he has been training for maybe a decade, starting after we met.  Nathan was part Cherokee as well and continues passing traditional knowledge of his tribe through his own wilderness education center.


This all sounds quite adventurous and romantic so it should be mentioned that my practical side did have serious problems to grapple with.  My girlfriend, a beautiful young woman who followed me from high school to ASU, was challenged by my insistence on a lack of bathing, wild hair, huge beard, and willingness to live outside society.  My Mom thought I had gone insane and tried to get me counseling sessions.  I remember hitching a ride toward my shelter one night when my old car had broken down.  The streets were cold and empty, my stomach ached, I was alone.  In the woods I was alone, and I wondered what my problem was.  What was I doing, what was I sacrificing, would I ever have the chance to go to school again, or date such a wonderful lady, or have any money, or even a car, or food to eat?  I thought, “So this is a how a hobo gets his start.”  These are all things that a wanderer struggles, or at least deals with.  They were important on my martial arts journey because it made me look inward, then upward, for fulfillment.  The denial of physical comfort, whether “ascetic power cultivation” or just plain misery, pushed me to see beauty in otherwise spartan circumstance and appreciate the small and free things in life.

After a time with Eustace I realized that the first step was a success.  I could live in the woods in winter – that daunting time of stillness, freezing temperatures, wild winds, and little to eat.  

Rasta Karate


My family had contacts with folks in Jamaica when I was a kid.  We went quite a few times when I was younger camping out and staying with locals in and behind the small beach town of Negril.  One particular person of interest remained friends with my Mom over the years.  She was a retired nurse, a wise and holistic woman who ran an inn in Richmond, Virginia.  She also kept reins on a small house in the hills behind Negril after the wild decades of the 70’s and 80’s passed by.  I spoke with her over Christmas that Winter, honoring the growing question in my mind, “If I can survive Appalachia in the Winter I bet the Caribbean would be a breeze.”  She needed help fixing up the cabin on the island.  I wanted to get out of the cold, and see more of the world.  In addition there was something in that Rastafarian culture that beckoned.  I loved Reggae, my Dad called Bob Marley a black prophet, and blue water sounded great after months of frozen mud and ice.


So I moved to Richmond, VA, with the promise of room and partial board at the Inn in exchange for work, and hoped to save enough money to get to the island.  This is included in my martial arts essay because it was probably the most intensive training and personal growth period I have had.  I slept on a hardwood floor and had to be up early as my room was an eccentric clothing and gifts shop.  Mary was a driven woman of high character and expectation.  She shopped for fresh food daily and taught me about the urban wilderness, which was new to me.  I trained each morning and often rode a bike to the city park where I would read martial and philosophical authors and work out on my own.  Mary turned me onto Chogyam Trungpa and Sacred Path of the Warrior.  She forced me off of sugar, and made me drink lots of water.  Her meals were Ital, a multi use Rasta term for natural in the highest (I-est) sense.  She covered her building with paintings of thanks and praise and did something each night that was unusual for me at the time, we prayed. 


The book Annals of the Sword Taia by Takuan Soho was a regular meditation for me, but most of all, above all other writings, one hit hard and deep.  The Penguin books edition of Dhammapada, a collection of Buddhist scripture, translated by Juan Mascaro, was something unique.  I list the detail on that work because I have read other versions and none, for me, are so finely attuned to the high orders of the heavens in a simple, unrefined, honest way.  Meaning “Path of Truth”, the Dhammapada made reference to one’s lonely existence as a monk, and praised chastity.  It reinforced the idea that our mind has a powerful effect on our experience, not by changing reality itself as is commonly found in new age theory, but by altering our perception and response to reality.  It was an absolute study of pacifism, and challenged my martial exercise.  It resounded in my soul on a level I cannot explain and made me question the need to harm or kill for any reason, even self-protection.  Mary added a level of complexity to this by explaining that our food was simply a form of energy, and that what we ate affected us on many levels of awareness.  If we ate food that had been handled and prepared by violent souls, or material that had been killed with a traumatic and forceful event, then some of that experience would find its way into our own cells and mind.  So I quit eating meat.  I did this not for any political or emotional pro-animal reasons as much as simply wanting to find where this path was leading to.  


This was the most disciplined period of my life.  Early rising, hard training, good diet, clean thoughts, meditation, and an unattached existence.  I began to see attachment to the physical world a futile experience.  Committing acts of violence to preserve what ultimately could not be preserved seemed silly, and sad, and the martial arts transformed into a path to reach deeper awareness and compassion.  If the martial arts can lead to an enlightened state, this was as close as I have ever been.  As I skated late at night past the alleys of downtown Richmond, I was free of fear, because something inside me had only love to share with others and did not see a need to preserve me with violent action.  I think I even ran into some angels once, but that’s another story, and probably too far out for this paper!  I did at times have a sense of wanting to share this journey with someone, a girl, but the loneliness itself was healing.  Trungpa writes about the tender heart – that the warrior shows strength not by hardening his heart to feeling, but by keeping it tender.  As in ripped open, sensitive to the touch, almost painful, raw to the world, that this was what kept the warrior on the sacred path.  I felt that pain, that tender heart.  Sometimes I still do, but not as often.


So I hope you are recognizing the importance of including this in a martial arts paper.  A flower identified during its sprouting only is so incomplete, or during bloom, and this story is my path in the martial arts.  I hope those reading this will see the flower in a greater entirety, which will explain where in the life cycle I am now, and perhaps reflect something in the history of your path as well.


Mary did one other thing that was new to me.  She read the Bible daily.  She had scriptural quotes around her quirky house of hanging plants, instruments, library, and artistic décor.  She did not fit what I thought of as a Christian, and that challenged me.  I had been raised in a traditional church and then went to Unity, which is a different ballgame, and then began to reject orthodoxy – much as I did in martial arts.  I once had a vision of an army raid killing my native family that made me weep in the forest, and filled me with rage.  I saw religious doctrine as a tool for controlling masses and blamed my own society for much of the world’s evil.  But now, my rage had cooled.  My tender heart listened when she explained her concept of “God”, and the fruit of her spirit was visible to me.  I wasn’t exactly ‘converted’, and I don’t think that was on her mind anyway – she was a truly spiritual woman in a large sense of the term who loved Jesus, and was thankful to Jah, her word for God.  


After enough painting jobs, and house repairs, and an introduction into the urban underground ambient music scene, I had the cash to go South.  


