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			INTRODUCTION

			The movie’s release date was set.

			June 22, 1984.

			The calendar page had flipped past the middle of May, and by that point I had not seen a frame of the finished product—only limited pieces of a black-and-white work print a few months earlier, when I was called in to participate in post-production sound. I had been getting word that the “advance tracking was very good.” However, I had heard those types of phrases before, and most often they would lead to an underwhelming result. But in this case, what was about to happen to me was different. What would play out in front of me on a spring evening in New York City turned out to be, well . . . magic.

			On May 19, 1984, at seven p.m., a sneak preview of Columbia Pictures’ The Karate Kid was happening in 1,100 theaters around the country. I’d be at the Baronet and Coronet Theatre on Third Avenue in Manhattan. There I would see the completed film for the first time, with a public audience. No private screening scenario with jaded executives and talent reps. This was a Saturday Evening Picture Show for paying customers. There was a long line of “regular people” of all ages stretching down Third and around the corner onto Fifty-Ninth Street.

			As the audience filed into the theater, my girlfriend (now wife of thirty-five years) and I met up with the film’s director, John G. Avildsen (an Oscar winner for Rocky); its brilliant screenwriter, Robert Mark Kamen; and legendary film producer Jerry Weintraub. We sat in the last row of the packed auditorium. I slipped in fairly unnoticed except for a few random audience members who waved to me and referenced Francis Ford Coppola’s The Outsiders, the film I had appeared in a year prior. Other than that, I was pretty civilian in an audience of real people. I was quite nervous and a bit skeptical but ultimately eager in anticipation of what lay ahead.

			The lights went down. The audience began to quiet and settle. The butterflies increased in my stomach as Bill Conti’s sweeping music underscored the opening credits. On the screen, this “Karate Kid” took that green station-wagon ride with his widowed mom from Newark, New Jersey, to Reseda, California.

			The movie was only a few minutes in when they arrived at the South Seas Apartments in the San Fernando Valley. However, it seemed like somehow everyone in that audience already had an understanding or some connection with this kid, this Daniel LaRusso. They related to this kid, they liked this kid, they laughed with him, they hurt with him, and ultimately, they cheered for him.

			As this underdog story unfolded on the screen in front of me, the love affair with the theater’s audience seemed to build and heighten with each and every frame. Every laugh. Every ooh and aah. Every punch. Every kick. Every tear. Every cheer . . . it was all in concert. Four hundred people seemingly sharing one brain in one collective experience in the life of this kid . . . and this kid . . . was me. Holy crap. I mean, yeah, I was twenty-two years old at the time and LaRusso was only turning sixteen—more on that “yoot-ful” appearance later (a cheap My Cousin Vinny reference, sure, but I was in that one too, and after all, this is my story).

			Now, I’m not saying that this feeling was unprecedented. There have been many film audiences, before and after, that I am sure have shared the same connection with a lead character. But from my point of view, in the humblest way—I mean, come on, I was just the Long Island guy who got the part—this was surreal. I had been in a few things, an ensemble TV series and a very cool Coppola film, but this was something else. I was in virtually every frame of this thing, and the response was extraordinary. Daniel LaRusso was being lifted to heroic proportions, and it was like nothing I had ever experienced before. The Baronet Theatre was electric, and I was on the ride of a lifetime.

			I have often described sitting in the back of that theater as like being in the back of the coolest roller coaster, witnessing everyone’s heads, shoulders, and arms moving in unison as the track took them on different turns, drops, and ascents.

			The movie’s themes of bullying and mentorship connected on all cylinders. It was genuine wish fulfillment, as every setup was paying off to perfection. We followed a bullied teenager under the soulful tutelage of his martial arts master, a surrogate father figure and virtual human Yoda, Mr. Miyagi—portrayed in a brilliant, Oscar-nominated performance by my friend and screen partner the late, great Noriyuki “Pat” Morita. Miyagi’s unorthodox training techniques played out as a beautiful cinematic magic trick. Daniel LaRusso was the every-kid next door who had no business winning anything and a classic aspirational character who was overcoming the odds, heading toward the ultimate climax, where he represented a piece of all of us.

			There, at the All Valley Karate Championship, against the villainous Cobra Kai, I would hear the now famous “Sweep the leg” and “Get him a body bag” (who knew?) for the first time as the anticipation of the crane kick loomed around the corner.

