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Introduction
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Ninja: the very word conjures up amazing images in the mind’s eye. Cult movies, cartoon turtles or the vision of the dark-clad, masked master of deception and stealth: we all have our image of the ninja. Modern culture is awash with them; comic books, manga and anime films feature ninja heavily. They appear as powerful figures in Batman and James Bond and in popular video games such as Mortal Kombat and Shinobi. But who were the real ninja? Is there more to them than murder and masks?


In Japanese tradition, the ninja (also known as shinobi: I shall use the two terms interchangeably within the book) were covert agents and mercenaries, proficient in a wealth of skills, such as espionage, infiltration, assassination and martial arts. The first records in Japanese history show that they were highly trained warriors, with a reputation for enduring danger and hardship in the name of their mission. It was said that their sophisticated fighting techniques, combined with a high level of spiritual training, made them an invincible force. Perhaps the closest comparison to anything in the West would be the legend of Robin Hood – in effect, a band of warriors who used stealth to see justice done, then disappeared.


A traditional Japanese story that demonstrates perfectly this method of working is that of the female ninja, or konuchi, who had such skill in the art of human manipulation that she converted the second in command of the enemy to her cause in just two days. The story goes that she knew the enemy’s commanding officer viewed himself as an honourable man. He was lonely, thoughtful, and, watching him from a distance for weeks, she saw that he had a weakness for women. With this in mind, she drew up her plans against him. She appeared in his house late at night, apparently injured, crying that one of the generals had abused her and pleading for help. He must take her home. The commander was overwhelmed. His emotions and sense of honour were so strong that he didn’t question the situation, responding with his heart. But where was her home?


Home, of course, turned out to be far into enemy lines. A dangerous mission but he was a man of honour and had to get her back. He would deal with the evil perpetrator of the crime when he returned. He had to leave quickly without being seen, or the general would spot the girl and try to cover up his crime. He disappeared with her into the night on the back of his horse.


He felt such a hero with the grateful maiden clinging to his body. Soon they were setting up camp behind enemy lines. She held him close all night to feel safe, but in the morning they received bad news. It seemed that one of her friends had found out that the commander’s absconding was viewed as desertion. His own side were searching for him to arrest him for treason. He couldn’t go back. But he could, she pleaded, stay with her and work for her father, the commander of the local militia. He should stay, shouldn’t he? After all, she loved him, and his own commander had turned out not only to be a brute but so disloyal that he didn’t even trust him! After all his years of loyal service, didn’t her rescuer deserve loyalty?


Little did he realise, in his state of despair, that he had been the victim of clever manipulation.


Compared with their contemporaries, the samurai – knights who lived by a strict code of honour and conduct with regard to combat – the ninja favoured more subtle methods that often allowed them to achieve more in a short time than those engaged in lengthy combat. A serious lack of morals freed them from restraint.


Another enduring tale demonstrates how the ninja used their cunning and adaptability to overcome superior odds. In this one, a ninja was sent on a mission to destroy a whole regiment of enemy samurai. He had been poisoning the water supply with an undetectable substance. For months, the samurai had been trying to find a way to prevent this. No matter what they did, whether dividing the water supply, controlling access to it or even hiring other ninja to set traps, nothing stopped him and he attacked repeatedly, devastating their forces.


Finally, they put together a special unit designed purely to catch him. It consisted of expert trackers and the most experienced samurai warriors.


The next time he attacked, he was detected. They were now on his trail and this time he couldn’t throw off their expert trackers. After three days, he decided that if he could not be free of them, he would have to kill them, even though they massively outnumbered him. To do this, he would use the ultimate weapon: nature. He would utilise their number to his advantage but also their skills, equipment and personality. He alone would survive.


First he had to disarm them and arm himself. He started to move through the swamps, which meant that they would have to leave their horses and heavy equipment behind. Then he would circle back around them and gather anything of use they had discarded, checking the number of horses and the nature of the equipment, so that he knew what he was up against. He cut blades from the long nagatta or halberds they had left and carried on with his journey. As he moved swiftly through the night, he noticed that one samurai was out on patrol. This warrior had made a grave mistake: he had not adapted to the environment and had kept on his full armour. As he moved through the swamp, with the rain beating down on him, his bamboo armour filled with water and he sank at every step. It took little effort for the ninja to jump on his back and ease his face forwards into the water to drown.


Now he knew how thoughtless and unadaptable his enemy samurai were, which meant they would be slow. He led them through a ravine that forced them into single file. He climbed above them, doubled back and harassed them with falling stones and missiles. His stealth and ease of movement meant he was always one step ahead of them … or one step behind.


In the darkness, he slit the throat of a warrior at the back of the pack, a strong warrior wearing heavy armour, unused to night fighting.


I remember my growing awe as the story continued, the ninja using everything at his disposal to aid him. He wore them out, causing them to turn on each other and, one by one, slaughtered them all.


The story shows the ninja’s resourcefulness, that he had skills comparable with those of modern SAS or Navy SEALs troops. But this was ancient warfare, without precision weapons and technology. He had relied on sheer skill and fortitude.


Where had this elite fighting force learnt their arts and what were their origins?