I was a straight up wandering hippie at this point.  I mean, a dumpster mining spirit filled staff carrying bearded weirdo.  The details of life in Jamaica are for another writing endeavor but I will share a few pertinent elements.  For one, the bushfolk of the Jungle took me in like a brother.  If all of the above sounds like a roller coaster of dynamic change, Jamaica was a rocket ship.  The true Rastamen were highly attuned to their natural world.  They rose early and tended crops, fished and worked on crafts that honored the Earth.  They were strong and fit, and of solemn temperament when going about daily affairs. They lived amidst poverty, in need at times of shoes, or food, with little formal education, and an exuberant thankful attitude that was affective and contagious.  I felt a little like Daniel in the Lion’s Den; partner Aaron and I were the only outsiders, the only white folk for miles, and lived at the far edge of a massive ghetto on the edge of the forest.  We cooked over fire daily, gathered rain water with bamboo troughs, and worked alongside the bushmen who taught us survival in that part of the world.  As I trained each day kids would sometimes watch so, needless to say, I held a Tang Soo Do class.  This was a Rasta Karate class; we would share natural meals, and stretch, and teach each other things.  The Rastaman recites memorized biblical passages if he cannot read, and reads to his brethren if he can.  He drums and feels the impact of each note as it carries his heart thoughts to great distances through time and space to the all hearing ears of almighty Jah.  He sits around the fire and reasons late into the night, and sees the body as the temporary vessel of a living and eternal spirit endowed by a Holy Creator.  He is a man of love and peace, and shares that through his vibrancy and positive presence, words, and outlook on life.  He shuns lust and physical extravagance, and grows his body in a natural way with hair long and beard free from the vanity of a razor.  He is clean, and bathes often, and uses the herbs and plants around him as gifts of a loving Jah for enhanced health, living, and insight into things. 


Most of all, the Rasta believe that faith was a power.  This was most intriguing to me because the native scouts had this idea too.  If we walk into the wilderness with a spiritual connection to the creator and with creation then our needs will be met as are the needs of animals and the trees and the very Earth.  Rastamen would travel through the bush, living as part of the Earth in simple harmony, but even in the city, or in other places, faith would provide for needs in a way that the pragmatic mind could not imagine.  I was starting to feel this as a result of jumping, on some kind of faith, from the college course and into this wandering life.  It seemed that clearly when I believed the creative spirit surrounded and moved through me and those around me then I would meet just who I needed to when I needed to.  I would seem to be in the right places at the right time.  And much more humbling than some Jedi sense, or some ninja awareness that could do a lot to build ego and create what Rasta’s would call an idol, this ‘magic’ happened with as little planning or effort, or pre-meditation as one could conceive.  It’s like the simpleton who bends over to tie his shoe and gets missed by a stray bullet, and perhaps smiles his way on down the street unaware.  I wanted to find what meditative secret, as a martial artist, could put us into this state of consciousness and have continued to discover it is simply having a grateful heart saying “Thank You” as often as possible in word and song.


As for the way of the peaceful warrior, one early morning we had a group of crack heads making noise down the hill from our position.  My Cherokee friend Roy had joined me on the island at this point and our total number of four were facing an imminent machete battle.  They had a perceived grievance and were throwing rocks and cussing at us.  It had happened before but this time the tension was higher, they got closer and closer.  I readied my home-made nunchakus and planned an ambush if they came through the door.  They entered the yard swinging their weapons and yelling.  Roy was in a place of deep peace at this time as we were trying to emulate the Rasta teachings and trained together, and read, and reasoned with our texts ever present.  Roy decided to go talk to them, thinking that he could create harmony, and he did, and to this day I wonder exactly what he said as we peered from behind a window sill weapons at the ready.  Roy explained they were upset and needed the reassurance of a true peaceful warrior.

The Broken Bokken  not chronological in chapter sequence


In my early twenties I had been involved in martial arts for about 9 years and missed the nostalgic memories of training at the Dojang with (then) Master Blackburn, and often wondered what Mr. Ginn was up to.  Master Ginn had set a standard in my mind that I saw when I trained.  Everytime I filmed myself kicking, or was kicking a pad, or free fighting someone, I would envision him as a young EeDan and remember how it felt to hold the pads for him, or fight him with him standing on one leg.  I remember wondering if I would ever be able to kick like that, I remember that scary face and intense ‘eye stance’ he would get, and emulated it to the best of my ability.  I hoped to one day in the future heal whatever rift had occurred and continue learning from him.  It was in this spirit that one day while I was wandering around downtown Asheville I decided to go in the store that had once been the Dojang of my teenage years.  



Entering through the doorway was a rush of emotions from the fears of my first night in class, to the hope of continued training, to a solemn look at how much my life had changed and where the quest of a martial artist had already taken me in the quick years of high school and early college.  The brick floor entrance was the same, and the layout was similar.  While inside I decided to say hello to the store owner and ask if he knew any of the history to the building.   As we were conversing my eye caught something leaning in the back corner of the store.  There against the far wall was an old broken bokken, taped in the middle with packing tape with a strip or two of electrical tape around it was well.  I asked if I could check it out and of course the store keeper said that was fine.  Upon further inspection I discovered holes in the top and bottom of the wooden sword and realized it was the old sign hanger for Pyung Ahn Dojang, martial training school of peace and balance.  This sword had hung over Lexington Avenue for many years in turn holding up the Yin Yang/Seagull combination that is the logo of the Spiritual Martial Arts Association.  


I asked the store owner if I could have it after telling the story.   To this day that bokken sits somewhere high on the wall of my home dojo, occasionally making its way to a test where it stands over the students, and me, reminding me of where my martial arts path started, that a sword doesn’t have to mean force and violence – in fact, it is a path of peace, and balance.  

The Backwoods Warrior


When I returned to the United States the wandering hippie had transformed into something different.  As an outsider to the system that a Rasta refers to as Babylon I probably looked weirder than ever.  Wearing sandals, an old blanket, and some olive green shorts, I passed through the gates of the American airport into a sterile world.  I didn’t look down on the people I saw, recognizing at this point that pride in self-awareness was as dangerous as drunkenness, or anger, perhaps worse, because it grabs us right when we think we are developing as a spiritual warrior.  I did see a cold people, dead spirits living separate from one another and their Earth, and without connection to a living spirit of the Creator in what form that was beginning to manifest for me.  Babylon, the visible form of mankind’s fallen nature as evidenced by a society that is ordered by power and greed, and an unsustainable path of misallocated resources and rampant destruction, was my country.  Only by living, and growing outside of the system could I see the system from the inside.  It was the Matrix, for me – a movie that was in theaters when I arrived back in the states to my great synchronistical horror.  


While Mary gave me a temporary home, perhaps to adjust a bit to a world of empty roadsides and high tech communication, I was not finished with this Rastaman journey.  With absolute conviction that Jah would provide me with what necessities I would require, I took to the woods in my own southern Appalachian Mountains staying far in the bush for another two years.  Roy joined me again for maybe 6 months on a lone mountainside where we trained together and continued to contemplate the mysteries of faith, gardening, women, and fine weapons.  I was able to apply skills as a hunter, a tracker, and a craftsman to stay warm, fed, dry, always in rapture at the beauty around.  Most of all that subtle miracle, the urge to smell a flower that results in a jackpot of larvae, the stopping to listen to a special stream that means a falling tree does so alone, drove me to not believe but know a God was out there and heard my inept presence crashing through the forest in search of His mysteries.  

