James Pounds


Am I a Human Weapon (or a Paper Tiger)?

I’ve been watching a program on The History Channel called The Human Weapon.  It’s a pretty good show in which two guys, a mixed martial artist and a former wrestler/pro football player, travel the globe to learn about various martial arts through immersion training.  At the end of their training, one of them gets to participate in a match against a champion of that particular style, utilizing what techniques they’ve gleaned from their training time there.   So far I’ve watched their efforts in Escrima, Karate, Judo, and Pankration.  I have to say that the two hosts are tough cookies who bring their own impressive skill sets to the table, not to mention the guts to submit themselves to an unfamiliar training regimen and then challenge one of the big dogs.  


The Human Weapon makes me realize several things about the martial arts as well as the opportunity to examine my own mindset about the whole enchilada.  I’ll share:


Martial Arts is about doing.  It’s about sweat and repetition and a certain amount of pain.  It requires an interesting mix of chutzpah and humbleness and the ability to overcome your own trepidations and still bring it to the mat when it’s show time.  You don’t get there by talking about it.  You get there by experiencing what works and what doesn’t work and absorbing it into your very muscles and bones.  The martial arts are a thinking person’s game – on a tactical level.  But the rubber meets the road when you have master teachers who push you through the long hours of training and the body knows what to do without relying on the mind.  There’s just no time for thinking about a response once an attack is initiated.


I remember a story from Joe Hyams’ excellent book Zen and the Martial Arts in which Hyams asked Bruce Lee how he would defend his position if he happened to kill someone who attacked him.  Bruce said something to the effect  “I would argue that I didn’t kill him.  It did.  My years of training, I mean.”  Exactly.


On one level, there’s a great deal of similarity between all martial arts.  You see many of the same techniques in mixed martial arts that you do in Judo, and many of the same applications in both Karate and Pankration.  There are similar training techniques all over the globe.  It’s as if we all share some common lineage, some roots, that over time developed out into branches until we’ve come to believe what we do is unique or is the best.  I would argue that there’s a lot of effective styles out there with plenty of tough, smart women and men practitioners.  Some are more effective at one response or application than another, and some have turned almost entirely to the sport aspect.  But make no mistake…they are effective.  

Similarly, there are plenty of tough characters on the street who have never studied a martial art who can inflict plenty of hurt on any of us.  That’s where humbleness comes in.  As long as we keep our cup empty enough to learn from anyone, irregardless of the style, then we’ll probably be okay.  If we’re too full of ourselves to look outside our group or to learn from others, then we may be vulnerable.


Humans can be amazingly hard to subdue, especially if they’re drunk, drugged, or deranged.  Competing in sport karate is great for timing, distancing, and stamina, but since martial arts are, well, martial in nature, we owe it to ourselves to train diligently in search of that elusive concept of “One blow, One victory” which our forebears knew was tremendously difficult to achieve.  Just watching a match in the Octagon shows you how much punishment one can withstand and still remain a threat, as does seeing six cops struggle to subdue some bad guy who has already been tased several times.  We must train hard against worthy, determined opponents in order to appreciate what does and does not work, or to understand the core strengths and weaknesses of our individual styles.  And it’s also permissible to take those effective techniques you learn from other teachers and martial arts systems and over time make them your own.  Imitation is the highest form of flattery, but to make them your own connotes lots of time practicing in order to “own” them.  That’s a fair trade-off for something of value, don’t you agree?


And, hey, sometimes the two guys on Human Weapon actually win.  (Although the “home town” refs hardly ever give them that distinction).  But they manage to hold their own against a champion of that particular art.  And I’m not talking about choreography here.  The punishment both champion and challenger took in the Escrima match was humbling.  It’s also good to remember that even monkeys fall out of trees.  It doesn’t matter how good our art is or how tough we are if we are caught unprepared by an attack, or by an opponent we underestimate.  As the Boy Scouts say:  “Be prepared.”

Keep training.  

Keep you head down and your eyes open.


Try to catch The Human Weapon sometime.

Yours in the spirit of the arts,

Jim Pounds
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