Etymology reveals much about their actual way of being: the word ninja, in original Japanese script, is constructed in two parts: nin, ‘to do quietly’ or ‘to do so as not to be perceived by others’, so with ‘stealth’ and ‘invisibility’; ja, meaning ‘person’. So ninja means ‘a person who is stealthy and invisible’. Further still, if we look at the art of ninja, ninjutsu, ‘the skill of going unperceived’ or the ‘art of stealth’, we may translate ‘ninja’ as ‘one skilled in the art of stealth’.


As with many words, though, there can be more than one meaning: nin can also mean ‘to endure’, so we could say that ninja is the ‘art of enduring’. As we shall see, anyone who has done such training can relate to this.


The first mention of the word ‘ninja’ occurs in a text from 1367 called Taiheiki ([image: Image Missing]), an account of the Nanbokucho wars (the ‘wars between the courts’): ‘One night, under the cover of rain and wind Hachiman-yam was approached by the highly skilled ninja who set fire to the temple.’ It goes on to tell tales of warriors who used the kind of skills we associate with the ninja today.


Some scholars assert that the ninja may have been around as early as the twelfth century but, according to records, they were most active from 1460 to the mid-1600s, known as the Sengoku or ‘Warring States’ Period. Iga, a province now located in what is today part of western Mie Prefecture, became known as a centre for ninjutsu. With another town called Kōka (or Koga, now Shiga Prefecture), Iga was said to be the birthplace of the ninja clans. They wielded great power in the province, until they were effectively destroyed in 1581 when warlord Oda Nobunaga launched an attack on Iga with around sixty thousand men. Shortly afterwards the ninja clans scattered across Japan.


Primary source material on who or what the ninja were is hard to find: accounts of ninja activity are third-hand, and the exact evolution of the tradition is hard to ascertain. It tells us that they were reputed to use secret hand signs and words, which allowed them to channel magical powers, becoming invisible, reading minds, mastering and controlling the forces of nature. In their heyday, some Japanese people wondered if they were spirits or demons evolved from beaked goblins called tengu.


Interestingly, we have writings by the ninja, albeit from far later. These eighteenth-century historical records show us that ninja believed in the development of mystical powers and honed techniques of magic, divination and achieving enlightenment alongside their skills in assassination, illusion and stealth. It seems that the ninja didn’t see themselves as immoral, demonic assassins but as men of morals and virtue. In their eyes, they were secret heroes and protectors, who were restoring harmony to the world.


There is a great paradox. They would kill – with fire, poison and blade – trap, trick and frame others. How can this coexist with a code of ethics? Ninja texts talk of keeping good heart (seishin). How could this be compatible with a life of deception and violence? We have records of ninja sending young girls to seduce enemies purely so that they could gain access to the man’s bedchamber and leave the window open, thus allowing a team of fully armed ninja to enter the room and chop their target to pieces. Their path often involved hurting innocents to get to their goals.


When I started this adventure, I wanted to understand that paradox. Little did I know that, in a way, I was investigating the same paradox in myself.


Japanese martial-arts authorities declare that today there are no genuine ninja schools. The West, however, begs to differ. Thanks to Bruce Lee, we have hundreds of authorities claiming to be ninja grandmasters, dressed in outlandish costumes and affecting Japanese titles. This has been big business in America ever since the ninja boom in the seventies. Most modern Japanese would respond to someone coming to Japan to train as a ninja in the same way as a Westerner would if someone came to the UK to train as a knight.


As I will show, the schools and methods of training still exist. Of course, by the very nature of ninja, they are hidden and hard to find. It is hard to believe that an art such as ninjutsu, practised to such a high standard, would simply vanish.


However, thanks to the proliferation of organisations claiming to be ninja, the true ninja and his arts are hard to find. For any would-be seeker it is a matter of extracting the wheat from the chaff. The best way to find a true ninja must be to test him: what is he truly capable of?


If I tracked down the remaining living ninja masters, would all the myths turn out to be true? Could the teachers in Japan teach me to be very silent, to enter anywhere I liked, to be invisible? Would they know secret skills that would allow me to do supernatural things? Or would everything turn out to be a disappointment?


This book is the story of my quest to answer these questions. It is an attempt to know the truth by being the truth: the path to becoming a true living ninja.


To do this, I have dedicated myself to practising the ancient arts of ninja. In my quest, I have spent extended periods away from my home and my wife, invested money in my search and travelled across the world to seek instruction from many different teachers. I would test and question everything. In writing about my quest, I have sometimes had to change names and locations. Sometimes I have combined multiple trips to the same teacher into one for the sake of the narrative; and I have changed events to avoid revealing secret identities.


I found the challenges I faced along the way tested me to my absolute limit. Some parts of my journey were far more difficult than I had ever imagined. The art of ninjutsu is not just a martial art or system of physical combat: it is a form of spiritual training. It requires the student to rethink not only the way he views the world around him but also the way he sees himself. I do not view myself as a great authority on the art of ninjutsu, but as a beginner. My understanding of the art is always evolving. I attribute my successes to the kind attention of my teachers. Misunderstanding or areas of confusion are entirely my own.




Prologue
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I’d stood and watched as they rained blows upon him, totally rooted to the spot and unable to lift a finger to help. Outnumbered, my best friend cowered, now curled into a ball as they continued to kick, punch and drag him further into the wood.