In simpler words, by staying attuned to what is beautiful and being thankful, it seemed that each day my world was visited by small miracles.  If I was trespassing on some government land, noticing something unique to the landscape and following my curiosity saved me a great deal of trouble from the roving vehicle patrol.  If I saw a nice view and went to check it out I’d find a stash of edible plants, or bugs, or honey, or nuts.  It seemed like simply being human, living what was the Rasta way, wandering by feeling more than thought, amazing gifts would just happen.  The bushmen of that distant island often referred to a bible verse that claims, “Do not the birds and animals of the forest have everything provided for them, are you not even more precious than these?”  Like the scene in an Indiana Jones movie where Jones steps out over a chasm on faith and finds a hidden plank beneath him, so too nature and spirit somehow merge to give the natural man warmth, food, morale, art, music, company, all that he should desire within creation.


This flow of spirit and circumstance is exactly what I thought Tom Brown Jr. described as the scout mentality.  It is how I found the Cherokee Warriors Society Ghost Dance Ceremony when I joined that group, tracking them until dusk over a mountain ridge and up a creek bed by feeling more than sign.  It also seemed to be what Takematsu Sensei alluded to and Soke Hatsumi, Masaaki wrote about when discussing the heart of ninjutsu.  More than smoke bombs and throwing stars, the historical ninja wanted to merge with this unseen stream of fate and doing so was not a magic technique or deep meditative mantra – it was having love for humankind, nature, and a heart of gratitude.  


By living in the woods I had the opportunity to really think on this at length and see it play out as I struggled with loneliness, hunger, cold, and the fears that inevitably arise.  By watching the same natural landscape for days and days, in different seasons and weather conditions, I could pick out the subtle changes caused by some foreign disturbance – a poacher, an incoming weather front, or a silent hunting animal like Coyote.  During this time I continued with my hyung, trained with nunchaku regularly, and carried my jo staff everywhere.  It also occurred to me that the act of being invisible, while first studied because of some ‘cool’ factor, was an exercise in awareness and allowed me to watch and see things that most of us miss.  It was a small act to remain in an area undetected for hours, days, or in a few cases weeks, as I learned to sleep under bushes, build smokeless fires, and gather what I needed from the landscape.  


When I returned to college to finish my degree in education the greatest lesson thus far arrived to see if I could apply this learning in a real way.  My car engine blew up.  Then my house burned.  I was out of money and the scholarship was used up.  Then someone stole my two dogs that I lived in a barn with.  I continued going to school, living once again in the woods.  The Y2K stash of one year’s food/ammo/candles/clothing really paid off – I didn’t have to buy any of those things to live my primitive existence.  I’d bike to the bus, catch it, shower at the gym, and sometimes sleep in my library research room (unknown to library workers).  I eventually made it through earning a B.A. in Education, certified Social Studies/History for secondary education and later middle grades as well.  It was a wild period and one that gave me time to study martial arts in word and physical training, face some deep fears, and come to know the woods in an intimate way.

Reunification with Grandmaster Blackburn at Warren Wilson College


Loyalty.  That’s a strong word.  It is rendered almost meaningless in a society where nationalism is frowned on, hard competition is politically incorrect, marriage is temporary, and traditions are becoming more obsolete.  In all of the time I was away from Pyong Ahn I always called Master B, Master B.  He was my teacher.  I also was hopeful that one day I could train with Master Ginn again.  In the years of watching and training with other martial artists, visiting schools, and learning about styles, I never encountered anyone who had both the internal balance or curiosity at least, and quest for peace combined with absolute fighting ability that the SMAA school of thought developed.  Master Ginn’s technical precision remained unequalled, in my opinion.  Master Blackburn’s willingness to use the martial arts as a path to something greater, even healing, without being seduced into mere combat or competition was an attribute hard to find in other schools.  Through whatever means, and I don’t remember now, I got in touch and visited their classes and re-established a relationship in Asheville.  I buried and left behind those things that had pushed me away to start with and hoped these teachers would give me the same grace.  I sat in and eventually joined the Warren Wilson Martial Arts class Master Blackburn taught and was placed at the rank of red belt, 1st gup I believe.  He seemed pleased that I had continued training and that I was not simply wanting to get back ‘into it’.  I worked at his house, and for his landlords, and helped teach some at the class.  When the Tae Kwon Do master, 4th Dan John McGee (TKD Moo Duk Kwan), decided to leave, and Master B moved on, I sort of merged those classes and continued teaching there myself for a period of a few years.  This is about the time when I approached Master Blackburn about testing and received a provisional Cho Dan with the promise I would take a test with the association as soon as possible.


Master Blackburn and I have had some bumps in the road, no doubt.  I believe this essay need not go there and I am not sure what I would say anyway, other than I hope my aging brings with it a maturity and respect that is evident to my instructor.  I will do my best to be on time and honor him and his association with careful teaching, correct technique, good spirit, and humility.  I apologize that my actions, real or perceived, led to a harsh break that kept us separate for so long.  


Over the past couple of years I have stayed in communication enough to let him know that I remain loyal to him and the association and would like to bring my school into the fold of the SMAA family.  He called a few months ago and said, “Spencer, there is a test in December in Orlando.”  And so begins the next chapter of our relationship and journey.  Probably the most rewarding thing so far on this new turn of events has been joining Master Ginn’s school, working out hard, and continuing with someone I admire and look up to in the martial arts world.  


Politics and communication within a martial arts association need to be tended with care.  It is my goal to ensure our camaraderie continues to the benefit of one another and all of the students that we will train and inspire from this day forward.

Appalachian Ninja


It has been said, “When the student is ready the teacher appears.”  After my time in the woods I began to respect the traditions and philosophy of that age old art of the invisible assassins with great intensity.  Now please understand I use that description somewhat tongue-in-cheek, there is no greater divergence between reality and perception than that which exists among the ryu of the feudal Japanese farmers known as Shinobi warriors and what we think of as black clad star throwing robots that die in hordes.  What I came to believe is that the accepted legitimacy of the modern school was almost irrelevant because the writings spoke to me and pulled together the experiences I had in the woods.  Writers old and new from the Ninjutsu lineage were quirky, playful, and deep, with an essence that could not be faked – it just was what it was.  


If a ‘ninja’ was to be ‘invisible”, then he or she would have to learn how to blend.  If a ninja were to be truly free within the landscape, he or she would need to know plants; medicines, foods, weapons.  If a ninja were to move at will, he or she would need to be comfortable in the dark, far from home, be familiar with maps and first aid skills.  What blossomed in me was the understanding that a ‘ninja’ was nothing more than a backwoodsman who occasionally was caught in political strife that resulted in the application of what were essentially mountain living skills turned guerilla warfare tactics.  T.V. and movies capitalize on the images that stick and sell, but the traditional ‘ninja’ were generally poor, outmanned, outgunned, didn’t like being involved in conflict, and had a strong relationship with the natural world.  The were like Japanese Rasta!  The fact that they would hide and sneak led to the belief that they lacked honor.  For these folks, honor was getting home by any means necessary and protecting the village, the family, and the homeland.  The clever use of resources, working at utmost efficiency, training that was part of life, and the ability to absorb anything that was better all seemed like a worthwhile pursuit.  As I met and learned from the hillbillies of southern Appalachia, and learned to see my own family in a different light, I thought, “I am surrounded by ninjas!”  The coolest part?  I didn’t even know.  How’s that for blending?  Combine all of this with an internal element derived from the Yamabushi, old hermetic monks who with the Shugenja (mountain ascetics), gave birth to the earliest known ninja ryu, and you get what I thought just might be the ultimate system of holistic survival/personal development.