			The swell of excitement was palpable. Conti’s music built. Avildsen’s edits elevated. LaRusso assumes the position. I could feel the dam about to burst. And then . . . the kick! The crescendo! Boom! A thunderous roar from the Baronet Theatre crowd as they leapt to their feet, cheering and hugging and high-fiving as if at a major-league sporting event. It was a thrilling rush of emotion and I was sucked into the vortex like I had just won the World Series, Super Bowl, and Stanley Cup at the same time! I don’t think I even remember the credits rolling.

			This continued up the aisles of the theater, through the lobby, and back out onto Third Avenue. Suddenly, the actor who had been recognized by only a few at the start of the film now had to be ushered through the energized crowd, who were rushing to greet the “kid” they’d all just rooted for as if he were their own brother.

			The crowd spilled out onto the sidewalk as I was guided by the filmmakers to a waiting car at the curb. I stopped and looked back at my “new friends,” with whom I had just spent 126 minutes. What I saw was an image I will never forget. Everyone, and I mean everyone, was doing the crane stance out by the street. Kids and adults, teenagers and grandparents, all doing their imitation, their own version of Mr. Miyagi’s winning crane kick.

			I got into the back seat of the car and Kamen was wholeheartedly mocking me, jokingly acting like a fanatic pounding on the window as if I were the Beatles leaving Shea Stadium. Avildsen said earnestly of the film and my performance, “Congratulations! It’s really a terrific story.” And Weintraub, in his unmistakable Brooklyn accent, called out to me, “We’re gonna be makin’ a couple of these!”

			My mind was racing as the car drove up Third Avenue. I was trying to make sense of everything I had just experienced. I laughed to myself at what Jerry had said. I mean, I knew what it meant, but at the same time, what did that really mean? “A couple of these.” Two is a couple, three is a crowd, four is too many?

			To be honest, as I sit here today, I don’t think Jerry or anyone could have ever imagined that the legacy of The Karate Kid would still be going and growing for thirty-eight years, with no end in sight. The pop-culture relevance and staying power of the Karate Kid franchise never ceases to amaze me, and I am humbled at every chapter.

			Let’s take a quick look at “a couple of these,” as Jerry Weintraub predicted. . . .

			First, of course, there was the original. Then there was The Karate Kid Part II, released in 1986, followed by The Karate Kid Part III in 1989 (both starring yours truly). An animated series followed on NBC that same year. Then came The Next Karate Kid in 1994, which launched Hilary Swank’s career. But we’re not done yet. Let’s jump about sixteen years to the 2010 Karate Kid remake with Jaden Smith and Jackie Chan, which was another box-office success at that time. I would say that constitutes “a couple of these.” Wouldn’t you?

			But wait, there’s more! A Broadway musical adaptation of the original film is currently scheduled to hit the Great White Way in 2023. With a book by the original screenwriter, Kamen, and music by Tony Award–level composers and producers, The Karate Kid: The Musical is on the way! Of course it is. Why not?

			And now . . . just to pour a little bit more relevance on top of what has already been highlighted: Currently, I am reprising the iconic role of Daniel LaRusso, thirty-eight years later, in the critically acclaimed, Emmy-nominated, worldwide-hit television series Cobra Kai, which co-stars William Zabka, who portrayed LaRusso’s nemesis, Johnny Lawrence, in the original Karate Kid film. It is a rivalry series that dives into the gray areas of both of these characters when their paths cross for the first time in decades.

			The show originated on YouTube Premium in 2018 and was an instant hit, with fans and critics alike. The cherry on top is that the entire series was then licensed by Netflix, which relaunched the first two seasons to an even wider global audience in August 2020. It immediately became a smash hit. As I write this, I’ve just finished filming the fifth season of Cobra Kai. “A couple of these,” huh? Boy, if I knew then what we know now, I still wouldn’t have been prepared for this truly amazing voyage.