They’d come from nowhere while we were walking home through a small copse near my house. Two, three, then more, the leader striding in front, lip like a bulldog, screaming at us. Something about us having pulled a knife on their mate? We had no chance to answer. They grabbed Josh by the neck of his sweatshirt and hauled him backwards, fists and feet already starting to flail. I ran – not towards him but away. What kind of friend was I? I could hear dull thuds as fists and boots met their target. My breath came in ragged gasps and I stopped and turned.


One of the guys had leather gloves on, a kind of pseudo biker-style with studs. He had Josh pinned to a tree and was screaming, ‘I’m gonna hit you! I’m gonna hit you!’ The boys’ faces were contorted. Spittle flew from the leader’s mouth as he continued to scream and kick. They threw Josh into a bramble bush, then dragged him out, thorns ripping into his arms and face. He managed to escape their clutches and ran towards a break in the trees. Like a pack of dogs, they headed after him, one threw a stump of wood, which hit him squarely on the back of the head. He crumpled like a rag doll.


I was so transfixed I didn’t hear the dull thud of horses’ hoofs on the moss-lined path behind. Only when a branch snapped did I look round – just in time to be knocked flying by a swinging whip. I picked myself up, as the rider circled for another swipe, and ducked into the undergrowth, my face smarting. I recognised her as the sister of the boy kicking my friend.


They left as fast as they had appeared. The last I saw was the receding back end of the horse vanishing down the bridle path.


Josh was still on the ground, covered with leaf mould and resembling a pile of old clothes. I ran over to him. He turned his head at my voice, eyes glazed but burning with resentment and silent accusation. In that moment I realised I could never stand to see someone beaten or hurt again.


For months after the attack on my friend, I felt waves of guilt. How could I have left someone I cared about to be beaten almost senseless? This experience, when I was just twelve, changed the way I lived my life for ever.
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In the Beginning
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Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be in peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy, but know yourself, your chances of winning or losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and yourself, you are certain in every battle to be in peril.


Sun Tzu, The Art of War


‘Martin?’


Thump-thump … thump-thump … thump … thump. I lay rigid in bed wondering why every morning my heart would beat like an out-of-step soldier. I was afraid it would go too fast or just stop. The room was getting light, the sun creeping round and under the gaps where the curtains never quite pulled together. I didn’t want it to be light: I wanted to bundle back down, for time to reverse and night to fall again.


Ever since Josh and I had been beaten in the woods, getting up in the morning terrified me. Before it had happened I’d often lain in bed dreaming of being Batman or Spidey, transformed from geeky kid to high-swinging hero. In my dreams I’d always won, always been able to beat the bad guys: that was how it was meant to happen. Days later my face still hurt from where I’d been hit and I rubbed it. I hated the idea that I wasn’t actually a superhero – I hadn’t even managed to hit any of the boys who’d chased us.


In my heart I was Batman or Superman. I wanted to right wrongs. Now, in the waking world, my mouth was dry, stomach churning in anticipation of another day of fear.


‘Martin! Breakfast!’ Dad’s voice echoed up the stairway. He really had no idea. To him, my desperate attempts to avoid school were futile: he just wanted to get to work. I trudged downstairs.


Mum was more sympathetic – we’d talked about the fight. ‘What about self-defence classes?’ she asked suddenly, glancing up from a textbook propped on the table.


I looked at her blankly. The toast I’d been chewing tasted of nothing.


‘Or there’s a martial-arts class starting at the college.’ She looked expectant.


I swallowed and nodded. OK.


We went to watch a class and I ended up joining in. Soon Mum had decided to take part too. From that moment I was hooked, and over the weeks my confidence grew, though Mum never again moved from the seats surrounding the training hall.


The class wasn’t huge – there were five or six of us in a room for fifty. It was normally used for college gym classes and basketball, so the walls were high enough for climbing ropes and hoops. Kicks, punches and martial-art ‘shouts’ (called ki-ups) filled the room. The instructor’s voice boomed into corners, ricocheting off the ceiling: ‘Hana, dul, set, net, dasot, yasot, ilgup, yodol, ahop, yeol!’


I looked at Mum, confused. ‘It’s counting,’ she mouthed. ‘One, two, three, four …’


I spent a long time watching and memorising the moves: powerful squats with vicious punches from the hips, sweeping kicks. Then one day I saw people doing something that made my jaw drop. They were practising a move that enables you to fall without hurting yourself, known in martial arts as a ‘break fall’. This was a form of somersault, combined with a break fall, involving a run-up, a jump, then flipping in the air and landing flat on your back. I had watched a few of the black belts perform it repeatedly, with no sign of pain or winding.


I had to try it. The class was coming to an end so I took the opportunity – run, leap, kick feet backwards to make a spin and, wham, onto the mat. That was it in theory but when I tried it I missed the mat. Pain, anger and humiliation flooded me, and I lost it. The instructor came to help me up but I reacted with pure rage.


He was having none of it and grabbed me by the back of my tracksuit pants. I swung at him, arms flailing, months of frustration and fear pouring out. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ He had me almost in a headlock, then shoved my face into his armpit. Jeez, I was trapped! All I could do was breathe slowly and keep still, which had the desired effect of making the anger slip away and calming me down.


