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This book is dedicated to Bruce Lee, who has had an indelible impact on me, igniting a light that made my dreams come true. Of course, without the will of God nothing is possible. So, thank you, God.
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FOREWORD


When Fiaz first approached me about writing a Foreword about a man I grew up calling ‘Uncle’ Bruce, an honorary relative in the family that I was named after at birth – Diana Lee – I wasn’t sure what to expect. This man I only knew through the eyes of a small child. In my youth I was oblivious to the fact that Uncle Bruce was becoming a famous star, had numerous martial arts students and associates, traveled around the world, and was passionate about philosophy. I did know that he and his wife Linda had the coolest kids, Brandon and Shannon, to play with. The bliss of youth! Then life took a different direction in my family. What became apparent to me at the tender age of seven was that Uncle Bruce was an important figure in my father’s (Dan Inosanto) life, and that upon his death he would forever change the course of my father’s future. What little did I know how Uncle Bruce would also change the lives of millions of people around the world!


What Fiaz Rafiq’s book gives us (the reader) is an insight to a chronological ‘train ride’ into the life journey of a very special man and how the world’s journey continues without him, but his spirit is ever so present. Through Bruce Lee: The Life of a Legend, we witness the memories of this intelligent, persuasive, muscular, small-framed man, with a great Chinese accent I might add, create a vision for the future that would change modern martial arts history. We learn how this man broke down the barriers of racism, kicked his way through the walls of Hollywood discrimination, and bridged the worlds of East meets West. Even today, his influence, popularity and fan base still continues to grow.





After reading the diverse collection of interviews that Fiaz managed to put together (no small feat), I must say I was absorbed. There were people I heard about as my father raised me. They were people that I personally knew growing up, but I didn’t completely have all the dots connected to their relationship with Uncle Bruce. They were people I read about and even worked with in the entertainment industry. And then there were the tremendous athletes I have admired from afar, but had no idea how a man I called ‘Uncle’ Bruce would leave his inspirational ‘fingerprints’ on the minds, bodies, and souls of so many people. Some of the people highlighted may be controversial; some may be from unrelated fields, yet there is a common thread that flows through the fabric of what these people share together about one of the world’s most influential icons, and they call him ‘Bruce Lee’.


Diana Lee Inosanto
Los Angeles












PREFACE


When discussing the influence of celebrities and sports stars, artists and athletes, the terms ‘icon’ and ‘legend’ can sometimes be tossed around a little too easily. Not every individual who has a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame or a highlight reel of physical accomplishments deserves these highest of accolades – but, however strict the criteria, it’s hard to argue that they can be more aptly applied to anyone in the last half century than the late Bruce Lee. In his life, he reinvented action cinema and forced a generation of martial artists to reassess the way they studied. After his death, his philosophical insights and perspectives on training continued to resonate around the globe. More than 45 years after his demise, he remains a perennial bestseller in DVD stores and bookshops, his image endlessly recreated on t-shirts and posters. And a new generation of ‘mixed’ martial artists have made his influence on the art of fighting clear, and legions of new fans continue to discover him through DVDs and YouTube, thrilling to fight scenes that have lost none of their raw appeal.


To perceive Lee as a cultural phenomenon is not an overstatement. He was a fighter, film star, martial arts and physical training innovator, teacher and philosopher. He not only succeeded in popularizing the martial arts on a global scale, but also redefined the action film genre, bringing a fresh theme to the table. His only Hollywood motion picture, released after his death, smashed box-office records around the globe, catapulting him to worldwide superstardom overnight and sparking a kung fu boom whose impact is still being felt today. Majoring in philosophy at the University of Washington, Lee developed a deep, profound ideology that prompted him to fuse Eastern and Western schools of thought to express himself and his concepts. This eclectic personal philosophy mirrored his fighting beliefs. His creativeness paved the way for the creation of the innovative, personal form of martial art he labeled jeet kune do (The Way of the Intercepting Fist). Lee’s thoughts on martial arts remain influential on upcoming fighters, and his prescription to ‘Absorb what is useful, reject what is useless, and add what is specifically your own’ seems almost prescient when looking at modern MMA. On 31 March 2007, Lee was named as one of history’s 100 most influential people by Time magazine, alongside figures like Sir Isaac Newton, Confucius and Buddha.





Over the years, many journalists and film critics have endeavored to explore what makes Bruce such an enduring cultural figure, with countless biographies on his life already available. Lee’s humble beginnings have been comprehensively chronicled, and his struggles with institutionalized racism, which prevented him from attaining the kind of success he craved in his early years in America, are well known. His own writings, originally only intended for his personal study, have been published and pored over by everyone from fight fans to philosophy students, and what documentary footage of him exists remains popular. But there are a number of facets and deeper layers to Bruce Lee, which defined him and yet often go unexplored.


My own journey with Bruce Lee reflects his crossover appeal. As far back as I can remember, I have always been intrigued by how the public and athletes from other disciplines perceive the martial arts master – not merely as an action star and martial arts exponent, but as a philosopher, a supremely talented athlete and a source of inspiration. During my career, in which I have interviewed elite individuals from the worlds of film, boxing, bodybuilding, martial arts and sports of all kinds, I’ve consistently noticed Lee’s name popping up as people list their inspirations. Having interviewed a plethora of UFC fighters and champions – who are no doubt the toughest athletes in the world – I was able to ascertain the magnitude of influence Lee had on these warriors of the Octagon, which was immense. I was always curious, too, to explore how A-list Hollywood actors and directors perceived the late martial arts star who redefined on-screen action.





Together, these factors all impelled me towards further investigating Lee’s influence. Above all, I sincerely also wanted to document the impact Lee had on these personalities outside the confines of the martial arts fraternity. To this end, in spring 2006, I came up with the concept of producing a documentary film. Bruce Lee: The Life and Legacy of a Master would pay the ultimate tribute to the action martial arts master, tell his life story, and allow me to showcase his influence on a much grander scale.


In autumn of that same year, I embarked on a journey to Los Angeles to conduct several rare and groundbreaking interviews on camera. Two years passed, and because of certain unsurpassable obstacles the dream project had to be shelved – until several years later, I happened to stumble upon another production company that was producing a Bruce Lee documentary, with a similar theme to the one I had conceived when I pursued my project. The footage I had obtained for my own documentary project was too valuable to waste and be buried forever, and so I made a contribution to the film by allowing producers to use several of the interviews I had shot. My own film project, I had to admit, would never manifest into a reality.


Here again, though, the passion, drive and determination ingrained in me by studying Lee’s own life helped me to refuse to throw in the towel. After much heartache and contemplation, I decided to channel my focus and energy in a slightly different direction, which would allow me to propagate the same message via the medium of print. There are lots of books on Bruce Lee, but none had been based around exclusive interviews with those who knew and worked with him, and interviews with public figures from sports and entertainment, athletes and actors. A tome packed with interviews with the people who knew Lee best, I felt, would do Bruce the justice he rightly deserves.





In the end, I was able to interview 50 personalities, leading to the book you’re holding now. In this first-of-its-kind book, you will discover exclusive conversations with Bruce Lee’s original students, friends, co-stars and colleagues. Those who knew him best give their candid views on the great martial arts master and action movie star adored by millions. Their memories and stories, I hope, capture him in a way no straightforward narrative ever could.


In part one, personal students recall moments of sheer amazement at their teacher’s feat. Some of Lee’s closest friends and training partners offer an intimate and touching look at this charismatic figure and complex character behind closed doors. Meanwhile, co-stars and colleagues reminisce on Bruce’s burning desire to reach his ultimate goal of becoming the first major Chinese star in the world.