Well, I heard of an instructor in west Asheville who taught ‘authentic’ Japanese ninjutsu.  With a little bit of pomp on my behalf, sure that no strip mall Karateka running around in black could hold a candle to the folks I had been living with the last few years, I visited what is now called Kasumi Yama Bujinkan Dojo.  Shidoshi, 5th Dan, Sean Kennedy teaches in the lineage of Masaaki Hatsumi and is licensed through the Hombu Dojo in Japan.  Anyone who has made it this far in the essay could likely remember a moment in their career when they thought, “Who is this magician of a martial artist?”  It wasn’t power, speed, or precision at all.  It wasn’t anything I had seen, ever, or felt.  It was a subtle and sensitive movement with no ki-ahps or mean faces.  It was like holding a ghost, falling into the void.  It was soft at times, hard in unexpected places.  It was almost funny.  It was what I thought Aikido might be like.  


Budo Taijutsu, the “Whole body warrior movement”, or the unarmed combat method of Ninjutsu, was a life changer.  There were no snap kicks, or katas.  Anything that I had learned before was welcome and not frowned upon, and the reishiki or etiquette was unorthodox to say the least.  Classes were outside, people wore camo, cargo pants, black gis, or jiu-jutsu/judo jackets.  Attendees were from many backgrounds, often black belts adding close quarters techniques to their arsenal, or new weapons.  Rank wasn’t emphasized much.  Beginners are white belt, 9th kyu to 1st kyu are all green belt, and Shodan is 1st black.  There are 15 degress of Dan rankings; 1-5 physical, 6-10 more internal, and 11-15 I don’t even know.


When I watched Paul LaRusso and Sean Kennedy ‘play’, armed or unarmed, the endless flow of techniques and the grace of the dance inspired me.  It was like standing on a beach staring out into a vast unexplored ocean after years of walking across land.  Hanbo, or 3 foot staff, is the primary weapon.  In time students begin applying principles to flexible tools such as rope or a belt, and progress into exotic and historical items such as the spear, or yari, and the naginata.  Jumping, rolling, and falling, are important because many of the techniques involve throws.  Training outdoors is considered essential for the conditioning nature provides and to ‘feel the heartbeat of the Earth’.  A total of 9 separate schools are combined in the modern tradition to form one system.  Each year a different school is chosen as a theme and it rotates through the cycle every 9 years.  Also, a different weapon is emphasized each year to encourage students to learn new and different things.  The 9 ryu, or schools, that are carried on by the Bujinkan today are as follows:

“Togakure Ryu (Hidden door school)
The second oldest of the nine traditions, this ryu forms much of the basis for the Ninjutsu techniques taught in the Bujinkan. This system is famous for its use of such weapons as shuko and shuriken. It was reportedly founded by Daisuke Togakure in the late 1100's. 

Gyokko Ryu (Jewelled tiger school) 
The oldest of the nine traditions, this style is heavily influenced by Chinese kenpo and is known for its koshijutsu attacks to muscles and soft organs, also using fingers and thumbs for ripping and tearing. Gyokko Ryu was originally founded by Cho Gyokko who was said to have fled China during the Tang Dynasty around 900 AD. This ryu forms much of the basis for the Bujinkan system including the kihon happo. 

Kukishinden Ryu (Nine demons school) 2007 theme 
This ryu is a battlefield style whose specialty is the use of many different weapons including spears, swords, hanbos, etc. Many of the weapon techniques (hanbo, bo, yari, naginata, etc) in Bujinkan come from this school. Kukishenden Ryu was reportedly founded by Izuma Kanja Yoshiteru in the mid 1100's. 

Gyokushin Ryu (Heart school) 
The second ninjutsu ryu in the Bujinkan system was founded by Sasaki Goemon Teruyoshi in the mid 1500. Not much is known of this ryu except that it is an Iga ninja school and concentrated more on the espionage side of ninjutsu, rather than the fighting side. It is also known for its use of sutemi (sacrifice) throws. 

Takagi Yoshin Ryu (Raise the heart to the high trees school) 
This system specializes in grappling and throwing techniques similar to aikido and judo. However, unlike judo and aikido, this style makes it difficult for the opponent to make ukemi (to fall or roll safely). This ryu is known as the "bodyguard school", and was founded by Takagi Oriuemon Shigenobu around 1650. 

Koto Ryu (Tiger knocking down School) 
This style specializes in koppojutsu or bone-breaking techniques and is very linear in motion. This style was originally organized into a ryu by Sakagami Kunishige in the mid 1500. The name of the school means "to knock the Tiger down with the tips of the fingers" and historically, training started with striking sand and gravel, then larger stones for conditioning. 

Gikan Ryu (Regard for justice school) 
This ryu was originally founded by Uryu Hangan Gikanbo in the mid 1500 and specializes in koppojutsu or bone-breaking techniques. This style is known for its low stances, with much of the footwork within the Bujinkan system coming from this ryu. 

Kumogakure Ryu (Hidden shrine school) 
The third of the ninja ryus, it uses similar taijutsu as Togakure Ryu, and is also known for double blocks and strikes. This ryu originated with Heinaizaemon Ienaga Iga in the mid 1500. 

Shinden Fudo Ryu (Tradition of the immovable god school) 
This system specializes in dakentaijutsu (striking techniques) and 
jutaijutsu (hard grappling techniques). This was the first ryu that 
Takamatsu learned from his grandfather. This ryu was also 
founded by Izuma Kanja Yoshiteru in the mid 1100 who also learned Chinese kenpo.” – quote taken from my website, information paraphrased from Bujinkan sources

I care to share this information with you because I committed myself to training in this art form and have been frustrated ever since.  Watching senior members of the organization was reassuring because the softness of many techniques did not damage the body as in some harder styles.  Instead of a decisive curriculum techniques are taught in what seems like random order the first few years to develop a ‘feeling’, a vision of the larger picture rather than specific steps.  Senior teachers will, at times, purposely overwhelm practitioners with information precisely so that the intellect cannot grab onto and analyze the data.  For a while I thought my days of Tang Soo Do were ending.  I took my Shodan test in Raleigh, North Carolina and a couple of years later, took the Nidan test in Richmond, Virginia.  At this time I continue training when possible with Mr. Kennedy and incorporate the self-defense techniques, basic applications, and weapons methods into my Tang Soo Do class as auxillary studies.  Sometimes I offer a strictly ninjutsu class locally.