When I emerged from the armpit, the rest of the class had disappeared. Mum stood stony-faced in the doorway, slipping her arms into her jacket, ready to leave. ‘I don’t believe you did that,’ she hissed. ‘I thought you’d grown out of the “tigers” – you’re your own worst enemy!’ She gripped my arm, practically pulling me through the double doors.


It dawned on me that, very publicly, I had had one of my tantrums (known in my family as ‘tigers’) but something had shifted inside. Instead of feeling frustration at the world and an underlying rumble of anger, I realised I now had an outlet.


Riding home on the back of Mum’s moped, I thought about how my love of superheroes, ninja turtles and mythical characters could blend. If I couldn’t be Batman or Hercules, I could at least be the best martial artist possible. I’d always been pretty disciplined – or maybe that should be obsessive – but that could work in my favour … or could it?
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The Fantastic Four
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In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, in the expert’s mind there are few.


Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Master


There we were all sat, round the dining-room table, and my whole world had gone into slow motion. My sister, aged ten, who was three years older than I, was smiling. What on earth was wrong with her?


Dad looked me in the eye. ‘Daddy loves Mummy and Mummy loves Daddy but Mummy also loves someone else …’ The words hung in the air, like thick, choking smoke. I had no idea what to say or do, looking from one parent to the other, desperately wanting them to explain.


I knew it was bad but didn’t really understand why or what was going to happen. Was this a way of saying they were splitting up? After the talk was over everyone seemed so … normal. Kate was still smiling and happy – I suppose it was her way of dealing with it. I had a sudden flashback to a few weeks earlier when we had been in the car with Mum and her ‘friend’. Kate had prodded me and pointed to them holding hands; I now remembered thinking, This is not right. Now I had a horrible sinking feeling in my stomach. Things were definitely not right.


The next day Mum left, and the slow-motion world finally ground to a halt. I had no idea where she had gone and I was just a ball of pain.


I remember my evenings at the martial-arts hall. They had kuk sool won lessons every night of the week and one extra on Sunday. I went to them all. Kuk sool won (or National Martial Art Association) is a Korean martial art that was created in 1958 by Suh In-Hyuk, the kuk sa nim or grandmaster. When I was at home, I spent every minute in my room, surrounded by comics.


I used to watch endless martial-arts movies and try to do the movements I saw on the screen. I had no idea that most of them used wires, trampolines and clever camera work.


I loved to look at the syllabus for the kuk sool belts and dream of what I was going to learn. I could see there were knockout strikes at blue belt called mek chigi and mek chagi. A set of instant knockouts for kicks and punches – that would be amazing. I looked at advanced sets of flips and acrobatics.


I used to buy different martial-arts magazines and scour them for courses. Bodybuilding, knife-throwing and hypnotism – you name it. I loved the idea of progressing and gaining abilities. I remember reading a copy of Black Belt magazine; it had an article on ninjutsu by Stephen K. Hayes. It was about how four elements were used in the ninja arts: earth, water, fire and wind. It talked a lot about things I didn’t understand like ‘trans-personal psychology’ and ‘self-actualisation’ but the essence was clear. If you trained in ninjutsu you gained amazing abilities. You could be as solid as a rock and super-strong, deceptive and flexible, like water, invisible and evasive, like air, or aggressive and unstoppable, like fire.


I looked at Stephen Hayes standing there forcefully, with his full beard and ninja uniform, and could almost believe he had such powers. It made me think of the Fantastic Four – each has a power of an element. The ‘Thing’ was a giant rock man; the Human Torch could flame and become fire; Mr Fantastic had a body like rubber, which could flex and bend, with the flexibility of water; the invisible woman was the epitome of wind or air, becoming invisible and creating force fields. With ninjutsu you could have all the power of the elements, and to me these were the ninja’s super-powers.


My interest in ninja was ignited. I used to visit the local video shop and search the basement for the crazy martial-arts movies from Japan, like Black Ninja and the Red Shadow. I practised the magical hand gestures and tried out the moves.


Kuk sool won involved wearing black suits and learning amazing skills. I started collecting books on historical ninjutsu and the ninja. I became a martial-arts maniac, practising constantly, opening doors at school with head-high kicks.


My parents had split up, which I found very hard, but school was an added hell.


‘So where’s your mum gone, then?’ John looked at me over his sandwich. ‘My mum says she’s run off with a nigger. Is it true?’


‘No!’


I had no idea then what that racist term meant but my mother’s new partner was a great ally to me and I was not about to hear him insulted. I had the playground gauntlet to run. I should say that my school was not the best in Norwich. It was actually one of the roughest in the city, serving a local overspill of social housing. I didn’t live in that part so to some of the kids I was a middle-class upstart.


Over the next few years, I began to watch what was going on around me and saw other children being systematically tormented. The teachers didn’t seem bothered and all I wanted to do was get even for my previous bullying experience. So part superhero, part reckless semi-trained martial artist, I decided to become the playground vigilante.