In part two, we look at the enduring legacy of the Little Dragon. For the first time ever, you will discover exclusive interviews with some of the best professional boxers, bodybuilders, UFC fighters and personalities from the motion picture industry paying homage to the legend who continues to mesmerize athletes of every stripe. These personalities share their personal thoughts pertinent to Lee’s legacy, and explain why the status achieved by this diminutive-looking man is unlikely to be replicated. These revealing conversations exemplify Lee’s status as a symbol of inspiration and hope whose feats of strength and achievement are still looked upon as benchmarks by great athletes and fighters.


I hope that this oral biography will appeal not only to Bruce Lee enthusiasts – hardcore and casual alike – but to those beyond the confines of the martial arts fraternity. Bruce Lee’s legacy lives on and he continues to touch us even though his light was extinguished more than four-and-a-half decades ago. In closing, I sincerely hope you enjoy this book as much as I took pleasure in compiling it. You will discover Bruce Lee from a rather different perspective: a man who is a legend to legends.












PART ONE


THE LIFE















ONE


ORIGINAL STUDENTS


During his lifetime, Bruce Lee taught very few people, mostly in small groups and on a private basis. Shortly after his arrival in the United States in 1959, he started teaching a modified version of the wing chun system, which he later named jun fan gung fu – referencing his own given Chinese name. Initially he taught some friends in Seattle and eventually opened the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute. Although when he later moved to California, his mantra of efficiency would lead him to form his own personal style, with principal focus on finding the most expedient solution to any possible encounter, the Seattle period is an historically significant part of Bruce’s time and development in the United States. Whilst studying philosophy at the University of Washington, he also worked at Ruby Chow’s restaurant to support himself, giving him very little free time until his school expanded enough to become his sole focus.


Some of the most prominent original students of Bruce Lee from this era included Jesse Glover; Taky Kimura; James Demile; Patrick Strong; Doug Palmer; Skip Elsworth; Leroy Garcia and Jo Cowles. Lee surrounded himself with street fighters – most of his inner circle students had some street fighting experience – meaning that he was testing his techniques against real-life situations from his early days in America. Jesse Glover was his first student and became a very close friend. Taky Kimura, his best friend and his assistant instructor, was his confidant right toward the end, when Lee finally achieved the fame he craved and became the biggest box-office draw in South East Asia.





In 1964, Bruce moved to Oakland, California, and opened his second branch of the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute. This period – commonly known as ‘The Oakland Years’ – had a substantial impact on Bruce’s evolution as far as creative martial artist is concerned. Noticeable changes could be seen in his approach to fighting, development of his art and training methods. Changing his focus from limiting himself to a specific way and style, he transitioned into a contemplating martial artist in pursuit of finding the truth that tied multiple disciplines together. A friendship ensued between Bruce and James Yimm Lee who became Bruce’s closest friend, comrade, mentor and assistant instructor in Oakland. George Lee, Allen Joe, Leo Fong, Bob Baker and Howard Williams were also part of the core group which trained extensively with Bruce during these years.


In 1966, shortly after moving to the Los Angeles area, Bruce decided to open up his third and final branch of the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute and did so in February of the following year. Located on 628 College Street in the Chinatown district, this secluded, anonymous-looking corner building had no signs outside to give any passers-by the faintest idea that this was a gym. It was far from a commercial martial arts school, but somehow the truly dedicated still found their way there. Some of the most prominent of the close-knit cadre of devotees from this period included Dan Inosanto, Ted Wong, Dan Lee, Jerry Poteet, Bob Bremer, Larry Hartsell, Richard Bustillo, Steve Golden, Pete Jacobs and Herb Jackson – even if the latter spent most of his time fixing his Sifu’s unique specialized training equipment.


Most importantly Lee’s students were carefully screened. Bruce preferred to sign up students with some previous elementary martial arts training because it was easier for the student to appreciate deeply what he was trying to convey. “I don’t want too many students in my organization,” Bruce once said. “The fewer students I have and the harder it is for anyone to join, the more it will give my club prestige and importance. Like anything else, if it’s too popular and too easy to join people won’t think too highly of it.”





Among the criteria Bruce set, the prerequisites when selecting a student included a person’s sincerity in learning and willingness to train hard. In addition to these qualities, persistent training and the student’s potential to extend himself in strenuous martial arts activity – which was fundamental to his jeet kune do philosophy – was equally imperative. Bruce was well aware of the fact that martial arts students fell short of reaching their potential because they lacked a true understanding of what was required to achieve their genetic potential. To this end he gravitated toward quality while quantity took second place. The individuals who were fortunate enough to train with the master were still only invited in on a trial basis. Unless the prospective student impressed their teacher, showing tenacious dedication along with marked improvement and cultivation in the first six months of enrolling, he would not be embraced as a full member of the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute.


With its exclusive closed-door jeet kune do sessions, the Los Angeles Chinatown gym was one of a kind. Fancy uniforms and belts were disregarded; rather, the focus was on improving athletic attributes and technical precision. Bruce was interested in the most efficient way to use the human body for street-effective combat. Unlike other instructors of the time who were happy to employ a one size fits all approach, Bruce’s teaching method was always individualized according to his students – he didn’t like teaching large groups. His teaching method required constant, minute observation of the disciple. He even specifically prescribed supplementary training programs – articulately drafting the exercises on A4 paper – tailored to each individual’s needs. What separated Bruce from most other instructors at the time was that he was a hands-on coach – taking a similar tack to the one that might be seen in a boxing coach, but a very different one from the approach of traditional martial arts teachers of the time. He also placed a high emphasis on physical conditioning, which was unusual for the time. According to one of his premier disciples, he once remarked, “If you are lacking in your physical ability and conditioning, then you have no business in the martial arts.”





It wasn’t long before Lee transferred the teaching responsibilities at the Los Angeles Chinatown gym to his assistant instructor, Dan Inosanto. In 1969, Lee ordered his assistant instructors to dismantle his schools. Both Taky Kimura, who was teaching in Seattle, and Dan Inosanto were allowed to teach hand-picked, carefully screened followers in small private classes thereafter, while adhering to an admonition to keep the numbers low, but the quality high, something Lee believed was crucial to his precepts being passed down in a very personal way. Clearly he had no interest in commercializing his newly found art of jeet kune do, and he vehemently made this clear on more than one occasion to his disciples. Lee’s art was not meant for mass distribution, although a couple of individuals have gone on record proclaiming that Bruce was approached by an investor with a proposal to have a chain of kung fu gyms all over America when Bruce was appearing in the TV series Green Hornet and was seriously entertaining the offer.


The only three people to have ever been certified by Lee to teach his art are Taky Kimura from the Seattle period, James Lee from the Oakland period, and Dan Inosanto from the Los Angeles Chinatown period. The latter is widely acknowledged as Lee’s protégé.


Lee’s core group of personal students were more than mere passing acquaintances; they were close friends. Bruce’s ideals, his philosophy and his insights remain fresh and alive in the minds of his original students. In the following exclusive interviews, some of the most prominent disciples of the master from all three periods ruminate on their relationship with the greatest martial arts exponent of the century.





JESSE GLOVER


Jesse R. Glover was Bruce Lee’s first ever student in the United States and his assistant in the early years when Bruce was based in Seattle. They both attended Edison High School where a close friendship ensued, with Glover teaching Lee some of the judo that he was already expert in. After Bruce died, Jesse continued teaching his own unique style of non-classical gung fu privately. Globally known as being one of Bruce Lee’s top students from the Seattle period, Jesse is an integral part of the late master’s legacy as far as martial arts are concerned.


Q: Jesse, you were the first person in the United States to be accepted by Bruce Lee as a student, can you recall how and when you first met Bruce?