			Lightning would strike in the summer of 1984, and it continues to strike and engage new fans around the world and across the generations. I knew I felt something magical that night at the Baronet in New York City. But I had no idea to what level. Daniel LaRusso was about to change my life. And that life . . . has been all the richer for it.
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			Becoming the Kid

			
				
			

		

	
		
			
				
			

			
			It was late spring 1983. The Outsiders, my first major film, based on the classic S. E. Hinton novel, was finishing up a fairly successful run at movie theaters, and the notices for my performance as Johnny Cade were pretty solid. Still, to this day, it’s one of my favorite roles on film. It was directed by Francis Ford Coppola and featured a cast that rivals any as far as launching big careers, including those of Cruise, Swayze, Lane, Lowe, and Dillon, to name a few. So, I was feeling pretty confident that things might be lining up in a good way for me as well. I was back home in New York on Long Island in the house where I grew up. My beloved New York Islanders were poised to win their fourth consecutive Stanley Cup championship, I was listening to Springsteen’s The River album on a loop, and summer was right around the corner. I wondered what would be next.

			It had been a few years since I was back in my old room full-time. A poster of Scorsese’s Raging Bull still lived above my bed. A framed collage of Gene Kelly was a focal point too. I wanted to be as cool and smooth as him when I was a little kid—an early influence from watching MGM movie musicals with my mom. I even took tap-dance lessons for a while in between Little League baseball games and working with my dad on Saturdays. My mom and I would often watch the four-thirty movie on WPIX, channel 11, after I got home from school. I was probably around six or seven years old when my love affair with movies and storytelling was born. My younger brother had taken more organically to the family laundromat and pump-truck businesses at that time. My mind was elsewhere, inside my imagination. In my early teens, between school plays and dance recitals, I would audition for commercials here and there. By the time I graduated high school I had landed two Bubble Yum spots and my first film role, in a movie titled Up the Academy. From there, I wanted to emulate my acting heroes. Brando, Pacino, De Niro, and a few New York Mets bobbleheads still peppered the bookshelves of my room. Springsteen and Billy Joel albums finished off the décor over yesteryear’s shag carpet, which still covered the hardwood floor. This was where I had grown up. This was where I had daydreamed that I could “make it.”

			After Up the Academy, I lived in Los Angeles for two years coming off my one-season stint on ABC’s Eight Is Enough. I was nineteen at that point. I stayed in California for the second year to further my craft, focusing on acting classes and auditions in between teen magazine shoots, before Coppola awarded me a role as one of the “greasers” in his newest film. This was a huge break for me. A big win and step up in Hollywood street cred. And so, it was on that day that I made the decision to move back to New York after filming of The Outsiders was complete. I missed the East Coast energy and was eager to experience The Outsiders’ release from home. Plus, New York City was only a train ride away, and this proved to be the right move for what was about to happen.

			So there I was, sitting in my room on a faux-leather beanbag chair, probably with Martha Quinn in the background introducing a music video on my nineteen-inch Panasonic television, when the phone rang. I excitedly received the information about an upcoming audition for the starring role in a new Columbia Pictures movie. Okay, that’s cool.

			I found out they were making a film based on a newspaper article about a kid who was picked on and how martial arts helped him confront his bullies. Sounds intriguing.

			It was being directed by the guy who made Rocky. First the Godfather director and now the Rocky director. This is feeling really good now!

			The character’s name was Danny Webber. Hmmm, okay, I guess I could be a Webber.

			And the title of the script they were sending me was:

			
				The-Karate-Kid

			

			What? Seriously? Was this a cartoon? An after-school special? All I kept thinking was, What a silly, lame-ass title. It must be a placeholder. Gotta be a working title, right? Okay, one thing at a time. They were sending the script my way, and I would read it with an open mind over the weekend in preparation for my audition.

			Here’s what I remember about my first reading of Robert Mark Kamen’s now classic screenplay. I recall connecting to the father-and-son elements and heart in the story right off the bat, even though I knew virtually nothing about Japanese culture. I didn’t know what a bonsai tree was either, so that part was confusing. I found some of the high school story line characters a bit corny and stereotyped. As far as the fight scenes, it’s always very difficult to grasp action sequences on the page, but I did feel they were unique and that the underdog dynamic was just so perfect in the hands of John G. Avildsen. Rocky was such an influential movie in my childhood. Perhaps the title was just a play on what they should have been calling it, The Ka-Rocky Kid. Actually, that is what Avildsen jokingly said the film could arguably be branded. Personally, I could not get past the fact that this major motion picture script would have such a ridiculous title. I mean, can you imagine? If I ever did get this part and the movie hit, I would have to carry this label for the rest of my life!!