Josh was as inspired by the idea of martial arts and heroic adventures as I was, so we spent each lunch hour conjuring up crazy workouts and pseudo martial-arts routines. We were even given permission to train in the PE hall. The other kids thought we were strange. We sat and watched the bullies. Their targets changed but the format was the same: verbal sniping would lead to physical attacks, escalating as they gained confidence. No one would step in. But when one of our friends, Jules, became a target, we manned up. We came into the classroom to see him being hung out of a window three floors up. It was time to retaliate.


Josh and I saw red and, with just a nod between us, we launched a well-timed attack. Looking back, it was probably the most stupid thing we could have done, attempting to disarm four guys while they were holding another boy out of the window, but somehow it worked. I had actually picked up a piece of wood from near the blackboard and started whacking them. As soon as this happened they brought Jules back inside with haste. Seeing this, Josh had piled in and gone crazy. We had no thought of what we were doing and no fear of the consequences. The whole gang were totally taken off guard – you could see in their eyes complete disbelief that they were not only being challenged but that we were beating hell out of them. Suddenly the rules had changed and we were fully in control. Falling over themselves, they fled, Josh and I tearing after them.


We expected to be in deep trouble but there was no hint of retaliation or retribution. Next time we saw those boys they sidled past us. I suppose they didn’t know what to do about two kung fu nerds.
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The Tournament
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By letting it go it all gets done. The world is won by those who let it go. But when you try and try, the world is beyond the winning.


Lao Tzu


‘What do you mean you haven’t brought your uniform?’ Richard Roper, our sa beom nim, or instructor (this term translates literally as ‘master instructor’ but also referred to his rank of fourth dan in kuk sool won) was incredulous.


Josh and I were prepared for this and smugly trotted out our rehearsed speech. We’d decided that competing was not in the spirit of our idea of martial arts and we were making a stand: we weren’t going to compete in the tournament. We were fourteen; we knew our minds.


At this point my dad, who had given us a lift to the massive sports centre where the annual kuk sool won championships were being held, interrupted: ‘OK, let me get this straight. You’ve spent six days a week, fifty-two weeks a year for the past five years training to “make a stand”?’ My confidence slid. I recognised that slow, deliberate and very calm voice – it was the one that came before nuclear meltdown.


‘Get … back … into … the … car. We are going to pick up your uniforms.’ The words shot out staccato. If they’d been bullets, we’d have been dead.


I glanced at Josh, who was looking decidedly less comfortable (and smug) than he had a few moments ago. Then, miraculously, his uniform appeared from his bag. ‘You bastard,’ I mouthed at him. I got back into the car.


Half an hour later I was back, clad in my well-worn black cotton dobok.


They had actually held up the event until I returned: girls, boys, men and women of all ages were clustered in the main hall, stretching and practising techniques while they waited for the tournament to start. I wasn’t sure I was ready for it, even though I had spent years working towards it. Suddenly I felt like that kid in the woods again.


I didn’t have a chance to think much more about anything because John Ives, a tall Ichabod Crane of a guy, hauled me by the collar and dragged me into a line. I had no idea what I was doing, when I was meant to be doing it or why he’d put me there. I looked around, hoping to catch sight of Josh or Gavin. Gav was always good for a laugh and had the unnerving habit of vomiting copiously before and after every challenge. Why we found this endearing was beyond me, but he always seemed to do everything with good humour, including throwing up. There was no sign of either of them but across the room I saw one guy we had a lot of respect for – Darren Hart. He was a mountain of a man, a flat-topped army fitness instructor and kuk sool won veteran, who always won the championship. While the rest of the students were bouncing around warming up, he was sitting in full splits in a kind of Buddha-like Zen state. I waved in his direction; he raised an eyebrow in return.


Back in the line, I was rapidly trying to work out what I was about to face – it could be anything: forms, weapons, sparring or self-defence demonstrations. I was second in the line and getting anxious. Then I saw Josh: he was talking to the grandmaster’s son – it’s definitely a family business. The grandmaster was also in attendance, wearing his official gold and red uniform resplendent with tumbling embroidered dragons; he resembled an exotic bird, with a beady eye on the proceedings. Kuk sool is not just a style but an entire system not limited to a single discipline – the grandmaster sums it up as a structure that ‘integrate[s] and explore[s] the entire spectrum of established traditional Korean martial arts, body conditioning techniques, mental development, and weapons training’. We all learnt this like a mantra. Everyone knew that much kuk sool history.


As I waited for my name to be called, I reckoned I had a half-hour to kill so I explored a stall next to me selling T-shirts, weapons and souvenirs. There was a new book: The Complete Kuk Sool Manual. It was so big it was hard to handle and the dust-jacket kept coming off. At first, I tried to swot up on the forms and techniques I would be asked to demonstrate in the tournament. My mind wouldn’t settle and I found myself questioning my original plans and getting confused. But I decided to read on. That would prevent any uncomfortable conversations with others I was about to compete against and calm my mind.


As I read I found the history fascinating; according to the official kuk sool won manual, Korean martial arts date back to the prehistoric era. In Korea, Buddhist monks developed a martial art known as boolkyo musool to improve their health and defend themselves while travelling. It included internal training, such as meditation and breathing techniques, as well as effective self-defence strategies.