Jesse Glover: The first time I saw Bruce was at a demonstration in Chinatown. He did a form from the Southern praying mantis and an exhibition of dancing. Later, I discovered that we went to the same school. So, I used to walk in front of him and kick telephone poles thinking he would be curious and ask me something, but he didn’t. So one day I decided to walk up to him. I knew his name from the demonstration, nevertheless, I asked him if he was Bruce Lee. And he said yes. I asked him if he did gung fu, and he said yes. I said to him would he teach me. And he thought for a while and then asked if I had a place where we could train where no one else would be around. I said yes. So we walked to school, talked about gung fu and he showed me some stuff that day. We walked back that night. He asked me where I lived and I told him. He came down to my house that evening and started teaching me.


Q: Where did the personal lessons take place before he opened the school to the general public?


Jesse Glover: They took place in my apartment, on the street and at school. When he opened the gym there were only ten people and they paid ten bucks toward the rent. Any money that came in after that was going to go to Bruce. Some of the guys had to leave town to go to work, so we couldn’t afford it anymore. So then we trained outside. Most people who joined the group came from word of mouth.





Q: How would you describe Bruce’s personality?


Jesse Glover: He was like this: if he liked you, he liked you. And if he didn’t like you, he just wouldn’t talk to you. He liked to joke around. Even Ed Hart, who was his second student, they both had a sense of humor and they told a lot of jokes. He was a fun guy to be around. Like I said, if he liked you, he liked you. He liked to go to the movies and Jerry Lewis was his favorite actor. He liked to dance and draw. During the intermission we would practice a little, but during the movie he would be engrossed in the movie.


Q: Did he have a temper or was he a calm person?


Jesse Glover: Well, he was both. If you made him mad he’d get mad. But when I knew him and the people that were there, most of them really liked Bruce. Even the guys who didn’t care about gung fu liked Bruce’s personality.


Q: Were there any specific rudimentary guidelines which the students had to follow when he taught?


Jesse Glover: When I met Bruce he was pretty open, but later on he became more and more traditional so a lot of the guys dropped out. It became more and more like a traditional Chinese gung fu class.


Q: Bruce studied philosophy. Just how much was he engrossed in philosophy when he was residing in Seattle? Can you elaborate on Bruce’s philosophical goals?


Jesse Glover: He studied philosophy and related it to the martial arts. He practiced all the time and got pretty philosophical about it. He was interested in philosophy – Chinese philosophy mostly. He liked to talk about it. There was a guy named John Jackson who had studied Asian philosophy who was much better steeped in it than Bruce was. Bruce would misquote people sometimes and John would correct him. I guess his thoughts about philosophy were all tied up with his gung fu. He thought that somewhere in the philosophy he was going to find the keys to gung fu. And he loved to say certain things. He loved words so he would play with words and stuff like that. Most of the guys who were in the first group were pretty intelligent and well read. They weren’t all that concerned about what Bruce said about philosophy unless he talked about fighting. When he started talking about fighting my ears were wide open. Now all of the stuff, such as his quotes and sayings, later on I found a lot of it came from Wong Shun Leung, who was his primary gung fu teacher back in Hong Kong.





Bruce was like a young guy who discovers literature and likes to put words together. He liked to read philosophy, gung fu and a lot of boxing books. He had paperback gung fu books from China. There’s a place in Seattle that’s out of business now where he used to go two or three times a week looking for books. And he spent a lot of time in the library looking at books. It was research combined with an outrageous amount of practice. People think that you can just sit back and philosophize and become a super martial artist – that’s not possible. You have to train, train, train, get disgusted and train, train and train more.


Q: Did he ever talk to you about what career path he wanted to pursue after finishing his studies at the university?


Jesse Glover: He wanted to make a lot of money. He wanted to be famous.


Q: Before meeting and training with Bruce, you dabbled in boxing and judo. Because of the typical full contact training employed in these two arts, did you not find these two arts to be more effective than the wing chun system that Bruce was teaching?


Jesse Glover: I found Bruce to be more effective! He modified the system. I did boxing a little bit and studied judo and won a lot of tournaments, which were totally different things. I thought what he was teaching was a lot more effective and that’s why I started practicing it. And it had unique qualities about it, which boxing didn’t have. I always liked judo because of its underlying philosophy, which was maximum effectiveness with minimum effort. It was to cultivate yourself in terms of speed and power when you’re going in close and just training [in general]. I demonstrated with Bruce in Seattle and several times on television in Canada. Bruce had studied boxing a little bit in Hong Kong. His primary teacher, Wong Shun Leung, had studied boxing. One of the last things he said to Bruce when he left Hong Kong was to watch out for the boxers.





Bruce didn’t know much about judo, but I took him to the Seattle Judo Club and I showed him some stuff and introduced him to a guy named Fred Sato, who was a black belt. They became pretty good friends. Actually, I think Fred is the one who introduced him to the five ways of attack. He liked judo but the only problem he said was, “How do you get hold of the guy?” When he was going to the University of Washington, he also took a judo class from one of my teachers, Kato, who was a US 180-pound champion. Bruce definitely would not go to the ground if he had the opportunity to get you standing up. When he was here in Seattle, he had a lot of books on martial arts and there were some Chinese books on jiu- jitsu. He showed them to me and looked at a few of those things, but I don’t think Bruce was really a grappler at that time.


Q: Bruce utilized the wooden dummy to perfect his phenomenal skills, did you often witness him work his ‘magic’ on this unique piece of training equipment?


Jesse Glover: Bruce had a dummy set up behind Ruby Chow’s [restaurant] and he worked on it in the afternoon before the restaurant people came in. He would practice entries and different stuff. He showed me stuff on the dummy. He didn’t know all the dummy form – later on I talked to a guy who knew Wong [Shun Leung] and he said Bruce knew only 60 percent of the dummy. But the dummy taught him how to close the distance, engage the opponent and to punch over and in between the guy’s structure.





Q: What unique or unusual training methods did Bruce implement into his workouts? Am I right in saying you witnessed him do a barbell exercise where he would hold it out in front of the chest to cultivate his forearms?


Jesse Glover: He used to hold a barbell weighing 70 pounds across his forearms to work his forearms, his shoulders and his wrists. And he used to do sil lam tao. He would do sil lam tao 50 times with his muscles contracted, kind of following Charles Atlas’ program for development, which are exercises you do with your muscles tensed. He did a lot of exercises right out of the basic wing chun. He did a lot with hand weights and pulleys. He used to have these pulleys attached to the wall and he could pull them overhand or underhand and actually punched outwards. He did a lot of pushups with various weights. Bruce would have you sitting on his shoulders and stuff like that when performing these.


Q: Was Bruce starting to integrate these exercises and specialized equipment at an early stage of his arrival in America, or was it much later in his development when he moved down to Southern California?


Jesse Glover: Even in Hong Kong he was using some strength training exercises and he just experimented when he came to the United States. Things that worked the forearms and gymnast push-ups. He would sit on a table and push up on the table. In a movie theater he would push up against the seat. The whole time he was exercising.


Q: Why do you think Bruce broke tradition by investigating other arts? At the time a lot of martial arts instructors did not want to teach foreigners.


Jesse Glover: He started modifying stuff when he came to the United States. He got into trouble with an older man who did not like the fact that he was teaching foreigners. He broke tradition in Seattle, for sure. Ruby Chow – who owned the restaurant where he worked and lived – didn’t like the fact he was teaching foreigners. She said, “You’re teaching black guys this and that. They’re going to beat up on Chinese.” He said, “Well, they can beat up on Chinese anyway. So, if I teach them they’re going to have some respect for Chinese.” Yeah, he was the first Chinese who was teaching non-Chinese. This was, of course, in Seattle, but I don’t know what was going on in California, Hawaii or other places. I heard later that there were some guys in the military who had been in China before the Second World War who actually studied gung fu. So it wasn’t like I was the first non-Chinese to do so historically.





Q: Did you ever witness Bruce in an actual incident?