One neat aspect of training with these folks is that outdoors knowledge is readily received and appreciated.  At Kasumi Yama Dojo I head up the wilderness related training and often assist with regional seminars teaching primitive living skills, knots, plants, and lore of the original Appalachian ‘Ninja’, the Cherokee Nation scouts.  As a 1/16th eastern Cherokee, society member, and hobby linguist, I have enjoyed bringing these traditions together and work closely with Ira Lively, 4th dan, of the Cherokee Bujinkan Dojo in this regard.  

Golden Blade I, II, III . . .


One day while attending UNC-Asheville I was headed toward my car and a young man approached, asking, “I hear you are a martial arts Kung Fu expert.”  My ego liked hearing that but I looked over my shoulder, and his, replying, “Well, whose asking?”  The reasons I mention ego here is because the most important lessons I have faced as a man are related to ego; high or low, self-perception and esteem is a wild introspection with a long and varied course.  With honesty and good friends, teachers, we can move along without being stuck too long in the same rut.  I was probably in a rut, a little, at least.  T.J Weidow was my master teacher, something I didn’t see for a few years.  


T.J. had a project script for a 10 minute movie and wanted to know if I could choreograph some fighting and shoot the scene out at my house.  Filmed in one day, Golden Blade won a campus award and featured some adequate one-step type techniques between bearded hippies in the rain.  The lesson began.  My voice was a little funny on film.  My technique wasn’t what I imagined, and my two front teeth were really big.  I mean, I looked like a rabbit or something.


I let it go, convinced that the camera was angled wrong, or that I could accept looking a little funny.  Besides, who was ever going to really see this thing?  Some time later T.J. came for my next lesson.  “I’ve got a new script, Golden Blade II, you’re the star, let’s make a movie!”  Who’s going to say no anyway?  I like the Bruce Lee quote, which I paraphrase, “The moment he forgets self-perception, about winning or losing, freedom discovers man.”  I was not free.  I thought I was.  But by thinking I was, I was a more tightly bound slave to my own self-perception.  I finally decided that the training involved would be good and choreographing fun.  When my main adversary in the movie showed up drunk to practice, puked during filming, hit me in the neck twice, I decided ‘fun’ wasn’t the perfect word, but rewarding it still was.  The pressure of film was a rush, and I was sure that the ruggedness of a true Appalachian Ninja Redneck who lived in a barn would just push through the screen and emit ascetic power.  In reality, I looked like an emaciated hippie with big buck teeth and a ninja uniform made for someone with 100 pounds in excess my own body weight.  What’s more, I was a serious dude.  I was striving for balance and spirituality, whatever that meant, but I didn’t laugh much.  I didn’t joke, and spoke in monotones.  I didn’t realize there was another comfort zone that I had not been forced to explore.  T.J. blew it apart.  Between the drunken parties, which I solemnly disregarded, and the mohawked street punks, skaters, and strangers who came up and said “HiYaa” as I walked through town, I had to learn to relax.  And laugh.  T.J. made me laugh.  I laughed at him, the others, and most of all, myself.  I had to - any preconception of myself was rudely destroyed as I watched the hours and hours of editing that went into the 30 minute work titled Golden Blade II.  I made a fool of myself, regularly, while trying to be something else.  It was painful, the more I tried to have some image of what I wanted the more ridiculous it was.  I found that letting go and just being was really, really hard.  And even harder, to watch that process on a 30 foot screen with a hundred others was torturous at first.  Slowing down and exaggerating techniques for film is nothing compared to having your self-perceived inadequacy laid bare for all to see.  Or self-perceived adequacy.  This led to a further contemplation that even embarrassment was a form of pride, it is pride that generates the low feelings and the high.  It was all pride.  


Golden Blade II won something here and there and attracted some minor sponsors.  T.J. bought a new sword because anyone that touched mine had to do 50 knuckle pushups (I never did give in on that one).  


My now Zen Master, T.J. Wiedow, called me up some time later and asked about doing it all again.  We had rehearsals, interviews, casting calls, found a lot of black belts and expert level folks to be involved.  And the final lesson in the Golden Blade series, for me, was incredible.  I just did what I did, liking some, not liking some, accepting all.  I just was.  And T.J. might not have any idea about what he did for my life, but now I smile more often.  I laugh at myself and am not hurt so quickly by insults – even if someone offers to Dremel tool my front teeth.  I converse with strangers and look forward to brightening someone’s day if I can.  I tell jokes, and laugh kind of loud.  I stand upright at times, not inflated or deflated.  I talk to martial artists who are in the really serious phase, and I don’t look down on them, but just enjoy watching the game play out in this life as we all move together on this Sacred Path of the Warrior.  

As I sat in that theater the first time GBIII played, as it has now done around the entire country, I was free.  The façade faded away and I watched a fun project play out in front of me completely separate from who I was as a being.  The goods, the bads - it just was, and I had fun.  I met martial artists who were truly masters and worked with folks just beginning the journey.  We all learned, and we all laughed.  A lot.  When I think of my time doing the Golden Blade movie project I just smile really big.  I have to mention Dan Burrelo Sr. and just say, “You light the way man, keep going!”

Breaking the Form; the role of traditional hyung


Have you ever seen the advertisements in a martial arts magazine; “Defeat ANY ATTACKER!”  “THE official combat system of the NAVY SEALS!”.  Ad infinitum.  Well I ordered Jerry Peterson’s S.C.A.R.S. course.  The day it arrived I was, although skeptical, excited to see what the best of Uncle Sam’s best did to increase chances at hand combat survival.  When I opened the workbook and hit “Play” on the VCR, I was greeted with none other than the familiar Chungul Chaseh, Kimah Chaseh, Hugul Chaseh, Sa Ko Rip Chaseh, crescents, four knuckles, side kicks, and fore arm strikes.  They weren’t called by Korean names, of course, but S.C.A.R.S. appeared like a fundamentals course in Tang Soo Do with a killing blow added to each multi-step technique.  “Hmmm”, I thought.


For years and years I doubted the efficacy of traditional forms.  I read about Bruce Lee’s rejection of Kata and heard professional fighters disparage traditional training in some circles.  I would say it took one full decade for the power of forms to reach into my being.  This realization is still growing, quickly, and is far from any sort of full knowledge.  The coding that forms put into a human mind/body is a study in itself.  The hips and stance training that Hyung gives us is gold alone, then we have the moving meditation, and the cardiovascular elements.  Forms, like a mandala, have levels of understanding that allow a master to teach students techniques that take years to master without the student knowing what the techniques even are, thereby avoiding the possibility of an errant student who breaks from his teacher going and doing harm with what he has learned.  Hidden within the forms are ancient things we cannot dismiss lightly.  