The book also told me that royal families and high-ranking government officials had bodyguards who practised koong joong mu sool, an esoteric martial art that used both easily portable weapons (including short swords and fans) and weaponless techniques, such as pressure-point striking and joint-locks. Apparently this system had found its way from Korea to Japan and given birth to the Japanese art of jujitsu, which in turn had led to all Japanese martial arts, including jujutsu, aikido and ninjutsu.


I liked the idea that there was a link between kuk sool and ninjutsu. I flicked through the huge tome, looking at the exotic weapons and forms techniques. It had everything.


Hand striking: palm, fist, wrist, finger, closed hand, open hand, arm, shoulder and pressure-point striking techniques.


Kicking: spinning, jumping, double-leg, and pressure-point kicks.


Throwing and grappling: body throws, projection throws, leg throws, pressure-point grappling, grappling for defence, wrestling and ground-fighting.


Falling: kuk sool won teaches its practitioners to fall into a variety of positions that minimise the chance of injury.


Animal-style techniques: tiger, mantis, crane, dragon, snake, bear, eagle, etc.


Traditional Korean weapons: sword (short, long, single and double, straight and inverted), staff (short, middle and long, single and double), jeol bong (double and triple sectioned; also known as nunchaku and sansetsukon), knife, spear, cane, rope, fan, bow and arrow (taught in the traditional style, using a thumb draw).


Martial-art healing methods: acupressure, acupuncture, internal energy and herbal medicine.


Meditation and breathing techniques: meditation and breathing postures along with concentration techniques.


Could the martial art I was spending every night of the week practising be the basis for the arts of the ninja? But, if so, where were the stealth techniques?


After the initial first few weeks of training, I’d been bitten completely by the kuk sool bug. Each day after school Josh and I would walk to the martial-arts centre and do three classes back to back. Sa Beom Nim’s motto was ‘We always need more practice!’ So that was what we did: night after night, weekends and every school holiday. Each class would be made up of loads of different techniques, from joint-locking/breaking, kicking techniques, animal style, weapons.


Josh’s and my favourite technique was one of the palm strikes; we had secretly learnt it while watching some of the higher-grade students and spent all our spare time practising on each other. We weren’t meant to perform techniques above our grade but we were fireballs of energy and nothing was out of bounds for us, or so we believed.


Eventually my name was called to get in line for sparring. It was time to focus on the challenge ahead of me. Kuk sool sparring is semi-contact and based on points. You need to demonstrate ability to win but also good technique in the style. If you fought like a kick-boxer or jujutsu fighter, you would be marked down. I put on my matching blue gloves and footpads. My plan was to take advantage of my flexibility and score many hits to the head, as these would get you double points. I would also use some traditional kuk sool moves to impress the judges.


My first match was about to start and Sa Beom Nim was watching. I was about to be attacked: I had to rise to the occasion and show perfect form by kicking the guy’s backside. Before me stood a slightly overweight but still muscular boy who, like me, was in his early teens, an easy target. The match started and I instantly scored my first point with a roundhouse kick to the head. The game was on. Soon I was winning every round and every match using kicks, lots of them! I had to lie down between matches but my cardiovascular fitness and enthusiasm were too much for most people to handle well. That – and almost all of my opponents were people who practised kuk sool as a hobby. They weren’t obsessives, like me and Josh.


I wasn’t the only one doing really well. The girl in front of me impressed the judges by jumping into the air and striking people from above. Those not seeming to defend themselves were often finished off with a flying sidekick. There was no way I was going to be beaten by a girl with pigtails – and, sooner or later, we were to face each other.


The match started and we both went for it with our normal method. I kicked and she jumped so close that my kick failed to land – whoomp. Point went to her, the red side.


Damn! I decided to attack faster, harder, and jump too. Higher and … wham! Point to red.


OK, ready … Another failed kick.


Point to red.


I was going to lose. I was trying my best but I was going to lose to this irritating girl.


‘He’s just too fiery.’


I didn’t know who’d said it, but I could hear someone talking about my performance.


‘She’s a kick-boxing champ. He just attacks all the time and that’s not going to work on her.’


They were right. I had to change tactic or I would lose. I can’t explain why but in that moment I felt that if I were to win I would have to become the opposite: become like water. Retreat, be calm and pick my shots. I knew what she was going to do. I would shorten my stance, cover up tight and raise my guard high, like a Thai kick-boxer or old-school boxer. So I moved continually. When she was in the air I knew she could not change direction, so I could step to the side and strike.


Next round, I gave the perfunctory bow – gyeong rye – and, adrenaline coursing through every cell, I listened for the command: ‘Junbi! Ready!’ We were off. She was launching towards me with a leap. I barely registered her movement before I heard, ‘Son deung pyeong soo – backhand strike.’ It was Josh, trying to remind me that in kuk sool the best way to win points was to fight in the traditional manner. Just remember your forms, remember the forms. I repeated it like a mantra to myself. I’d spent years practising these movements: I couldn’t let myself down now or I was going to be tasting rubber flooring.


When she jumped, I would see this as a target for me to strike. Whatever direction she chose, no matter how aggressive she was, I would accommodate it. It all seemed good in my mind’s eye but I needed to wait for the first jump to see if it worked.