			Three days later, the sound of a train whistle blared as a westbounder entered the Babylon station. It was audition day, and there I was in my white Tom Petty concert shirt and my black Members Only–type jacket, stepping onto a Long Island Rail Road train to New York City. For some reason that I cannot explain today, that was my choice of wardrobe for this character. As the train made its way to Penn Station, I had the usual butterflies as I went over my audition scene. For reference, it was the scene that directly follows Mr. Miyagi’s saving Daniel from the skeleton beatdown. The scene where Daniel discovers that Miyagi is a karate master. (The actual footage from that day lives on YouTube. Avildsen uploaded my first reading of the character years after the movie came out—it is intercut with Pat Morita’s first-ever reading of Mr. Miyagi. It’s really worth a look.)

			Now, when you first go in to audition for a role, it’s most often only with the casting director. What was unique about this scenario was that I was on my way to the director’s home, an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where I would meet with the Oscar-winning filmmaker John Avildsen one-on-one. As I rode uptown in my cab from Penn Station to Eighty-something Street, I wondered if, maybe, word of my performance in The Outsiders had gotten me past the first round. That had to be it, right? Not so fast. (Insert record scratch here.) When I arrived, I found a hallway packed with teenagers of all shapes and sizes. I reset my ego, took a deep breath, and made my way toward the apartment door at the end of the hall.

			I distinctly remember hearing a few actors mocking the title as I navigated the crowded hallway, making fun of it as they snickered. It’s interesting; in that moment I felt very validated on one level, but after spending the weekend with the script and preparing, I was now compelled to defend it. Sort of like sticking up for your brother. “Hey, I can make fun of him, but you can’t.” I was oddly offended by their negative comments about the title. How about that? Looking back, perhaps that was the first sign that I had a personal connection to this role, that it was somehow “destined” for me.

			Finally, after a significant wait, during which I tried to remain loose and not give in to my pre-audition nerves, I heard my name called. It was my turn. I walked through John’s apartment toward a back office, passing framed movie posters for Save the Tiger, The Formula, and Rocky. Something shiny and gold caught my eye on a shelf; I believe I was probably half looking for it. There it was. The Best Director Academy Award. An Oscar, live and in person. Don’t stare. Keep moving. Come on, you’ve worked with Coppola, just stay cool, Ralphie boy.

			I turned a corner to find John Avildsen, a man of small physical stature, reading glasses on the tip of his nose, sitting with a large JVC-type video camera pointed right at me as I entered. He was shooting my every move and our full conversation. He offered me a seat. I had the script in my lap, and he began to explain the plot of the movie from beginning to end, never taking the camera off me. He was capturing my every reaction. He then focused on the details that led to the audition scene. I tried not to be self-conscious that he was filming me and not the character at this point. Later I would recognize this as the way he documented my behavior. It was all part of the audition process. (Once again, the footage from this exact experience lives on YouTube.)

			Then it was time to read the scene. I was feeling pretty good with the material, and the dialogue seemed to fit nicely in my mouth. In hindsight, probably another sign that this role was a good match. I just played it as naturally as I could, being honest with my reactions, allowing my East Coast cockiness to bleed through. We only read it once. That was it. No adjustments. No notes. He lowered his reading glasses and said in an impressed, almost surprised tone, “Wow, you’re a good actor.” Now, that’s never a bad thing to hear on the first date. A proud feeling of jittery excitement was building in my chest. Then what really put it over the top for me was when he ended the audition meeting with “I can’t guarantee anything for certain, but if I were you, I’d start taking some karate lessons.” That got me up and out of the chair with a jolt. A pretty damn good sign, don’t you think?

			I left John’s apartment with a spring in my step as I passed by the few remaining audition candidates and title-mockers. Out on Eighty-something Street, I hit the corner, and instead of getting a return taxi, I just decided to run down Fifth Avenue toward Penn Station. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I had no cell phone to call anyone. It was 1983, people! I was too pumped with adrenaline to flag down a cab. Those fifty city blocks to Penn were an absolute blur. On the train ride back home to Long Island, I was beginning to fantasize about playing the part. Like Balboa running up the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Clearly, I was getting way ahead of myself, but hey, it’s my imagination and I’ll make it up if I want to!