Forms training is excellent for children and has been successful in ‘treating’ ADD/ADHD and a host of disorders that bubble wrapped kids develop early in life.  Forms are one of the reasons that I have stuck with Tang Soo Do and will always remain loyal to my art even as I branch out and learn and absorb other things.  It’s a special thing to work through a hyung, knowing that before me was another, and before him or her was another, and on and on, and we connect with the past generations of warriors and healers who walked this journey just as we do our best to today.  Forms are our story.

Zen and the art of the Rifle


It is easy as a martial artist to get carried away with the amount of material there is to learn out there.  In a field such as weapons study we could spend lifetimes learning nothing more than how many types of weapons there are!  It seems like a good idea to have a few basics with standard items such as a stick of varying lengths, perhaps centered around Jo staff, and something that is flexible.  For those with a more exotic flair sword work is great but even more relevant to today’s world is skill with or against a knife and perhaps rope or cord.  There comes a time, though, when we have to prioritize our training and decide where to put our energy to reach a truly exquisite level with a given weapon.  If we want to really know a certain weapon then it has to become us for a while, years, and years.  I have enjoyed training with nunchaku, short staves, and love shooting my bow.  There are a few things which I have reached high skill in, however, and those are worth mentioning in this essay.


I enjoy throwing knives.  Taking this beyond the average level meant learning the art of Cherokee knife throwing technique.  Knives and tomahawk are both things that I have practiced for many years and have reached some level of skill at.  Part of this understanding comes also from making my own versions of these weapons.  I believe that to master a weapon we should strive to construct one, or at least know how one is constructed.  I began my ‘smithing career by making throwing knives and have since branched out to a wide variety of bladed tools.  The knowledge of wood required for making good handles is also important to acquire and part of the Hawk throwers path – you will break many handles along the way.  Knife throwing is a subject that I teach around the region at primitive skills gatherings and festivals.  I am currently working on a video that exposes the Cherokee knife throw method with drills, games, and practical application of thrown weapons.


Above all, however, is the weapon that I have worked with the longest.  Now I love a fine sword.  I practice my own lame version of Iaido and have a nice Katana, but my weapon of choice is a rifle.  I began shooting when I was about 4 years old and continued through childhood and into my teen years.  I was very competitive when young and taught Boy Scout marksmanship.  In the Army I shot ‘Expert’ hitting at least 36 of 40 targets on a 300 yard range with the M16 service rifle.  After the army I kept shooting and refining the art, even hosting the UNC-A rifle/target team on my property.  Keeping up with current trends, reading what I can, I have continued into the art of reloading.  Reloading means manufacturing ammunition using pre-fired brass with new components such as bullet, powder, and primer.  Handloading also is the same but may use new brass to start with.  Handloading is a high stakes investment of time, energy, and money that pays off with high quality ammunition at affordable prices.  This ammunition relieves a variable in the shooting art placing emphasis on the shooter and his rifle.  An almost limitless number of recipes exist for precise brass, powder, bullet weight and type, and primer combinations.  Each recipe must be worked up from low load levels and tested with precision to find harmonic variances in each rifle barrel to reach the perfect ‘load’.  


I handload for 9mm and .45 caliber handguns, and rifles in 7mm-08, .223, and .308.  With the smallest variation becoming glaringly apparent at long ranges our very mental state is readable in each hand-loaded cartridge.  Each round is created in order and stored in order, and then shot in order, because numbers 3 and 4 will be more alike than numbers 10 and 14.  The level of meditation or focus involved in long range shooting is intense and challenging, and fun!  Weather, air pressure, wind, temperature, distance, topography, all play a role in the good shot.  I regularly place my .308 rounds within a ½” circle at 100 yards.  My favorite recipe for .308 is a 168 grain Boat Tail Hollow Point bullet, sitting on (data removed in public version) grains of Win748 or (data removed in public version) grains of Varget powder, fired by CCI large rifle primers from Remington multi-fired brass.  It is my opinion that previous firing helps shape a brass case to my specific rifle.


The reason I have chosen my rifle as an area for deeper expertise and understanding is because it has ready application in my life.  Good shots mean non-GMO or hormone-laden food for my family.  The rifle is the modern sword of sorts.  In a last resort scenario it is a ring of influence on a battlefield, protection of my home, and can hold very mean people at bay.  The skill of reloading means cheaper ammunition and bulk production of a higher quality round than what military designated marksmen have access to.  And most of all, I love the smell of gunpowder and the echo of my rifle singing her song into the mountains!

Kill in Complete Concentration and with Justice


Thankfully I have not had to experience the extinguishing of a human life while walking the path of a martial artist or a soldier.  I have, however, watched and felt as the life force before me in an animal brother separated from my world by my own hand, knife, axe, rifle, or bow.  After being vegetarian for some considerable time, maybe a year and a half, a friend brought a few pounds of Buffalo over to my place.  He cooked it up.  It smelled good, my body wanted it.  I ate it and have not been a vegetarian since.  


As martial artists we are forced to confront the difficult subjects that a modern civilized life allows us to ignore and pass over.  Killing is one of those – and yet, it is one of the 10 tenents of Tang Soo Do.  I am amazed at how some martial artists quiver at the thought of inflicting deadly force on someone and yet they practice punching and kicking the head over and over and over, not realizing the danger of actually doing that.  If we were to even touch another person’s head in a battle they have legal grounds to counter attack with “Deadly Force” as their legal defense.  So if we are going to train in techniques that could be life threatening then we absolutely must confront the issue of killing, define where it belongs in our doctrine of self defense, and understand when such force is not appropriate so in the heat of the moment we are not stepping over that line without awareness.  The Spritual Martial Arts Association has given us 6 levels of response which I believe address this issue; Evade (my favorite), Distract, Disarm, Control, Disable, Kill.  Should we pretend that there would never be a time when we might be called to do that?  One need only review the news during the week of this writing to be reminded that there are people who will not stop at ordinary means in their quest to kidnap, kill, maim, and torture the most innocent and unprotected among us.  If it comes down to one of us, brothers of the martial path, to stop one of these perpetrators and the attacker’s aggression is so pronounced that deadly force is necessary, then we should be mentally and spiritually prepared for that encounter, as much as is possible.  If not, then in my opinion we are not being honest with what a warrior is.


What does it mean to kill in complete concentration, or in justice with honor?  For me, as a farm worker, that means treating my animals with respect.  It means as a hunter that I say a prayer for my animal; that I honor its life by using the resources it provides to the best of my ability, and by consuming that food with reverence and not reveling in the act of the kill.  To this day, and I have killed many animals, I still feel a wrench in my heart when an animal is forced to leave this world so that I may remain a little longer.  It is a circle that we are all a part of.  I believe that killing to eat is a reverent way of respecting the source of meat compared to only buying as prepackaged material or supporting the meat industry as a whole.  To draw the bow under the duress of a hunting climax; to aim true when missing means hunger or unnecessary injury, and success means food and death; to succeed here and watch that animal pass away; that is with honor.