Yes! I executed a sa ma gwi mak-bi – a praying-mantis block – no problem. I had no idea what my opponent was thinking: all I could do was react and it was seamless. Echoing commands flooded from brain to body – sang dan dol-a cha gi, high spin kick, ha dan dol-a cha gi, low spin kick, ssang pyeong soo, double palm strike, and so it went on. The air seemed thick, too hot, and it was beginning to smell of the combined sweat of two hundred hyperactive martial artists.


Confusion and a slight tinge of nausea threatened to disable me but determination won out and I finished with an awesome dwi dol-a yeop cha ci, backward turning side kick, and then … a roar of applause. All of a sudden we were bowing and that was that. I walked off, dazed, desperate for a drink and in search of Josh. I was halfway to the refreshment table when I saw him standing on a podium to the right: he was having a gold medal draped over his head by the grandmaster! I was just about to head over when, for the second time that day, I was hooked by the collar. ‘Get over to the podium. They’re calling your name!’ I swivelled on my heel and turned back to where I’d just come from in time to hear, ‘And winner of the gold medal for forms – Martin Faulks!’


I couldn’t believe it. Josh and I had turned up determined not to compete and ended up winning. The rest of the day was a flurry of activity, and by the end I had not only a gold medal but a bronze for techniques too. This was to be the first tournament of many in which I would succeed against the odds.


Sa Beom Nim was pleased, but as I looked around expectantly for my dad’s face in the crowd, Josh gently took my arm. ‘Martin, he left soon after he dropped you off … I’m sorry.’ I felt as if I’d swallowed a hot stone. ‘Oh, no problem, I just wanted a lift home …’ Josh and Sa Beom Nim exchanged a glance that I ignored. I must have upset Dad with the rigmarole of the missing uniform. Josh was used to lack of parental interest, but for me hope sprang eternal that I would impress my mum and dad. It still does.


I loved and will always love kuk sool won. People criticise it for being too commercial: the incessant testing and the need for equipment can be a real financial drain. Each testing and each belt cost me hundreds of pounds, including a bizarre silver and black uniform, which made me look like an extra from Flash Gordon. My dad used to semi-joke that the Koreans had turned up with a sackful of belts and left with a sackful of money.


Later, Josh and I sat on the wall outside his house with the kuk sool manuals, learning about the techniques with a naïvety that only two teenage boys can muster. When we read about moves needed for our blue belt, we saw some were listed as knock-out strikes and kicks. We really believed that when we got to that point we would gain the ability to knock anyone out at will, as if we would gain a magic off-switch over the human body. Then there were meditation techniques, which the grandmaster said could give you the power of seven men. Again, we thought we’d be lifting cars and bending iron bars! Imagine how disappointing it was when the only knock-out strikes we could get to work involved hitting someone very hard on the chin or the temple. We even went as far as hiring an acupuncturist to mark the spots on our bodies, then hit them as hard as we could. Nothing happened.


When we were seventeen, we re-read the manual with new eyes. It was no longer a list of exciting abilities to master but, rather, a list of disappointments. We hoped these things could be done but we were not being taught the methods. We were disillusioned because we did not know how to pursue our dreams. Also, the violent aspect of the fighting, plus performing and constant training, was beginning to wear me down. I began to accumulate a catalogue of minor injuries, which eventually culminated in a more serious back problem. My view began to change: I wanted something to help me grow as a person, not just try to do acrobatic things with my body.


Then something happened that changed my world, something that really complicated things. I fell in love.
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Alchemy


[image: Image Missing]


When the sun and the moon, the male and the female join together to make a third magical state that is alchemy.


Anon


Meeting Pip moved me into a different world. Here was someone who shared my love of all things mystical, who inspired, encouraged and made me feel I could do anything. But there was a problem. She was nine years older than me – I was eighteen at the time – and she had a child from a previous marriage. I was torn. Not knowing what to do, I made the mistake of asking other people’s opinions.


‘Listen, Martin, I know you feel you’re in love with this woman – hmm, although she is pretty amazing …’


‘Whoa, stop right there.’


Josh laughed at my obvious discomfort. ‘No, seriously, have you thought this out? You’ve just been asked by Sa Beom Nim Richard to go to America to run the dojo in Texas. That’s a huge step forward.’


He was right. I’d been offered the opportunity of a lifetime. Our instructor, Richard Roper, was leaving the UK to set up a new kuk sool won training centre in Houston, Texas, and he’d asked Josh and me to go with him as instructors. However, there were already problems with those plans. My focus was moving from kuk sool to more internal disciplines. My quest was going in a different direction and my body, as well as my spirit, was not happy.


‘I know, but my back is really bad and I’m not sure I’m going to be up to it. I’ve been to the physios and they’re saying that any more serious fighting is possibly going to cause permanent damage. I need six months off or to change to something less violent.’ I hated situations I couldn’t fix immediately and the dilemma of ‘Should I stay or should I go?’ was almost as crippling as my back pain.


Pip was upset when I mentioned going to the USA. We’d formed quite a close bond, even if we weren’t officially ‘a couple’, and it was pretty obvious to everyone around us that we were developing strong feelings. Being so young I was in conflict: I wasn’t sure I wanted a serious relationship; I should be focusing on my career. After all, I was one of the most promising students in Richard’s class, and the idea of going to the USA was seductive. As Josh said, I could go there, become an instructor and find a hot American chick.