Jesse Glover: We were doing a demonstration at a school and a guy in the audience had a problem. Bruce was telling everyone that gung fu is a soft style and karate is a hard style. He challenged Bruce. Bruce asked us if he should do something about the challenge, but we told him to forget it, that it wasn’t worth the time. The guy was a judo practitioner, but also a black belt in karate. I used to practice judo against the guy and I could throw him, but he had a hard time throwing me. He saw Bruce doing a demonstration of another style and thought that’s how Bruce would fight.


So he kept challenging him until one day he sent another stupid guy over and issued a challenge. Bruce and I were at school. When I came out of the door, he told me to go tell the guys to meet him on the third floor. I told him, “We can’t fight here in the school.” So he said we’d do this at the Y Club. So the fight was set up. We got the bus and went to the Y. The guy put on his gi and Bruce took off his shirt. I was the referee and Ed was the timer. The fight was supposed to stop after three rounds. The guy got in a cat stance and threw a kick. Bruce blocked the kick, got the guy on the floor, bounced him off the wall and kept hitting him and chased him. I hollered stop! The fight lasted 11 seconds.





Q: He didn’t like the format of competition fighting, did he?


Jesse Glover: He didn’t like competition, but he did have some fights where there were no referees and no judges. People talk about competitions, but when they’ve got people to stop you, it’s not really a competition. Competition is two guys going in a room and one of them walks out.


Q: When Bruce became famous and a global name after his movies were released, did you keep in touch with him?


Jesse Glover: No. The last time I saw Bruce was at a birthday party when he and Linda were staying at Linda’s mother’s house. I hadn’t seen him for a while. We spent the whole time in the basement talking while they were having a party upstairs. Then I saw him when Brandon was born. He brought him over to my house. Then after that I didn’t see him anymore.


I had a conversation with him after his fight with Wong Jackman. Bruce, James Lee and Linda were training in their gym [in Oakland] and some guys showed up wearing gung fu uniforms. He said to me that at first he thought he was going to fight all these guys, but it turned out it was just him against Wong Jackman. So they squared off and he attacked the guy, and the guy almost turned and ran away. But as he was going back, Bruce was hitting him in the back of his head and the punches were going in the same direction as he was going in. So it wasn’t having a very good effect. Bruce was running out of gas, but he knocked him down and pinned him. The guy agreed that it was over. And that propelled him to start his roadwork training. He never thought he’d run out of gas but he did. Then after that incident a lot of people said he started literally studying boxing, but he was studying boxing long before this incident. Boxing wouldn’t have made him chase this guy any quicker.


Q: Do you think he was trying to express and propagate some sort of philosophical message using this medium?


Jesse Glover: Yes, there was a message. In fact, I’m surprised martial arts exponents haven’t followed his patterns because Bruce got his patterns using samurai movies. We used to practice and after that we would go to Ruby Chow’s, then to the movies where we watched samurai and Chinese movies. And in Chinatown we spent time doing different things. Yeah, I thought his movies were pretty cool. Bruce was a movie star when he was a kid long before he was a movie star as an adult. So I wasn’t surprised.





Q: Bruce remains a pop culture icon to this day, how much of an impact do you think he has had on the world?


Jesse Glover: Bruce has had a lot of impact on the world. Time magazine picked him for their top 100 influential people. He’s had a tremendous impact. Some guys have a positive impact on people.


Q: After Bruce’s death what path did you take and pursue?


Jesse Glover: In 1961, I went to Bruce and said, “James Demile and I would like to start teaching.” And Bruce said, “That’s fine, as long as you don’t call it jun fan or wing chun.” Later, the jeet kune do term came from a guy in Seattle who said they used to call it ‘Intercepting Fist’. And before he went to California, he was toying with the idea. The only reason he modified his style was because he was always looking for ways to catch up with his seniors back in Hong Kong. He would have kept on changing stuff.


Q: In Bruce’s book Chinese Gung Fu: The Philosophical Art of Self Defense you are seen demonstrating a few judo moves. What was he trying to achieve with the publication of the book?


Jesse Glover: He was trying to make money. James Lee told him that if he wrote a book he could probably make money. At the time, Bruce didn’t have any money when he was working at Ruby Chow’s, so that’s why he did it. The book was OK. A lot of the stuff in there was staged, like the throwing, which I did myself. At the time, I didn’t think I would spend five dollars on the book. He did trapping and striking, so he wanted to know what else I did and I told him judo. He was exchanging martial arts information with this other guy, too.





Q: Can you recall any funny incident taking place during your close friendship with Bruce?


Jesse Glover: Well, the funny incident was where I couldn’t hit him.


Q: Anything you would like to add, Jesse, about your friendship with Bruce and how he has enriched your life?


Jesse Glover: He influenced everybody who studied with him. And even today many, many years later, those people who are still alive are strongly influenced by Bruce. Some of the guys are gone. Skip Ellsworth died. I think he was probably Bruce’s third or fourth student. He died in the Philippines. Charlie Woo died. Pat Hooks, I don’t know what happened to him, he disappeared and I don’t know if he’s still alive. John Jackson died from a heart attack. Ed Hart recently died. Howard Hall disappeared, nobody heard from him. Taky Kimura is still around. Leroy Garcia is still around and James Demile is still around but is crippled. That’s about it. Doug Palmer was the one guy who went to Hong Kong with Bruce. Bruce enriched my life. When Bruce said he could do something, he’d do it. A lot of people say they can do stuff, but really can’t do it. Anything that Bruce said he could do, he could do it! So that impressed me.





JAMES DEMILE


James W. Demile was part of the inner circle of Bruce Lee’s students from the Seattle period who trained with him privately. Demile, who forged a close friendship with Lee, had an impressive boxing background before meeting and joining the close-knit group that Bruce trained during his early years in the US. After Bruce’s death, Demile continued to spread the word globally, basing his system – which he refers to as the ‘Tao of Wing Chun Do’ – on the teachings and principles of his late master’s original system. He became an unarmed combat instructor in Special Forces Combatives during the 1980s, and won over 100 fights in the Air Force’s boxing program.


Q: How did you first meet Bruce Lee?


James Demile: In late 1959, I was attending a public school for adults who had not finished high school. Bruce had been expelled from a Catholic private high school in Hong Kong and needed to earn make-up credits in order to get into the University of Washington. I had quit school in order to go into the Air Force and also needed additional credits. One day, during a free period, I noticed that there was a lot of activity in the auditorium and stopped to look at the bulletin board to see what was going on. It was a special event for the different Asian countries to demonstrate aspects of their culture. It sounded interesting so I went in and sat in the back.


There was a young Chinese kid leaping around the stage making weird noises, kicking and punching into the air. He was extremely agile, graceful and his movements flowed from one to another without any interruption. His final burst of energy was a high spinning kick where he reached forward and slapped his foot and then landed in an odd-looking stance that reminded me of a tiger getting ready to attack. He paused and then went on to explain that there were many forms in Chinese gung fu and this one was called jeet kune, and that they were all very effective methods of self-defense. I thought that this was amusing, since I had been an undefeated heavyweight boxer in the military and had been brought up in an orphanage where fighting was an everyday event. To me, fighting was a lot more involved than leaping around as if you were fighting butterflies. This kid had a lot to learn about what fighting was really like. After his demonstration I went up to join a small group that was talking to the kid. The kid was pawing and poking at the air while bobbing and weaving like a drunken monkey. I must have shown my disbelief because the kid stopped and looked at me with a curious smile. He asked if I had any questions. I quickly told him that here in America fighting was not a game, and that all his fancy moves would not work against a fast street fighter. His smile vanished and he moved in front of me and asked if I would throw a punch at him.





For a moment I was speechless. I couldn’t believe he was serious. He was 5ft 7 and about 135 pounds. I was 5ft 10 and 225 pounds. But I suddenly realized he was serious and that everyone was looking at me for a response. Feeling totally confident, I said OK and dropped back into a loose boxer’s stance. He stood there, relaxed, with both arms hanging by his side. I thought I would tap him lightly on the forehead with my jab, which should impress him with my speed and control. I fired a quick jab with my left.