			They say “the waiting is the hardest part” (my second Tom Petty reference), and that proved to be true for me in the weeks and months ahead. The feedback my agents received from the casting office was excellent, and Avildsen even had me back twice to read with actresses for the role of Daniel’s love interest, Ali Mills. (More on that later.) But still no offer. I thought for sure I’d nailed this on day one, judging by John’s reaction in person. I had taken his advice and attended a jiujitsu martial arts class near where I lived on Long Island. I made sure my reps got this information to him, letting him know about my dedication and that I was following his lead. Soon after, he called me on the phone himself. Excited to hear directly from him, I braced myself for what I thought might be the official word. Nope! He wanted me to meet the screenwriter, Robert Mark Kamen. Robert had been trained in Okinawan Goju-Ryu karate (Miyagi’s karate), and I guess he and John wanted to see what I could do. It had been some time since my first audition, so while I was on the phone, I felt the need to ask him the question that was hanging: “Am I going to get the part?” His answer was clear, noncommittal, and quintessentially Avildsen. “Listen, unless I run into a young Spencer Tracy between here and LA, you’re the first choice right now.” Okay, well, there is only one Spencer Tracy. Not that I would ever think that I was a better actor than Spencer Tracy, but what are the odds there’d be a “young” one? I took it as it was: undefined optimism.

			I met Kamen at his apartment in New York City. He spent time with me going over some basic karate stances and circle movements, blocks, and strikes. This was the foundation for what would become wax on and wax off, etc. He sized me up right away. I later learned he described me as a skinny string bean of a kid, “obnoxious” but “sweet,” and notably lacking in physical prowess. I guess that made me the perfect karate underdog. Within days we heard from the Columbia Pictures business affairs department. An offer was being made. But not the type of offer I was expecting.

			The studio was offering a screen test deal, and it included two potential sequels. In other words, a three-picture deal. This was the beginning of that era of “tying up” actors in an early contract in the event a film became a franchise. However, a test deal means you do not have the part unless they pick up your option after a screen test. Bottom line being, more hoops and, more important, more time and chances for the young Spencer Tracy to eventually show up. I was flattered and frustrated all at the same time. I recall attempting to limit the test deal to only the one film at hand, but it was a “take it or leave it” scenario, and I had little leverage at that point in my career. So, for those fans who for years have asked, “Why Karate Kid Part III?”—you now have the answer. On the flip side, if it weren’t for the “second sequel,” there may never have been the hit Cobra Kai series. The creators of the show love having the canon from that third film to use in the show’s plot lines. You see, with this storied franchise, even the shortcomings wind up giving back.

			Once the test deal was finalized, I was soon on a plane to Los Angeles. They put me up at the Sheraton Universal. It was in close proximity to the Burbank Studios, which were occupied by both Warner Bros. Pictures and Columbia Pictures. It was home base for me for the next few weeks. Every morning, at the crack of dawn, there’d be an energetic knock on my door. I’d groggily open it up to find a hyper-enthusiastic ’80’s buff-ster with “Body By Jake” stretched across his T-shirt. He’d run me through a vigorous boot-camp program in my hotel room, which left me fairly limp and queasy as the morning sun bled through the crack in the aged curtains. Apparently, Avildsen and Kamen felt this “string bean of a kid” needed to ramp up for the task at hand and organized this eye-opening program. I negotiated myself out of having to continue the early-morning physical wake-up calls once my schedule expanded. Consequently, I never did achieve that Jake-like body. But Avildsen kept me busy in many other ways. He had set me up with a daily itinerary of martial arts training, co-star auditions, readings, BMX bike lessons, and soccer-ball-juggling lessons.

			My days were full but there was no screen test in sight . . . so far. I was devoted to the work schedule but still technically unemployed. I would report to producer Jerry Weintraub’s Bungalow One on the studio lot every morning to get my itinerary and would run into various department heads for the film. Cinematographer, production designer, location manager, you name them. Everyone treated me as if I had the part. Now, there was a lot of casting going on for the other roles, so I just assumed all the screen tests would happen together and then the cast would be locked, options would be picked up, and the role would officially be mine. But even so, it became increasingly difficult to not think everyone who passed me by looked like a young Spencer Tracy.

			There was one distinct day when I ran into Charlie Sheen. I was on my way out of a casting session and he was hovering outside, off the corner of Bungalow One. That’s weird. What’s Charlie doing here? I knew him through his brother Emilio Estevez, whom I worked with on The Outsiders. We spoke a few friendly words of recognition as we passed each other. I wasn’t really sure why he was there since I’d never witnessed him come in to read. Maybe they were waiting for me to leave first? I moved on with my day, though it did hang in the back of my mind. I learned as time went on that Charlie had indeed been a candidate for “my” role. As was Robert Downey Jr., whom I also knew from the past. Add a C. Thomas Howell to those two, and that was the trio that was considered, as I learned later. Oh, yeah, and I also got wind that Clint Eastwood was doing a push for his son Kyle. I’m sure there were many others, but those are the names that were officially in contention, with me remaining in first position. I was beginning to grow frustrated waiting for this “unofficial” journey to play itself out.