‘Well, I guess we can stay friends and just write or phone …’ Pip was making all the right noises, being stoic and totally unconvincing. It made me feel better, yet I still couldn’t decide. I was smitten. I had a woman who was supportive of my obsessions with martial arts, fitness and spirituality but who also liked wrestling: what a catch! Friday nights had become a ritual of WWF, French beer and the hospitality of my mum, who had a huge TV and, more crucially, Sky channels.


After six months of anguished to-ing and fro-ing emotionally and physically, I had a moment of realisation. Pip and I were opposites, her yin to my yang: she was practical and down to earth and I was full of adventure and big plans. It was time to let my heart take care of matters that concerned it. You wouldn’t use your heart to do maths, so don’t let your head deal with love. I decided I was staying. I would carry on training with Josh and the other kuk sool class in England. But Fate had other ideas.


One day I was walking with Josh through Norwich. It was early evening and we were going to visit my mother, taking a shortcut through the local council estate. I felt what I thought were drops of rain, but when I looked up, two drunken men were spitting on us from the flats above.


‘Argh, that’s gross!’ I gestured angrily.


Josh was shaking his hair, thin specks of spittle still clinging to it.


‘Bet they aren’t man enough to come down and do it.’ I was furious and we stood, considering our mode of revenge.


We didn’t have to consider long: they had come down to the street.


It was as if the universe had been listening: we had our chance. Much older and full of drunken bravery, they wanted to fight.


‘Oi! You do all that kick-boxing stuff, don’t you? What’s that all about, hard man?’


A squat, shaven-headed, muscular yob in a bright yellow T-shirt and ripped jeans moved towards me, his head pecking, like a cockerel’s.


I evaluated him and his mate. They were both monstrous but the second guy towered over all of us and he was definitely the one to be afraid of. He stood stock still, eyes narrowing, and motioned with his fingers at Josh. ‘Come over here.’


Josh was going to do nothing of the sort but suddenly, with an ease of movement rare in one so large, ‘the Hulk’ practically shepherded Joss into an area behind a shop where the bins were kept.


This was not going to end well so I decided to use distraction. Letting out the most insane yell, I ran like a man possessed and grabbed his mate, swinging him round and head-butting him as hard as I could, my forehead striking at the base of the skull where the brain stem rests.


As bone met bone, the voice of Sa Beom Nim echoed in my head, ‘Now, boys, promise me you won’t ever use that move.’


I’d broken my word, but I couldn’t let Josh get beaten senseless for the second time in our friendship.


The guy slumped to the ground but tried to stand up. I grabbed him by the hair and smashed his face directly into the concrete path.


By now Josh had realised the game was on. He jumped through the air and grabbed the Hulk in a headlock, using his weight to pull him down to his height, and punching him as fast and hard in the face as he could.


As I had been dealing with my opponent, I’d only seen a blur of movement. Turning to see how Josh was doing, I misinterpreted the situation, thinking he was being beaten, not the other way round.


I rushed to his aid and kneed the man in the floating lower rib as hard as I could repeatedly to make him let go. As my leg tired, I switched to elbowing him directly in the lower back.


All this time Josh was choking him and hitting him in the face. The guy finally fell to the ground, and I knew it was time to escape. ‘Josh … run!’


We sprinted into the distance, expecting to hear pounding footsteps behind us. Nothing. After a few hundred yards we turned. No one was following us – neither man was capable of doing so.


Both lay on the ground, one retching, the other struggling to stand. Blood was smeared all over the smaller man’s face.


What had we done? Who had we become? My body had outgrown my discipline and my skill overpowered my judgement. I had been hurting myself and now others. This wasn’t what it was supposed to be like. It was time to give up kuk sool and develop more balance.


I hadn’t been to kuk sool for some time and was beginning to get restless at not doing any form of martial arts. I needed something, but I knew it was time to follow a new path: one of healing, for myself and others. Something with calm, gentle goals. I had spent years trying to master violence. Now it was time to master myself.


I decided to try tai chi, a much gentler combat technique based on pushing the opponent. The full name of the style is t’ai chi ch’uan or taijiquan, or tai chi in English usage; it means ‘infinite ultimate’ and relates to the concept that two opposite principles, ‘yin’ and ‘yang’, can join together to form a third principle that is greater than the sum of its parts. Yin is a hot, fiery, outgoing male principle, as I mentioned earlier, while yang is a cold, watery, receptive feminine principle. Originating from China and known for its gentle slow movements, tai chi is often called an ‘internal’ martial art as it focuses on developing chi or spiritual force. This spiritual force is believed to flow through our entire being, keeping our body healthy and balanced.


Tai chi is practised for its value as self-defence training but is also known to have healing and health-promoting effects on the mind, body and internal organs. The art is steeped in the ancient philosophy of Daoism, which teaches us to go with the flow and value simplicity and flexibility over brute force and strength. I tried a few classes but the lessons I went to taught tai chi as a form of health exercise. No pushing, no martial side and no chi development. After a lot of thought, I decided I didn’t want a Western teacher. But how I would find an authentic Chinese master in rural Norfolk was another matter. Was I setting the bar too high? Would I have to travel to China to find what I wanted?
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