The next few moments were my first steps to learning humility. In a blink, the kid exploded into action, not only blocking my punch, but yanking my body towards the floor, engaging my right arm and interlocking it with my left so I felt like a pretzel. It was an odd feeling. I could not move. He had trapped both my arms and grounded me so I could not kick or even take a step. He smiled, tapped me on the forehead as if to ask, Is anyone home, and then he released his pressure and stepped back. This was my introduction to Bruce Lee. I immediately joined the small group he was training with.


Q: Why did Bruce modify his early fighting style?


James Demile: There were two reasons Bruce modified his wing chun. The first was to be able to beat his seniors in wing chun. After training a while in the States, Bruce returned to Hong Kong and found he had made no progress in his wing chun skills. Frustrated, he decided he would train harder. So he focused on his students getting better so they would force him to get better. After a while he, once again, returned to Hong Kong and the results were the same. Bruce finally realized that the problem was not in his training, but what he was training in. No matter how hard he trained, his seniors were also training and therefore would always stay ahead of him. The only way he could beat them, he decided, was to improve what he was doing. He needed to take his wing chun to another level.





The second reason for modifying his wing chun was that the Westerners were bigger and stronger than him – and so, once they learned the basics of wing chun, they could become a real threat to him. Bruce became very selfish in his personal training. He would explore efficient fighting concepts with different students, never really teaching everyone the same thing. He said, “If you want to learn, you must take it,” because he was not going to give it to you.


He admitted that he was not interested in us getting good, as much as using us to get good himself. This is why there is such a big difference in the original Seattle group, the jun fan group and the JKD group. The original group was trained during Bruce’s fighting and creative period. The second group was during Bruce’s need to become independent and earn some money, when he created a style to teach called jun fan. The third group was his Hollywood period where he wanted to become a movie star, so his emphasis was on more visual techniques, including high kicks and more graphic motion.


Q: How did Bruce conduct his early classes with the original group?


James Demile: Bruce’s initial teaching was without structure or any set goals. We were not a club and nor did we have specific training times. We did meet after school and train, but we also trained during school, after going to Chinatown and eating or after going to a movie at the KoKasai theater where we would watch Asian martial art films. Bruce would go to my apartment and we would talk and train. Actually, the real reason he went to my apartment was to use my phone to make long distance calls. But the training there was invaluable to me since we talked a lot about principles and concepts that were later to become the basis for wing chun do. He would also go to Jesse Glover’s or Leroy Garcia’s place and train. Each one of us had something different to challenge him with and he would squeeze anything of value from us.





The main focus to Bruce’s training was what interested him at that moment. We never knew what we were going to train in, or how long we would train on any one technique. Bruce was always exploring and experimenting. You had to pay close attention to what he said or did since he was really talking to himself. Once he discovered an effective technique he would train in it till he was confident in his application, and regardless of our skill level he would never teach it again.


Q: Did Bruce ever do any wrestling when he was in Seattle?


James Demile: I do not remember Bruce doing any wrestling in the early years, at least up to 1963. He believed judo was essential for good coordination training. But he was very adamant about not going to the ground. He felt that ground fighting was very dangerous and difficult to be in total control. He did not believe in ‘luck’ as an element of fighting. He always wanted to be in total control of each situation.


Q: You were an undefeated heavyweight boxer. There is a world of difference between applying movements with an obedient partner who cooperates and an actual opponent who is bent on hurting you with full contact blows. Did you not find Bruce’s style to be inferior to a full contact fighting form such as boxing?


James Demile: I boxed in the Air Force and Bruce boxed in high school, in Hong Kong. He was very good as a natural boxer with little training. Yet, oddly enough, when it came down to what to keep and what to remove from boxing, Bruce said throw it all out. After thinking about it, it made sense. Springy footwork, jabbing, combinations, bobbing and weaving and even slipping were all inefficient when it came down to Bruce’s rules of simplicity, efficiency and practicality. All boxing principles were in conflict with the solid stability of the closed bai-jong, footwork, the constant offensive/defensive potential of both arms. At the same time when using the centerline concept and the awesome power of the power line concept for use of energy in trapping and striking, it made sense.





Once I understood his meaning, I threw out all my boxing knowledge and have not regretted it for a moment.


At the same time, Bruce was a natural athlete and was good at any sport he tried. He explored many styles of fighting, yet remained loyal to certain underlying principles from wing chun. He felt that although the overall wing chun principles needed to be changed, the root of the art was still valid. His movements and applied chi sao and trapping became more refined and efficient, yet you could see a strong wing chun influence.


Q: Muhammad Ali and Bruce Lee are both iconic figures. Did he ever talk to you about Ali?


James Demile: Bruce really admired Muhammad Ali, Floyd Patterson and Jack Dempsey. He thought their techniques were really good. He felt in the ring they would beat him, but in the street he would beat them because of what he could do with no rules. In other words, he could do trapping, kicking, anything, whereas in boxing you have rules and it’s really just a different type of martial art altogether. Bruce felt that if he went into a sports situation there was a good chance he would get beat. He felt really confident that no one could beat him in the street. A lot of people think what you do in the ring is what you would do in the street. That’s not true at all. In competition the mentality is different and it’s a sport. People just don’t understand the difference between sport and street fighting. But Bruce did and didn’t want to waste his time.





Q: Do you feel because you and some of the other students Bruce taught in Seattle had a street fighting background this helped Bruce in his development?


James Demile: I think that Bruce was extremely lucky to have us guys who were street fighters, bigger and meaner than him, because it challenged him and always forced him to get better. All of us would have liked to punch him out. And no matter how we tried, it didn’t work because he was always getting better than us. He was always working on how to overcome my boxing background or Jesse’s karate and judo background. He was always examining all the different ways to overcome our skills. So, if he did not have that sort of challenge and threat of forcing him to get better, I don’t think he would have got as good as he did. He would have just stayed a wing chun exponent.


Q: Bruce Lee’s contribution to mankind far exceeds the simple confines of the martial arts world. Was Bruce Lee a philosopher or a warrior?


James Demile: I believe that Bruce’s early years were focused on the physical rather than on the philosophical. He quoted many philosophers, but I think it was for the effect it had on us rather than a deep interest in philosophy. He was amused at how Americans were so impressed with profound statements, even when no one understood what the statement meant. Bruce was young and had dreams of becoming famous. He also realized that in order to achieve his goal of becoming an actor, director and producer, he must be unique and different from any other Chinese kid. He had no skills other than martial arts, so he decided to commit 100 percent of his energy to becoming the best. This would be his pathway to stardom. I think he became more serious about the philosophical side as he got older and saw the need to balance out his image as a martial artist. The TV program Kung Fu influenced him as far as how people reacted to the internal as well as the external aspects of martial arts. So, a lot more philosophical sayings appeared in his writings.





Q: Can you recall any street incidents you witnessed Bruce in during the time you knew and trained with him?


James Demile: Bruce didn’t fight unless he had to. He used to take Sherry Garcia, Leroy’s wife, dancing. Bruce had won a Cha Cha contest in Hong Kong and loved to dance. This story was told to me by Sherry. One evening Bruce was in Chinatown with Sherry and four guys approached them and made racist remarks about the Chinaman with the blonde chick. Bruce went ballistic and was going to kill all four of them. Sherry grabbed him and made him walk away. Those guys were unaware of having death visit them and then walk away.


At school there was a karate guy from Japan who did not like Bruce and felt Bruce was all talk and no action. He would always bug Bruce with mean looks and snide statements. Bruce would ask us if he should fight him and we would always say no. However, one day Bruce snapped and told the guy, “OK, let’s fight!” They agreed to go downtown to the YMCA handball court and see who would walk out first. Jesse was the referee and Ed was the timekeeper. I was not there, but Ed told me the next day how the guy started out with a kick to Bruce’s groin. Bruce swept the kick aside and double punched the guy in the face and drove him across the court, bounced him off the wall and then smashed him with both fists. The guy crumpled to the floor. Ed thought he was dead. Finally the guy moved. It lasted 11 seconds. Bruce was not touched. Many of the incidents at that time were just moments in time. People would want to test Bruce, but Bruce would just trap and let them know he was in control.


