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 INTRODUCTION

Few subjects are as prone to myth, exaggeration and general controversy as the martial arts. In From Lee to Li, however, I have set out to record, as accurately as is possible, some of those many men and women who have, throughout history, served the martial arts in a way that is out of the ordinary.

Some (Jigoro Kano, Chang San-Feng) evolved a new style. Others developed an existing form, or established a careerfor example, in the film industry (Jackie Chan, Jean-Claude Van Damme)through their martial skills. Then there are those who, like Bruce Lee and Carlos Gracie, caused what was nothing short of a martial arts revolution.

From China to Croatia, Brazil to Great Britainand from before the birth of Christ right up to the present dayFrom Lee to Li contains well over 100 accounts of those who have helped shape the fascinating world of martial arts.

 Ben Stevens began practising judō aged seven, and since then has studied various martial arts but particularly judō, jujutsu and karate. He would like to extend special thanks to Salah Alkawari for his detailed comments and advice concerning this book.







 A

ADAMS, NEIL

Born in 1958, and having started judō aged seven, Neil Adams MBE has the distinction of being Britains first male World Judō Champion (receiving a gold medal in 1981), as well as receiving silver medals at the 1980 and 1984 Olympic Games. His autobiography, A Life in Judo, demonstrates his fiery will to win, and hatred of losing.

Initially known for his powerful throwsparticularly tai-otoshi or body drophis defeat to a French opponent, when aged twenty, made him focus intensively on newaza, or grappling. Soon, his newaza techniques were recognised as being some of the finest in professional judōand it was his trademark arm locks in particular that were feared by those who had to face him. (According to journalist and judō practitioner, Mark Law, in his definitive book The Pyjama Game: A Journey into Judo, any opponent of Adams who found himself grappling with him, would soon hear their coaches at the matside screaming warnings at them to get on their feet.) Adams kept detailed logs concerning both his own and his opponents performances, and was pushed to the very limits of physical endurance by such trainers as Brian Jacks.

For a time the darling of the British media (due partly to his on-off relationship with Olympic swimmer Sharron Davies), Neil Adams now runs a Corporate Health Programme with his Canadian-born wife, Niki, who is herself a judō Olympian. (The pair met while they were both commentating at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games.) At the time of writing, Adams is a seventh dan judoka (judō practitioner).

AKIYAMA, YOSHITOKI SHIROBEI

During the seventeenth century (although some sources put the date at up to 200 years earlier), Akiyama, a Japanese physician born in Nagasaki, travelled to China in order to improve his medical knowledge. Whilst in China, however, he also studied an ancient martial art known variously as either Hakuda or Baida. Hakuda or Baida showed a practitioner the most lethal parts of the human body to strikebut also taught how it was possible to resuscitate someone from the brink of death.

Returning to Japan armed with this new knowledge, Akiyama opened his own martial arts school; but his methods were generally considered to be crude and limited, and those students who joined soon left. Greatly disillusioned, Akiyama retreated to a remote shrine for 100 days to think and meditate.

Towards the end of this period of isolation, Akiyama was profoundly affected by the sight of a pine tree thatrigid and unyielding as it waswas severely damagedduring a snow storm. The snow accumulated upon the branches until the sheer weight of it caused the limbs to snap. However, a nearby willow tree yielded and bent, thereby surviving the storm completely unscathed.

This caused Akiyama to evolve a large number of what he called natural movements, and again start another martial arts schoolthis time with far greater success. He named his style yoshin-ryu, or willow heart school.







 B

BARTON-WRIGHT, EDWARD WILLIAM

Long before Jon Bluming, Donald Donn Frederick Draeger and Robert W. Smithall martial artists who helped to introduce Asian fighting styles to the Westthere was the Englishman Edward William Barton-Wright.

Born in 1860, Barton-Wright (a civil engineer by trade) went to Japan when aged thirty-three, where he stayed for four years. There he trained in a number of different jujitsu (there are various spellings) styles in Kobe, Yokohama, and Tokyo, and was so impressed by what he learned that he made the rather confident claim that (any) man who attacks you with a knife or other weapon can be easily disarmed.

But even before his trip to Japan, Barton-Wright was an expert in several Western fighting styles, including boxing, fencing, wrestling, and savate . In order to test the practical application of such arts, he was apparently in the habit of engaging toughs (i.e. picking fights) in various seedy places, such as inns and music halls.

