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Disclaimer

Always use caution when practicing the martial arts. The reader assumes full responsibility for injuries incurred by doing the exercises in this manual.
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The Formidable Fighter Series is a series of booklets for martial artists desiring to learn the concepts that create formidable fighters in the training hall, competition arena, and street. Each booklet is between 5,000 and 10,000 words in length and includes fighting scenarios, training tips, and illustrations. Hard Hitting, Strong Gripping, the third booklet in the series, deals particularly with how to develop power in your strikes and strength in your grip. Since the advice is not style specific but explores the underlying concepts of personal combat, it is applicable to students of most martial styles.

Powerful punches and grips are the product of proper training and conditioning. Power also relates directly to speed and timing. Weak efforts, however, lead to half-hearted strikes and stagnation. If you follow the instruction and tips in the Formidable Fighter Series, you will learn how to develop your physical strength and mental tenacity and triumph as a fighter in the training hall, ring, and street.

“Aggressiveness is the principal guarantor of survival.”

—Robert Ardrey, 1908-1980, American Writer
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“The unforgivable crime is soft hitting. Do not hit at all if it can be avoided; but never hit softly.”

—Theodore Roosevelt, 1858-1919, 26th U.S. President
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“Strong men can always afford to be gentle. Only the weak are intent on giving as good as they get.”

—Elbert Hubbard, 1856-1915, American Editor, Publisher, and Writer

Aggressiveness is a strong character trait that is to be embraced as the core value of any respectable martial artist. It is not something to be avoided or ashamed of. In short, aggressiveness does not equate to cruelty or misuse of skill. The belief that strong and positive action is an irrelevant martial arts attribute not only taints the journey and pride of legitimate martial artists, it may cost you your life should you be unfortunate enough to frequent the wrong place at the wrong time.

Although it is possible for a smaller well-trained and intelligent person to prevail against a bigger and stronger opponent, or against a not-as-smart adversary, doing so is a tough uphill battle. A force that is strong and focused is the most difficult to defeat, which is why I place such emphasis on physical strength and stamina. Technique and strategy are good, but physical strength is better. Of course, willpower and intent to avoid domination by others may be the ultimate live-saving strategy. So let’s talk about intent.

Although some instructors might have liability concerns and fear that hard, realistic training will drive away their students, if you want the ability to fight and defend yourself, you must train with the intent to develop the ability to fight and defend yourself. Physical strength and stamina are the characteristics of a formidable martial artist who takes his or her training seriously enough to recognize the pitfalls and dangers that go with the fighter’s territory. You will increase your ability to hit hard when you practice hard-hitting impact techniques against dead targets, such as mitts, bags, and boards. But a problem is that dead targets don’t hit back. Timing, chaos, and ability to control fear and pain must therefore be practiced against a resisting partner who returns the offense. You may escape from a fight with your life and person still intact, not by executing a mysterious technique with your little finger or by expressing a moral or philosophical thought, but by engaging your adversary with real strikes, kicks, and grips. To gain this fighting edge, you must put yourself through a grueling physical regimen including grappling matches with heavier and fully resisting partners. In short, you must hit, get hit (at least once in a while), and practice your techniques in real time. INTENT and INTENSITY! Add these words to your vocabulary.

In Book 2 of the Formidable Fighter Series we discussed the importance of physical strength and explored a number of exercises you can do to build an impressive strength base. Our next step is to start developing the attitude that characterizes a successful martial artist or fighter, and to practice this attitude in striking, gripping, grappling, and impact training exercises. Let’s move on and continue looking at the importance of training with intensity for competition, for a general education on the fighting arts, and especially for realistic combat at close range.
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A seasoned martial arts instructor recently told me that some students lack power in their kicks because they fail to relax when kicking. The idea that one must relax is a typical but elusive and often misunderstood martial arts concept. Tell me, just how does one relax when engaged in a combat art? How does one relax when faced with a situation that threatens one’s well-being and life? If I were to teach you to kick with power, I wouldn’t tell you to relax; I would tell you to kick with intent. Your primary goal is not to throw a kick that looks good to the observers, but to throw a kick that hurts your opponent, neutralizes the threat, and finishes the fight. The measure of your kick’s effectiveness is therefore not in the looks of the kick, or even in the action of kicking, but in the reaction of your opponent to the kick.