The MMA phenomenon


Few things have so transformed and affected the modern world of martial arts as the phenomenon known as “Mixed Martial Arts”.  When I use this term I am referring more to a full contact sporting event utilizing both strikes and grappling than I am a truly mixed martial art.  To me, ninjutsu represents a truly mixed martial art promoting the use of everything from belts, to kicks, to grapples, locks, and firearms training.  For the traditional martial artist MMA gives us a great opportunity to reflect on our own practice and answer questions about why we train the way we do, why our priorities are what they are, and how to deal with cynical non-traditionalists.  I was for many years appalled by the gratuitous violent sporting events such as UFC and considered them prostitution of the martial arts.  They teach the fighting but not the character.  They give youth a picture of condoning brutal fighting in a gladiatorial way and perhaps threaten the existence of a free and open martial arts society.  As government exerts more and more control over our individual lives acting more on fear than genuine benevolence, eventually martial arts practice will fall the way of the rifle and sword, the very warrior herself/himself, and become outlawed if not in service to the almighty hand of goodness and knowledge that is government.  With things like UFC representing martial arts to the uneducated populace we face a stiffer battle in justifying the benefits of martial arts, fight science, within a free society.


Those are some of my grievances against the sport of MMA, leaving out the arrogance and aggressive attributes often culminated in an MMA fighter.  However, as in many things I have tried to convey in this writing there is complication.  Here are the complications.


As mentioned early in the essay I loved wrestling.  My teaching job for the last three years at Cane Creek Middle School involved coaching – I was the head wrestling coach for two years, and then assistant under the awesome Scott Meade who wrestled at Iowa State for and with the legendary Dan Gable.  I brought out things from Army training and tore those kids up.  We ran hills, climbed each other, drilled, crawled, lifted, dipped, jumped, and free-wrestled throughout the season.  I trained along with the guys so as to offer them a good example of technique and fighting spirit, which they lacked.  In the off-season I continued training as a martial artist with a lean toward the wrestling art.  Things I admired that the sport developed in boys was a strong, powerful fighting energy.  The other guy, and a mat, was all that awaited the competitor.  Whoever hurt and beat the other guy quickest won.  Controlling the pace, keeping endurance, exploding with power, and applying pain to the opponent were all elements of the game.  As a coach I had the space to really investigate the flow of a match and read players, see pitfalls and shortcomings, and strategize with the team.  Even though we were a middle school I had some fellows that fell into the category of young men.  We’d also train with high school teams at times and share information, and watch others compete as well.  


Each wrestler developed what I believe is a healthy masculinity, something dying in our modern age.  The competition helped us accept losses and handle wins with good attitude.  The hard training meant good sleep, a healthy appetite, and strong bodies.  The real athleticism in a combative sport was valuable – the skills those boys developed put them on par with any standard black belt Karate student at an average school.  They knew how to get hit and drive through it, to take someone down, stay safe, and remain sensitive to subtle changes in a fight.  Wrestling leads to good grappling technique although differences in rules make some wrestling principles dangerous in a street type scenario, such as yielding your back and working to a base.  If I had to pick any group of guys to stand alongside on a battlefield from my peers or students, I’d take wrestlers any day.  The work ethic combined with individual performance pressure, general strength, speed, and balance, make wrestlers ideal candidates for any fighting art.  


So I find this refreshing in a day when kids are punished for resisting a bully at school, when peace should be made at all costs including humiliation and possible personal injury and, of course, the continuation of bullying.  Our young generations are not being taught to stand for anything but to fold on pressure from authorities and others.  We can allow a world of theory and idea to control our reality, much like the college professor who indoctrinates students into political illusion, and in martial arts it’s the person who hides behind so called secrets and mystical power but never feels the essence of a real fight.  They bring dishonor to their style when the time comes for a true test, just as those same college students may one day strive to destroy what is real in hopes of an ideal that is simply bait for someone who does understand reality, and freedom is the cost.  In wrestling there is no hiding.  Mixed Martial Arts, as a sport, is a true testing ground for what it is.  It is not self-defense, it is not true combat where the absence of rules rewards the trickster and the weapon handler, but it is a platform for real testing of principles and techniques.  Hard training has a direct reward.  And while the participants may be a little big headed, if I had to fight for my country with community members alongside I know some good MMA guys that would straight-up throw down – pity on those who would think Americans are soft and overweight!


I was taking a Krav Maga seminar with Moti Nativ here in Asheville in 2008.  Moti is a 15th dan in Bujinkan Ninjutsu and is a retired Israeli Defense Force Colonel who is also versed in Krav Maga.  As we worked through techniques slowly someone asked what he thought about ‘the real deal – MMA’.  He shrugged and said they were good athletes, he would not want to fight those guys.  But more striking was his comment that he pitied them.  They gave up their bodies for their sport and our pleasure, we finance their game and too soon in life they find themselves crippled, injured, torn up, and unable to continue in the field of martial arts.  He, on the other hand, is at work more than ever and in his fifties.


So all in all, balance is key.  Without internal training we do not become warriors in the larger sense of the word.  In my opinion, however, without external training we also would not be able to compete should our path take us into a direct confrontation with a hardened enemy on battlefields of the future.  It is my belief that we honor our martial ancestors by keeping alive the fighting spirit that protects the innocent and preserves our freedom.  MMA keeps alive a warrior tradition respectable in its own right, even if very different from my own.

Theology, Mystery, and Spiritism


Many people grow up in a stifling environment, one in which they are not free to explore the mysteries of spirituality and the wonders of unseen things.  Creativity is crushed by fear and guilt and in rebellion folks may run from the experience associating all evil with the source of their rebellion.  I went through a period in my own life, as mentioned earlier, when the “church” represented so many bad things. After living with the Rasta’s, however, and seeing the ‘fruit’ of Mary’s lifestyle and her reverence for God I humbly asked to see him more and more in the things I did and asked for His spirit to work in my life.  Rather than turning into a narrow-minded person who feared anything outside of my own paradigm, I began to see that I could easily be attracted to uneccessary steps in an effort to reach communion with that great mystery that draws our heart and spirit away from the world of mere flesh alone.  


Unlike many teenagers, I grew up in Asheville, the “New Age Mecca”.  I have long ago become somewhat desensitized to crystal healers, herbal magicians, positive visualization experts, self-help coaches, and meditative gurus.  I have visited many workshops and have even been involved in a number of study programs including Sacred Geometry, which I still enjoy, and have earned healing titles such as Reiki Master, 3rd degree, and a 1st level instructor in Da Dao Chan Qi Gong.  What I discovered in my quest was that there is a spirit world and we may be tempted to toy with things that are beyond our own ability to perceive, or understand.  Like the traps I set in nature which are designed to appear something other than what they are, traps exist in the spirit world which can draw in a seeker and hold him in darkness.  This darkness can appear as light and we can be guided by teachers from all over the Universe, but how do we know whence from cometh these folk?  Promises, which are tempting, things that are not what they seem, can all conspire to lead us into a spiral of thought and spiritual entrapment that does quite the opposite of ‘spiritual liberation’. 