I personally experienced the hard side of Bruce’s fist a few times when he needed to demonstrate his skills. Once in a while we would meet at Taky Kimura’s grocery store just prior to training. On this particular day, we were just hanging out doing loose practicing when one of the students walked in with his girlfriend. One thing about Bruce, he loved to demonstrate his skills. If a pretty girl was anywhere near, Bruce would perk up and start his spontaneous demo. In this case he would point at me and explain how fast and tough I was, and then promptly knock me over, under and through all the vegetables in sight. Honestly, I tried to hit him. I would have loved to have knocked him out in front of everyone. He knew this, so he enjoyed watching me disappear into the cabbage pile.





Q: Bruce Lee never entered competitions. Can you elaborate on this?


James Demile: Well, the first thing and reason is that he felt if at any time you have rules, it automatically limited what you could do. In other words, the person fighting you knew something, therefore it wasn’t like a street fight where you as quickly as possible have to hurt the person and get it over with. Bruce never entered tournaments with rules versus street fighting, which is survival – he was only interested in survival. He wasn’t interested in competition because he felt that it didn’t prove anything. He said that anytime you play by rules it automatically restricts you in what you can do. He didn’t like that. Remember, this was back in the ’60s when there weren’t many tournaments going on. We had mainly judo tournaments and a few karate tournaments. Bruce couldn’t relate to those because they were just sport. So, it wasn’t like he was relating to martial arts as we think of it today. It’s really different if you look back at the ‘60s because there were only judo and karate tournaments you could enter as far as how good you were. So it wasn’t like MMA.


Q: In the Los Angeles area a lot of karate champions worked out with Bruce. One of them has gone on to say Bruce never really sparred. What is your opinion on this?


James Demile: They didn’t spar with Bruce but played around. But he would take you out if he thought you were a threat. You have to remember back in those days people like Bob Wall and Chuck Norris were champions of non-contact karate. Now, that’s a big difference because that was even before Joe Lewis got into full contact. So, most of those guys did non-contact or very light contact. So you can’t even compare that with the likes of today’s type of full-contact sparring. So, when we hear about Joe Lewis sparring, Chuck Norris sparring, it was just playing, there was no real sparring. It was never of any intensity or seriousness because they couldn’t compete against Bruce. They weren’t in his league at all!





Q: Was Bruce using any specialized training equipment to elevate his skill in the Seattle area?


James Demile: Bruce really believed in using training aids. He felt that training equipment was necessary in order to achieve high levels of skill. This is why I have developed so much training equipment, such as a variety of timers and spring-loaded dummies. Unfortunately, he had little access in the early years to any real useful equipment. By useful I mean equipment for training technique. We did have access to a speed timer and Bruce had a mook jong dummy in the back of the restaurant where he worked and lived. He did not work out with weights till later on when he was concerned about how he looked. In the early years he felt weight training tightened the muscles, which would slow him down and the bulk would restrict his flow. He changed his mind later on as he learned more about training properly with weights.


Q: What was the effect of power from the punch?


James Demile: The power of the punch for demo and the applied power in fighting are two different things. Bruce did what is called a ‘push punch’ when he did a demo. In other words, he pushed the punch through the target, knocking his assistant back. In reality, the person should not move, just drops in their tracks. The real punch is a concussion punch, where the energy explodes just inside the chest and affects the lungs and heart. You cannot get the concussion effect if the person moves back, since the energy dissipates through the whole body. But the punch has no value to a spectator if the person does not move. Actually, the power of the punch is secondary to the method of transferring the energy. People get all caught up in the power, where in reality it takes very little power to do a lot of damage. Bruce discovered the mechanics of the hand action that maximized the damage with a minimum of energy. Wing chun has a power punch, but not the same as Bruce used it. He evolved their concept to a higher level. People are amazed at the short-range effectiveness of the punch, but it is the short range that makes it work. Moving further back adds to the power potential, but is unnecessary.





Q: Can you tell me about the later stages of Bruce’s evolution?


James Demile: Other than the stages I mentioned before, I think his evolution went in a different direction than martial arts. The first stage was critical since he needed the actual skills to beat anyone. Once he was satisfied in his fighting ability, he could relax and use the martial arts for the next step in his plan: independence. Independence meant no more being a dishwasher, a waiter and a servant of the Dragon Lady Ruby Chow. It gave him the freedom to explore the outside world and discover new ways to reach his dream. The only real 100 percent focus in training and skill development was in his early years. After that the purpose of training was a means to a specific end – Hollywood. You can see it, not in what he did, but what he didn’t do. Starting from jun fan, he no longer emphasized the closed bi jong stance, the centerline concept, the applied use of spring energy and even the most basic flow concepts for trapping. Later, in JKD he eliminated chi sao. Yet, each of these elements he left out were critical for applying his own skills.


Q: Can you shed some light on Bruce’s reading habits in the early period you knew him?


James Demile: In the early years we used to go to the Chinatown in Vancouver, Canada, so Bruce could seek out books on gung fu written by past masters. He still believed that the ultimate fighting secrets were hidden in traditional training. This went on for a year or so. Then he began to change his perception as he started to recognize the impracticality of forms and blindly following the teaching of masters who had never really ever been in a fight. It was in reading and comparing what he read to the reality of the street that it soon became apparent that gung fu was a beautiful art, but basically impractical against an aggressive street fighter. Once Bruce began to expand his thinking, past tradition, he began to read and examine the modern day fighters of that period.





He was very impressed with Joe Louis, Rocky Marciano and Floyd Patterson, who was the heavyweight world champion at that time. He also began reading about fencing, since he liked their footwork. In other words, he began to expand his search for his personal answers. But it was all martial arts oriented, not philosophical. I think he became more internal as he got older and more involved in the insane world of Hollywood.


Q: What would you say to people who ask the question if Bruce was really a fighter or just an actor?


James Demile: There is not really a satisfying answer for anyone who did not know Bruce personally. However, I point out that I was known for being a very aggressive street fighter and at 225 pounds, with a Neanderthal mentality, feared no man. Jesse Glover held a black belt in judo and was recognized as someone to avoid in a fight. Ed Hart was 6ft 3 and 240 pounds, quick as lightning and could knock you out in a blink with either hand. Leroy Garcia, the ‘Mountain Man’, fought like a wild grizzly bear and would fight a gorilla and probably win. These were the people around Bruce in the early years. We were all lean and mean, yet Bruce could trap and control us like we were school kids. Our training was an ongoing fight. We all really tried to hit Bruce. So this is why I know Bruce was for real. Regardless of size or weight, Bruce could beat anyone I have ever met.


Q: Later, when Bruce pursued a career in the motion picture industry, did he ask any of the former Seattle students to be in any of the movies?


James Demile: He only asked Taky who was always in the background and wanted to stay in the background. He didn’t want to be in the movies. But Bruce really felt obligated to try and help Taky to get him some kind of recognition because he felt Taky was such a good person. But Taky just didn’t want to do it. So the truth is, he did ask Taky but he didn’t want to do it.





Q: What was your reaction to the sensationalized Hollywood biopic Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story, which seemed to have deviated from Bruce’s life?


James Demile: To me, it really looked bad. The story was totally inaccurate. It was just commercialism. It gave no insight into him as a person and it didn’t really expose the fears he had and how he overcame those fears. Almost 99 percent of the movie was inaccurate. I was extremely disappointed that they had an opportunity to really do something that would perpetuate Bruce’s name but didn’t.