A focused force impacts your ability to succeed. A fighter who can employ all his or her power into the target increases his chances of prevailing over a fighter who throws kicks that lack force, are unfocused, disorganized, sloppy, and, yes, even relaxed. You don’t become strong and hard-hitting simply because you relax, are flexible, or “stop trying so hard,” which is advice I have actually heard given to martial artists. And, remember, you don’t become strong and hard-hitting simply because you think you are strong. You must have the training and physical backing. You must also have the desire, which is why intent is important. Intent equates to planning the act and desiring to perform it. Throughout this text, YOU WILL DO ALL EXERCISES WITH INTENT. 

The next component of the equation is mental focus. Many of us equate focus in battle with a cold, calm, and calculating mind. Men and women who compete in the traditional martial arts of karate often demonstrate mental focus through stable stances, great flexibility, and loud kiais (shouts). But this is an implied demonstration of focus, which might or might not have any true value. Men and women who compete in contact arts, such as kickboxing and judo, display a combative mindset that is a little easier to judge. The problem is that these fighters often compete against opponents of the same gender, size, and background. Remember that sports are games for fun and competition, games with rules where your only desire might be to go to next month’s tournament and win a trophy. But what if someone were to tell you that you have no real self-defense skills years after attaining your black belt? How would you feel? I’m sure it would be a hard and disappointing blow to your ego.
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When learning self-defense, is it really the techniques or even the combat scenario that needs to be replicated? Which specific quality makes a person efficient at defending himself or herself against violence or attack? The intensity with which you train will help you replicate the “feelings” that go along with an attack. These include feelings caused by adrenaline, such as fear (the desire to flee), freezing (inability to act), loss of fine motor skills (inability to write, open your wallet or purse, stick a key in the lock of your car, or poke somebody in the eye), and shortness of breath (dry mouth and inability to breathe or speak with ease and clarity).

When examining the best way to do a technique, remember that facts are not always facts, are often subjective, and become true only when based on a person’s particular experiences. The truth is therefore not necessarily coherent, is not the same for everybody, and does not lead to the same conclusions. How you judge whether a particular style of martial art is superior or not depends on your prior experiences and what you wish to achieve. Your success with specific techniques and concepts also depends on your natural and genetic talents, on your physical build and mentality; in short, on what you are interested in. It is therefore difficult to classify a technique as true, best, or superior; however, some guidelines should be followed. For example, if you are interested in training with weapons that are carried on the streets of today’s society, you will most likely find martial arts that employ knives and handguns superior, and judge the effectiveness of these arts based on the practitioners’ skill when using modern weapons. If you have a background as a high school wrestler, however, you might fall for the grappling arts, and judge their effectiveness by how skilled a person is at taking his or her opponent down and submitting him on the ground. If your background is in gymnastics or cheerleading, you might find arts that require difficult aerial maneuvers superior, and judge their effectiveness by how high a person can jump or kick. If you have a philosophical mindset, you might find much benefit in the traditional Eastern martial arts, and judge their effectiveness by how moral the art is, or by the practitioners’ desire to reach higher objectives in personal improvement. Remember, though, that a traditional Eastern art will only build character if the person taking the art is interested in building character as his or her primary objective. The martial art itself is not a character builder.

When evaluating the martial arts, you must also separate self-defense and street fighting, or survival, from martial arts or competition. The martial arts as sports are filled with courtesy and spiritual aspects intended to help you build confidence and become a “better person.” For example, the martial arts as sport and tradition preach humbleness and modesty and have a reverence for life. We often talk about “sportsmanship,” how one is supposed to behave when in competition and when winning or losing. These are noble concepts, but if you choose to study for the street, you need to concern yourself with the brutality of the offense and the intensity required to end the fight. The issues of sports, tradition, and street defense should be separated, so that your mind becomes clear and you can proceed with a full understanding of what it takes to succeed in a combat environment.

The best technique is therefore the one that works when you need it. In other words, the real question is not whether grappling is better than stand-up fighting, or vice versa. Can a proficient grappler succeed in a fight? Of course. Can a proficient stand-up fighter succeed in a fight? Of course. But what can YOU do to succeed right NOW? What do YOU need to make YOU a better fighter? Or to quote Tim Cartmell, a veteran of the Chinese martial arts: “As far as martial theory is concerned, the ultimate test of truth is whether or not the views you hold help to make you a more efficient fighter.” Yes, you must have a foundation to stand on before you can develop your skill, which means that you must start by learning the basic techniques of your art to proficiency whether you like these techniques or not. However, when you have acquired some background information and skill, the way you judge if a technique is
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