Upon his return to England, Barton-Wright found that many questioned whether this strange martial art hed brought back with him was actually any good. The simplest way to prove that it was, decided Barton-Wright, was to challenge his doubters to a fight. Though even then he couldnt really win: soundly thrashing a wrestling champion called Mr Chipchase, he was subsequently accused of cheatingthe mysterious throws, locks and holds of jujitsu being classed as unsporting. (Mr Chipchase himself, however, was gracious in defeat, and positively gushing about jujitsu declared that its system of defence and retaliation is so much more scientific than my own style.)

Barton-Wright went on to found his own dōjō (Japanese for training hall) within England, where he mixed jujitsu with the other fighting arts he also knewsuch as boxing and fencingresulting in his own,unique style that he labelled Bartitsu. (So popular did Bartitsu proveif only fleetinglythat it was mentioned in the 1903 Sherlock Holmes short story The Adventure of the Empty House. In this, the resurrected Holmes informs Doctor Watson that his victory over his arch-nemesis Professor Moriarty at the Reichenbach Falls was due to his knowledge of baritsu [sic], or the Japanese system of wrestling. Note here the accidental misspelling of Barton-Wrights style.)

Unfortunately, Bartitsus popularity had quite declined by around 1920; and by the time Barton-Wright died in 1951, aged ninety, he was all but a pauper. However, he can certainly be remembered as being one of the true pioneers of mixed or hybrid martial artshaving demonstrated the idea that techniques from various different styles can, and should, be put together to form the most efficient way of fighting.

BENKEI, SAITO MUSASHIBO

A much-loved folk hero of Japan, Saito Musashibo Benkei was either: a) the supernatural offspring of a temple god, or b) the son of a blacksmiths daughter, depending on which story you choose to believe. (Personally, I tend to go with the latter.)

Apparently coming into the world with hair and teeth already in place, Benkei was a natural troublemakerso much so that he soon earned the nickname oniwaka or young devil child.

In spite of this, he trained as a monk and, at the age of seventeen, stood two metres tall with the strength of a small bull. It was at this point that he decided hed had enough of living in a Buddhist temple. What he really wanted to do, he decided, was to join the yamabushi a sect of mountain priests who were also quite adept at fighting.

So, now trained in martial arts and warfare (and particularly expert in his use of the sword), Benkei decided to place himself by Gojo Bridge in Kyoto, where he set himself a target of beating 1,000 men using his sword.

He almost succeeded; 999 men proved absolutely no problem whatsoever, but it was the very last man who was to be Benkeis undoing. Along he came, playing a tune on his flute, a little sword hanging by his side.

He looks easy enough, Benkei said gleefully to himself. Certainly easier than some of the other men Ive had to fight.

As the man grew closer, Benkei called, Hey, you. Just hand over that sword, eh? That is, if you want to continue breathing!

You idiot, scoffed the slightly-built man. I am Minamoto no Yoshitsune, son of the infamous warlord Minamoto no Yoshitomo. Step aside this instant, or taste my wrath!

Youre for it, growled Benkei as he rushed forwards.

Yoshitsune, however, merely stepped aside before using his flute to hit the giant sharply around the head. Benkei let out a roar and flashed his great sword all around him, but each time Yoshitsune was simply not there.

So undemanding did Yoshitsune find the battle that he was frequently able to play a tune on his flute in the course of it. Finally, exhausted with cutting through nothing but thin air, Benkei sat on the ground and conceded defeat.

Okay, you win, he told Yoshitsune. Here, take my sword, as proof that youre the better man.

But Yoshitsune only laughed as he sat down beside the dejected giant. He explained that hed been trained in martial arts and swordsmanship by supernatural goblins called tengu, and so only needed to draw his sword in moments of extreme peril.

Im sorry, Benkei, said Yoshitsune gently, but this was a battle I knew Id win before you even challenged me.

It was at this point that Benkei begged to become Yoshitsunes loyal follower, for however long they both should live.

So from that day on they had a multitude of adventures, until the day finally came when Yoshitsune found himself betrayed by his powerful brother, Minamoto Yoritomo. Holed up in Takadachi Castle, an entire army just about to force their way inside, Yoshitsune killed first his family and then himself, to prevent them from falling into enemy hands.

Benkei, loyal to the last, remained outside the room where his fallen master lay, defending it until his great body was finally brought down by over 100 arrows.