I was convinced that through lengthy fasting (6 months and more) I could see beyond my mortal self and glimpse what is beyond.  I have tried other things to see past the windows of this world that need not be mentioned here.  With the Dhammapada at my side and a rigorous attention to my thoughts, motivations, and offering of what I thought was Universal Love, surely I could reach the state to which the monk strives?  I found, like a diet program that isn’t sustainable, my own mind could justify and shape philosophy to meet my needs whatever they were.  I was unable to recognize within myself what was pure and impure.  So I continued seeking possibilities from folks I met along the path.  For each method of refinement there is payment; in the form of enlightenment, ability to manifest, healing, special powers of sensitivity, or combat.  But like Genetic Modification in food, sometimes there is an unintended consequence that occurs because we, as humans, do not see the greater picture.  There is a greater picture that we are a part of, as well, and it is easy to be swayed by anything if we do not believe in forces of goodness or bad.  Transcending duality into a universal existence of purity might keep us from seeing the painfully obvious fact that there is evil in this world, and in other worlds.  Forces in other worlds recruit us to work for them, in a sense, within this world.  The crazy thing is we get enlisted with the best of intentions, being paid in the form of a false spiritual currency.

 Wouldn’t it be neat if there was a light we could hold up behind each spiritual dollar and see if there is a watermark?  Is there some way I can find out what is real and unreal?  What is necessary and unnecessary for healing?  Do I have to hold my tongue a certain way and contract my sphincter and visualize whirling chakras and channel Universal Energy?


Well, I have reached the belief that there is a light to test the spiritual waters and hold things at bay that are not necessary.  That light is Jesus.  His name has power and it represents purity, a purity completely counter to my own selfish designs, my own lusts, my own nature.  I am, in fact, a fallen species of sorts.  Even if my own efforts, alone, could help me reach unification with that great mystery, the Universal consciousness, what arrogance might that engender?  If I could do it of my own accord then surely it is difficult, for my kind seems hell bent on destroying not only ourselves but the very planet which sustains us – all with what are sold as good intentions.  I feel unworthy of the grace necessary to pull me off of a descending path of self-delusion, mastery, and inflated importance.  I thank my God, that vastly incomprehensible force beyond all words, for His sacrifice on my behalf to create a bridge between a sickened, dying realm and the realm of holiness which had so long drawn my being.


So can there exist such a thing as a ‘Spiritual Christian’?  Or even more appropriate, could a Christian instructor exist within the Spiritual Martial Arts Association?  In my opinion, yes.  I suppose we will see.  Obviously, this was the hardest part of the paper to write for many reasons, but I hope the background of a lifetime of seeking can provide context - that I am not one to swallow a ready made religion due to mere guilt or fear alone.  Now I have a greater appreciation of just what guilt, and fear, can be.


To flesh out in more detail the complexities of my own unique strand of Christianity might take more than a review essay on my life as a martial artist.  I still believe in healing, I still think fasting is healthy and revealing, I think we live in a dark age where metaphysical science is often misunderstood and feared.  Meditation is essential for the warrior, and religion should not be used as a coat of paint to cover and shut down inner journeys and honesty about who and what we are on many levels.  


“We are spirits, in a material world.”  - Sting

Land of the Sky Martial Arts and Wilderness Skills School


I established a school for martial practice while teaching through Warren Wilson College and at Hahn’s Gymnastics in Arden, NC.  It has taken various forms and been located in a variety of locations settling out with a class in Black Mountain through the Parks and Recreation Department and a new one starting near Canton, NC.  We practice Tang Soo Do and Budo Taijutsu in the Dojang, and learn wilderness skills at my home school located on North Carolina’s largest wilderness complex.  It turns out that the place where I buried my ponytail 15 years ago, the place where Roy walked up that dark night, and the same place where I danced the ghost dance, finally called me home.  My wife, son Leo, and I, were able to buy a small farm in those same mountains that have always meant so much to me.  With over 30,000 acres of pristine southern Appalachia at my back door we develop skills related to outdoor living, scout mentality, blacksmithing, animal raising/training, archery, hunting, rifle marksmanship, and a wide variety of Appalachian folk skills derived from my time at Turtle Island and while living in the woods.  Summer camps each year include Scout Basic, Basic II, and Advanced Camp where students wander through the mountains applying what they have done in previous years of Basic Camp.  


“Choose Your Own Adventure” is a 1, 3, or 5 day client designed trip that offers martial arts training or wilderness skills development as checked on an interest sheet to give a personal and unique experience to business or family members.  We have a complete dojo on site as well for visiting instructors including proper flooring, training weapons, and equipment.  Other, larger outfitters have donated backpacks, boat gear, and general hardware to supply those without equipment.  We offer fly fishing, lake sailing, kayaking as well and the requisite classes and skill training to make each experience safe and rewarding.  Land of the Sky also has developed a curriculum of content specific seminars on topics not often covered by other schools such as blacksmithing, stealth, tracking, and I freelance around the region at various outdoor education centers and continue with heavy involvement at Turtle Island Preserve with Eustace.  We are annual presenters at the country’s largest living history festival, Hart’s Square, and work with area herbalist schools and home school programs.


Teaching awards I have received include The Veterans of Foreign Wars Citizenship Education Award 2008 for the state of North Carolina, Asheville Citizens Times Hometown Hero, and publication of lesson plans by Corwin Press in the upcoming More Best Practices for Middle School Teachers, sequel to a best selling title for professional educators.  


I extend a welcome and discounted services to any students, teachers, or masters of the Spritual Martial Arts Association seeking a base for their clinics or who would like to participate in our unique outdoor training opportunities.  For more information visit www.yamabushi.us 

NoDan

The essay has come to an end.  Thank you, whoever reads this, for the opportunity to look back on these things and give some form to the memories and ideas that occupy my mind.  This final chapter is titled No Dan, because it represents where I am now.  As I grow older, but am still young, I have seen the excellence of simplicity, family, and community.  I am not after any great recognition in the martial arts but simply continue on the way, always growing, sharing, and learning from teachers I find and who seem to find me.  I have a 2 year old son, and a daughter on the way.  I am learning that parenthood is a path of warriorship and that stepping into that role is awesome.  I am taking my Cho Dan test with the Spiritual Martial Arts Association to heal any rift that occurred in the past, to show my dedication to the art of Tang Soo Do, and to give my own students the gift of this large and wonderful family of teachers, masters, and fellow students.  I like living way out in the sticks, having two dogs, and a truck.  I love the river, the mountain, and the creative force behind it all.  I like my guitar and enjoy training in martial arts.  That’s about where I am now.  I appreciate these things all the more as I see the possible national chaos that marches closer each day (some things just never change).  I pray that as a healer, a martial artist, and a spiritual warrior, I can help guide and protect my family and friends through what is no doubt going to be an interesting period of history.  I believe all of the things mentioned in this paper were undertaken for a reason and that we are all here, now, for an important purpose.  Until that purpose takes a different direction I will continue loving my family, teaching and helping kids, and taking time to enjoy a good bow hunt.

_______________________________________________