Q: Am I right in saying that you fell out with Bruce at one time?


James Demile: It happened when Jesse and I broke away from Bruce because he was changing what he was doing. He was starting his jun fan. Jesse and I didn’t particularly care for the changes because we felt he was leaving out some of the key principles that worked. And Bruce told me that he was changing it because he didn’t want to teach people to beat him. But one day I was down at the King Street club in Chinatown and I was talking to some of his students and they asked me why Jesse and I didn’t train with him anymore. I told them we didn’t like what they were doing. Well, I looked at Bruce and he was very upset. And he said that I didn’t have the right to say that to the students. So I apologized to him and said that he was correct and I was wrong in saying what I said.


But he was really upset with me. He thought I wanted to challenge him and he got more upset. Back in those days I used to carry a gun. I always carried it after the service. And I thought to myself, If this kid even flinches at me I’m going to shoot him. This is a true story. I just walked out. I was wrong. I shouldn’t have said anything, but I was at the mindset that if he was going to force me into a fight he would bust me up. And I wasn’t going to go for that.


Q: Did you keep in touch with Bruce after he left Seattle?


James Demile: After 1963, I never spoke to Bruce again. He moved on into a different world that I wasn’t interested in and I went on to fulfill my own dreams.





Q: What is the most interesting conversation you ever had with Bruce which seemed to define his uniqueness?


James Demile: The most fascinating part of my relationship with Bruce was just learning the way he thought about techniques and bringing things down to a level where it’s all practical. He was very selfish in the respect that he didn’t want to waste time training in things that he himself could not do or which wouldn’t work for him. He didn’t teach or develop techniques for everybody in the martial arts; he was only interested in Bruce Lee. For me, what was fascinating was the way he did it, the way he restructured and conceptualized speed, power and trapping. He would think of ways of dealing with somebody who was a boxer, a wrestler, a kickboxer or a karate man, or who was bigger and stronger than him. So, the way he thought about this and how he would deal with it, how he developed the kind of techniques and concepts which would handle these kinds of people, that was fascinating to me. This is what I try to do when I’m teaching.


People really don’t realize Bruce was a scientist as far as martial arts goes. He didn’t even know it. When I look back at all the things he did, it was like going back to a science program about speed, power, trapping, closing, spring energy and all these things. It was beautiful the way he thought about them and structured them as far as being able to use them in the street. To me that was the most important thing. These are the things he gave me which I give my students – how to be able to look out there and see what techniques can be adopted, how you modify them or develop them for yourself. And that was where the real value was from Bruce’s teachings. To me, it was the conceptualization and being creative in your own mind and how to do it.


Q: Since Bruce’s death, have you had any intriguing conversations with any well-known athlete or personality about Bruce that you found thought-provoking?


James Demile: I’ve come across a lot of athletes who were inspired by his focus in training, his intensity, his dedication to becoming the best. That inspired them. Just because of the uniqueness of his abilities, such as speed and power, their goal wasn’t to be the best martial artists, but they felt that the way he did what he did showed them the way to achieve their goals – hard training and being persistent. So in that sense, yes, I talked to people.





Q: How has Bruce enriched your life?


James Demile: First, by learning humility in my first introduction to Bruce it caused me to rethink who I was. Being brought up in an orphanage I always related to ‘the survival of the fittest’ mentality. Fighting was an important way of having respect and recognition. Until I met Bruce, I had an attitude that I was unbeatable and therefore someone to respect. My chance meeting with Bruce made me step back and accept that my attitude had been an illusion and that it was time to seek new answers to who I was. My private time with Bruce laid the seed for many of my personal accomplishments. In creating wing chun do I faithfully followed Bruce’s rule of simplicity, efficiency and practicality when developing technique. He gave me the formula for speed, power, trapping, energy control and closing the gap. I just took these formulas and formed them into applied concepts and principles.


When I teach I always remember that Bruce said to teach what you know, not what you do. If you teach only what you do, the student will become a follower. If you give him the knowledge of how, what and why you do what you do, then he can mold that knowledge into his own creation. Bruce felt that what he did was unique to him and would not necessarily work for someone else. They had to find their own answers. This was an important point in my own evolution. Bruce opened the door to individual creativity. It was OK to do my own thing. Bruce was just a source of information. If I wanted to be the best I could be, then I had to take his material, as well as information from others, and restructure it into something meaningful to me. This awareness has spread into every aspect of my learning evolution, and is all because of an accidental meeting with a kid in an auditorium who leaped around like a butterfly.





PATRICK STRONG


Patrick Strong is another student of Bruce Lee from the master’s early period teaching in Seattle. His unique teaching approach, backed up with an intellectual insight into what he teaches, makes him one of the most sought-after of Lee’s former students, one of the most down-to-earth instructors one can ever hope to meet and a true gentleman. Before meeting Bruce and signing up at the Seattle Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute, he had a boxing background. He continues to teach in his garage privately in the Los Angeles area.


Q: When did you first meet Bruce Lee and what was your impression of him?


Pat Strong: That would have been late 1960 or the beginning of 1961, when I first started training with him. I was boxing at the time at the Church Street Gym in Seattle. I’d heard about Bruce, this young Chinese boxer. I had no idea what Chinese boxing was so I decided to go and have a look. At the boxing gym, I thought I’d seen some pretty tough guys who were professional fighters. Archie Moore used to come up all the way from San Diego and helped out some of the fighters in Seattle. I thought these guys were pretty tough, but I felt this Chinese boxer was something I’d never seen anything like. So I immediately signed up.


Q: You have gone on record to explain just how quick Bruce was. Can you expand on this?


Pat Strong: What made Bruce fast was his ‘start speed’. What I mean by that is, you see a lot of martial artists who appear to be fast, but what makes somebody really fast is how fast they start the movement. Bruce’s big thing was in his ‘start speed’, and the ‘start speed’ starts instantly; there’s no way to react to that. So, when somebody hits fast they have to contract their muscles to control the punch and the speed isn’t instant. The speed has to follow the contraction of the muscle. What Bruce would do is he would release his energy in a way that his muscles didn’t contract. Consequently, the speed was instant, it was like a firecracker going off. It was more like an explosion.





Q: Can you shed light on some of the speed drills Bruce utilized to increase this attribute?


Pat Strong: The thing about Bruce, which made him different from anybody else, is that he tied philosophy into his martial arts. His main philosophical sources were Zen and Taoism. And from the Tao you have two very powerful principles. One is the principle of Wu Wei, meaning the ‘not doing’, or ‘letting it happen’. The other principle was the Wei Wu Wei, meaning the ‘effortless doing’ with the soft and invisible powers. He felt that these two principles were the very height of the martial arts, the highest level to attain. So the ‘not doing, let it happen’, the Wu Wei name he called it ‘non-intentional’. He said in order to be fast, you have to strike with non-intention. That means you strike without the aid of the consciousness itself. In his Tao of Jeet Kune Do he says, “The consciousness itself is the greatest hindrance to all physical action.”


Bruce believed if at any time the conscious mind got involved in throwing a punch, it now became an effort, an effort which starts from the mind and signals to the body, to the muscles, to contract to throw the punch. Bruce believed in non-intention over the intention of throwing a punch. The non-intention would be to strike without the direct intention of striking. This sounds complicated, but it’s the simplest thing in the world. So, he used analogies to explain that. One of the analogies was bamboo. If you go to a bamboo in a forest, you have to be careful. If you push bamboo and you let go, it will snap back and hit you. Bamboo doesn’t have to think, doesn’t have to stop and think or prepare to hit, it just hits. He was talking about physics. That would be the elastic potential energy, wouldn’t it? You grab the bamboo and release it and it snaps. So plain. He also spoke about a set of keys on the edge of a table. When the table is jerked or moved the keys fall. They don’t stop and think of falling, they just fall. What the keys and the bamboo have in common is that neither one has brains; they just act on physical forces.