 BIMBA, MESTRE

Born Manuel dos Reis Machado, Mestre referred to the fact that Machado was a master of Capoeira, a martial art created by enslaved Africans in Brazil during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Bimba, meanwhile, was the slang for penisapparently at his birth there was some confusion over Machados gender, until a midwife thought to take notice of the babys male part.

At its conception, Capoeira served a number of uses: it was a way for the slaves to stay healthy and to learn self-defence skills, while to those onlookers watching the fights it acted as entertainment and a general way of raising the spirits.

I use quotation marks for the word fights as Capoeiras fundamental purposethat of teaching self-defencewas heavily disguised. Due to the techniques used it could look as much like a dance as a fight, and was anyway often accompanied by music, chanting, and singing. Thus anyone watching who might otherwise have been concerned by the fact that the slaves were learning to fight (for example, the slaves owner) would be lulled into thinking that the slaves were merely amusing themselves with a bit of singing and dancing. (Something that was doubtless deemed acceptable by a more liberal slave-owner.)

Following the abolition of slavery in 1888, Capoeira ironically had to be practised in even greater secrecy as it was associated with the violent street gangs of Brazil. If caught, its practitioners were punished severelysome having the tendons of their feet cut by the police.

Finally, however, legal persecution of the martial art ceased and in 1932 Mestre Bimba (then aged thirty-two) was able to open the first Capoeira school. Members were obliged to wear a clean white uniform and conduct themselves well both inside and out of the training hall, and because of this professional people, such as doctors and lawyers, felt that they could now take up Capoeira. So, at last, Capoeira became acceptable to society as a whole.

BLUMING, JON

Jon Bluming was born on 3 February, 1933 in Amsterdam, Holland. Growing up in a Jewish neighbourhood, he witnessed numerous atrocities conducted by the German SS during the Second World War. In fact, Blumings father was for a time forced into slave labour by the occupying forces, something that obliged Bluming to fend for himself, his mother, and his grandparents while still a child.

Bluming applied to enter the Dutch marines when aged sixteen and was sent to bootcamp. Then, in 1950, the Korean War broke out and Bluming saw action. He was soon wounded with two shots to his upper right leg and sent to a hospital in Tokyo.

 During his convalescence he slipped out to the legendary Kodokan (judō headquarters), where he saw a breathtaking martial arts display by a wizened old man who was throwing around much larger men like rag dolls. Bluming suspected then that judōand martial arts in generalwas the way to go for a strapping young man with iron in his soul.

He returned to action long enough to get wounded again (this time by a hand grenade) and while recuperatingon this occasion in a Korean hospitalBluming studied tae kwon do for six weeks under a teacher called Yong Dong Po.

Bluming returned to Holland but soon decided that civvie life was not for him; within a matter of months he was back in Korea. Then, during a particularly fierce night of fighting, he was wounded yet again by a mortar. At that point, even Bluming decided that enough was enough and so he returned to Holland.

When he arrived in Amsterdam he saw a poster for a local judō club, the Tung Jen, where within twelve months hed achieved his first dan black belt, as well as becoming captain of the clubs team.

Disaster struck as he was going for his third dan, with Bluming breaking his big toe. It seemed as though hed have to be content with being second dan for a while longeruntil Bluming decided to settle the matter by winding the offending toe around and around. He wet himself and nearly passed out with the pain, but upon completing his ad hoc surgery, found that his toe no longer bothered him.

He went on to obtain the desired dan grade, in the process performing recognised throws upon seventy-five judoka (judō practitioners) within twenty-six minutes. Any celebrations were marred soon after when Bluming broke his right knee, requiring an operation and yet another spell in hospital.

It was Blumings dream to get back to Japanthat magical land hed had a brief glimpse of while resident at a Tokyo hospitalbut for the time being he had to content himself with teaching judō first in Germany (at a Berlin police club) and then in Canada, earning the princely sum of two dollars an hour.

In 1959, Bluming left Canada to hitch a ride with some truck-driver friends across the USA, stopping at any number of dōjō en-route to train and challenge anyone who fancied their chances. Predictably, Bluming emerged from every altercation the victor.

Bluming did finally get back to Japan, where he quickly earned himself the nickname Oranda no Dobutsu (the Dutch Animal) for his ferocious style of fighting. He was admired and detested in equal measure by Japanese martial artists, especially when he succeeded in choking one of their number out cold with a strangle.