			The casting fog eventually cleared up very quickly when the perfect ingredient was added to the mix. It all accelerated once I was connected with Pat Morita. The magic made in heaven. I will elaborate on this in much further detail in the next chapter. But for now, I’ll just say that it was clear that any casting hesitations completely disappeared once Pat and I got in the same room. This appeared to seal the deal, and screen tests were scheduled right away. They played out like a regular production shooting day on the Columbia soundstage with rehearsals, costumes, makeup, and hair. This was, essentially, a formal screen test for the studio executives so they could view the footage the next day and officially sign off on the leads in their movie. The day had come, and although I’d felt like I had the part for weeks now, this was for all the marbles! I normally would be very nervous before a final test like this one, but that wasn’t the case on this day. I was quite calm, if not overconfident, since I was the only actor testing for the Daniel role. Not to mention Weintraub, Avildsen, and the production staff had been addressing me as Daniel since I arrived in LA. Pat Morita and Elisabeth Shue also tested with me on that day. I realized the dragging on was all a formality that hinged greatly on the studio executives’ witnessing my chemistry with my co-stars, coupled with the usual studio system politics.

			It was late September by that point, and fortunately, it didn’t take long to get the final verdict. I think it was the next day when I got the call and, for the first time, heard the words that I still hear to this day: “You’re the Karate Kid!” I still cringed at the sound of the title, though I would be lying if I said I wasn’t thrilled with the happy news. I received the production script later that afternoon with a more formal rehearsal schedule and the cast names inserted. It was awesome validation. But the moment it really sank in, the point when I knew it was an absolute done deal, was when I noticed in the new script that the last name Webber had been replaced with LaRusso. The new, customized last name made it all the more real and personal. Adding a few vowels to a surname somehow made it my own. I mean, Webber could have been Spencer Tracy, right? But LaRusso solidified Macchio. I embraced that victory and shifted everything into high gear.

			The first thing I needed to figure out was my housing. Where would I stay for the next three months that would feel less like a hotel room? Someone suggested the Chateau Marmont, but I frowned on that option since it was where John Belushi had died of an overdose. Too disturbing. Instead, I chose the Beverly Comstock, only to find out one week later that’s where Freddie Prinze shot himself. Good to be back in Los Angeles!

			The start date for filming was scheduled for the end of October and we were in full prep mode. I would spend hours a day with our martial arts choreographer/stunt coordinator, Pat E. Johnson. He would train Pat Morita and me together in Okinawan-style karate. The Cobra Kai clan would train separately in their more aggressive style. In later weeks, we would be put together as fight sequences were built. Everyone loved working with Pat Johnson, who would wind up playing the tournament referee in the film. One field trip we took during those rehearsal weeks was to an actual martial arts tournament. That’s where I was first exposed to how a competition actually worked and witnessed the intensity of the contests. This is one of the coolest components of being an actor: having the opportunity to submerge yourself in another world. To step into the shoes and the mindset of a culture or environment that may be out of your comfort zone. Or at the least enter a scenario that is unfamiliar and then make it your own through the character’s experience.

			The tournament was exciting. You couldn’t help but become engrossed in what was on display in front of you. But LaRusso is such an outsider in our story, Avildsen and I really didn’t incorporate too much of the tournament knowledge I absorbed that day into Daniel’s character development, the thought being that the more Daniel didn’t fit in, the more of an underdog he would be. John was very keen on creating that dynamic in the film, and I followed his lead.

			Back at the studio stages in our makeshift dojo, I’d hear, “AGAIN . . . AGAIN . . . AGAIN,” after we’d run each fight sequence. Avildsen was a stickler for repetition. We’d do them over and over and over. His mantra was “The more you know it, the faster you do it, the better we see it.” He’d shoot each sequence on video and edit it, then we’d rework it and change it, and we’d rework it one more time. It was exhausting and sometimes frustrating but very tough to argue with his process. He had Rocky as leverage. Plain and simple, it worked! And boy, did
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