Such tales concerning Blumings infamy in Japan spread far and wide, prompting an offer that he return to Holland and teach. The contract was too good to turn down, and so Bluming at last left Japan for his country of birth.

Later, Blumings sensei (Japanese for teacherapproximately translates as one who has gone before) in Japanthe legendary Masutatsu Mas Oyamaawarded Bluming (Oyamas first foreign student) a sixth dan in karate, with many oriental martial artists demanding to know how a foreigner could be ranked so highly. Oyama replied that anyone was freely entitled to address such a question to Bluming personally: if they managed to beat him in a fight, then he (Oyama) would pay them $100,000 and strip Bluming of his ranking.

Only one man took Oyama up on his offera Korean tae kwon do expert called Kwan Mo Gun. Gun was first knocked out by two of Blumings students, who explained their actions thus: If you go first, Sensei, therell be nothing left after.

But each time Gun was knocked out he quickly awoke and got back up, saying And now Bluming Bluming had to admire the mans guts, even as he beat him.

An even higher gradein fact the very highest grade it is possible to attainwas given to Bluming upon the death of Mas Oyama in 1994. Bluming was now a tenth dan karateka (he has also a ninth dan in judō), and acknowledged worldwide as the real deal when it came to martial arts and self-defence.

He continues to travel the world teaching and lecturing, never afraid to publicly rubbish anyone he suspects of being a fraud or a fake in the martial arts world. (For an example of this, just check out the Expelled Members section of his website.)

He also dismisses certain elements of karate kata (a serious of pre-set movements) as being a way for poor-quality sensei to use up the hours they should rather spend teaching their students how to fight.

Apart from warfare, Bluming has had numerous violent encounters on the street. One of whichbetween Bluming and five pimps, one of whom hit him with a hammerended badly for the aggressor. Bluming hit the pimp back and the man subsequently died in hospital. (Since thenunless his life absolutely depends on itBluming has vowed never again to hit anyone with a closed fist.)

Such encounters give the reason for Blumings martial arts philosophy: if it works, use itnever mind what style its fromand if it doesnt (like various types of kata), forget it.

BODHIDHARMA

Legends concerning Bodhidharma abound, which makes discerning any real facts about him something of an impossible task. For example, he liked to walk everywhere, but was on occasion apparently able to float across a river on a large leaf.


 What we can say with a reasonable degree of certainty is that he was a wandering Buddhist monk who lived sometime around the sixth century, and that he came to China from India.

Its been suggested that Bodhidharma was from a young age an expert at kalaripayattu (often translated as practising the arts of the battlefield), a 3 000-year-old martial art that originated in South India, and is to this day practised to promote fluid, animal-like movements and a distinct feeling of inner peace.

Coming to China, Bodhidharma encountered a group of monks whod grown fat and sluggish, too used to prayer and a lack of physical exercise. To counter this, Bodhidharma taught them what the Japanese refer to as kata in the martial arts (a series of pre-set movements), at which the monks became expert, thus establishing the martial arts in China.

Or (according to a different legend) he entered a period of deep meditation, sitting facing a wall within the Shaolin (young forest) Temple for nine years. When he finally got back up and left, he left behind him an iron chest full of manuscripts detailing the secrets of the martial arts, which the monks diligently studied following his departure.

Supporters of the belief that the martial arts originated in India and from there spread out East, like to relay the above stories. While otherswho believe that mans ability and willingness to fight is, and never has been, particular to any one countryprefer to keep a more open mind.

BRIGGS, KAREN THE WHIPPET

Forty-five at the time of writing, Karen Briggs has been World Judō Champion no less than four times. (She first won the title in 1982, aged eighteen, and successfully defended it at the 1984, 1986 and 1989 Judō World Championships.) She was twelve years old when she began practising judō, having previously been obsessed with becoming a professional footballer.

Known as The Whippet, Briggs would commonly warm up for an intensive judō training session with a 6to 8-mile run. The only thing that ever slowed her down were injuriesthese included a broken leg (sustained while attempting to throw an opponent), and a right shoulder which was prone to popping out of its socket. Indeed, it was this troublesome shoulder that was responsible for finally ending Briggs career; in the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, Briggs much younger opponentthe Japanese female judoka Ryoko Tamura (who had, ironically, previously declared that she idolised Briggs)deliberately targeted the damaged part, something which enabled her to secure victory.

Karen Briggs now runs a judō club for children in her native Hull

BROWN, DENNIS





BUDDHABHADRA
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