In physics when you speak of energy, you have potential energy. When you think of potential energy, you have basically the elastic potential energy, which would be the bamboo. You have gravitational potential energy, which is gravity. So, Bruce used both of these two to describe his movements. Thereby he’s using this to get his movement so his movement could be absolutely instant without having to do a major physical contraction, which takes time. So Bruce’s start speed was instant. Anything slower than instant wasn’t fast enough.


Q: Can we talk about the period when Bruce was attending the University of Washington in Seattle?


Pat Strong: The thing about Bruce which made him different was . . . I’ve been around a long time now to know a lot of great masters, but what really, really made him unique was that his art was tied into his philosophy. His philosophy and his art were one and the same – there was no separation. When Bruce talked about tan sao, he would compare it to a tool of a carjack. He would say a tan sao has to be strong, it has to be like a Cadillac jack. To lift a Cadillac you don’t lift it with a Volkswagen jack. So, the tools had to be very strong. Everything was tied to the philosophy. The greatest strength came from the soft invisible power. Instead of forcing something with great strength, he would make the same work with very little effort.


Q: Did he ever speak to you about some of the philosophers who influenced him, such as Alan Watts or Jidduh Krishnamurti? He voraciously read self-help books . . .


Pat Strong: Yeah. Bruce collected a lot books including Napoleon Hill’s. When I was with him, he didn’t speak so much about the philosophers, but he spoke a lot about Wu Wei. In his movies he says, “I don’t hit, it hits itself.” That’s Wu Wei. In Enter the Dragon, when he’s walking with the monk and describing to the monk in the garden, he uses this term. In Big Boss, when he’s fighting in the ice factory, he hits this guy in the stomach and he grabs his fist as though suddenly it hit someone. He stares at it thinking he can’t believe that this fist just went off and hit – the fist hits itself. That’s all about the ‘not doing, letting it all happen itself’ [philosophy], and Bruce spoke a lot about that.





Q: How would you describe Bruce as a teacher? Did he accentuate the small groups structure when he was teaching in Seattle?


Pat Strong: Bruce didn’t have any money at all in the beginning. He worked at Ruby Chow’s restaurant where he was a waiter. He posted newspapers for the Seattle Times. He really didn’t have any money at all. So he started teaching a very small group of pupils. Then as he got more students, we would work out across the street from where he worked as a waiter, in an outdoor garage beneath the insurance building and early in the morning in parking places. There were no pads or hanging bags and no equipment of any kind, and it was cold. Later, when he was able to make just a little bit of money, as his class grew, he was able to open up a school in Chinatown. Down in the basement he had two rooms. One of the rooms had water and the other was dry where we worked out. Bruce was always on a budget and he didn’t charge much. Later on, as he made a little more money, he opened up a really nice school in a modern building near the University of Washington, where he lived and went to school. That was a large facility, very modern and he had a room at the back where he slept.


Q: He was very close to Taky Kimura . . .


Pat Strong: Taky was the oldest of the group. He had a grocery store and he was a businessman. Taky was Japanese and he had been in the concentration camps during the war. A very nice fellow. He and Bruce became very close. He would handle Bruce’s finances, his business and help Bruce get around town. Bruce relied on Taky very much. And when he went to San Francisco, he left Taky in charge of the school. Taky would run the school and Bruce would come back up to Seattle and take over. But it was always Taky Bruce had trust in and he had him take care of things.





Q: He made a transition into jeet kune do when he had moved to Los Angeles. Can you differentiate between the Seattle, Oakland and the Los Angeles Chinatown periods and why do you think he made this transition?


Pat Strong: It was a lot of reasons. I remember there was a very important boxing match when a young fighter – then called Cassius Clay, later known as Muhammad Ali – fought Sonny Liston, who was a big heavyweight champion nobody in the world could possibly beat. Cassius Clay fought Liston and knocked him out. What happened was, there was some change in Bruce – he had an interest in boxing. There were several guys at the school who had boxing backgrounds. What Bruce liked about boxing was the way it flowed from one movement to the other. What he didn’t like about sport karate at the time was the point system, where one taps the other and the other taps the other. He really felt boxing was alive, so he paid a lot of attention to boxing.


Right after he started studying Muhammad Ali, he changed something. He changed his footwork. What he saw in Cassius Clay was that Clay didn’t have to step back to avoid an opponent’s punch. He could move his body. He could snap his body back away from the punch. So when he did this he hadn’t moved his feet back. When he planted his body forward, he hadn’t even moved. The other fighter, however, thought that he had taken a step backwards. And Clay hid his distance and concealed his distance. Bruce started training this ideal ‘body snapping’ of moving the upper body back without taking a step backwards. And he also used ‘body snapping’, which came lower to the midsections, by simply pulling the stomach away. So he had changed his footwork. From his wing chun, he also had what he called a ‘snake step’, where you slide from the heel to the ball of the foot. So, Bruce would slide in like that. If there’s no step, there’s no ‘beat’ in his movement. He was fluid – he could step in and out all the time. He appeared to be further away from you, but he was there in front of you. All he had to do was lean forward and strike you. So, from Muhammad Ali he developed a new sense of timing, but that timing was related to his wing chun. It’s the same timing used in chi sao. When two people are rolling their arms using this exercise, there’s a ‘beat, beat, beat’ in chi sao, before you get to the next beat you’re in a half-beat and you’d strike. Bruce was very conscious of the idea of the beat. What he saw in Muhammad Ali was that he’d strike on the half-beat. In other words, if I’m throwing a left jab at you and I hit you with a right cross, that’s a beat. What Bruce would do, when I shoot a left jab at him, he’d snap his body back and counter-hit me in between my left jab and right cross. So he’s hitting me in the half-beat.





This is where he came out with a whole new sense of timing and rhythm in his movement. That happened with him studying Muhammad Ali. What Bruce would do is use the mook jong, also known as the wooden dummy. He also had some little gizmos, something you hold onto, and it was all mechanical. This developed Bruce’s wrist and forearm power. Bruce really believed the power came from his forearms. Bruce’s stance and everything on structural stance is something that is not taught so much in no holds barred and mixed martial arts today. It’s not taught in jeet kune do but Bruce had it.


Q: When you think of Bruce, what is the most memorable conversation or incident that comes to mind?


Pat Strong: There were a lot of things. Back in the early ’60s, I was visiting a fellow who had just opened up a karate school on Broadway. I was talking to him and he said he had a visitor coming over from Japan. I said, “OK, I’ll leave.” But he said, “No, you’ll find this guy interesting, he’s a friend.” That visitor turned out to be Tohei of Aikido, who was a master at that time. He was very nice at showing tricks. And when all three of us were together, he asked me to stoop down and tie my shoes on one knee. And he said, “Don’t let me push you over.” He came over and pushed me over. When Tohei kneeled down, he asked me to push him down with both hands and with all my strength. I was lifting weights and I was an athlete, a lifeguard and I was in great shape. I couldn’t push him over. And he showed me some other tricks.





That very night in the gung fu class with Bruce, I went over to Bruce and told him about the master and some of the tricks he showed me. From that point on, Bruce started showing me some tricks. What I didn’t realize at the time is the secret to all the tricks was the same thing. When Bruce was demonstrating, he would show little tricks – the same trick to do with the way pressures work – same as Tohei was showing. There was a time when a little girl, 14 years old, kneels down to tie her shoe and four grown men [try to] push her over but they can’t do it. Or put a child in a wheelchair, hold out a tan sao, and four grown men cannot push the wheelchair back even if the brakes are off. It’s the same thing with the soft and invisible power. It’s really true with the magic of the martial arts. Bruce was experimenting with that at a very young age. Anytime he talked about these things, for me it was the most interesting conversation in the world.


Q: James Lee was one of Bruce’s best friends who he often visited in Oakland from Seattle before even moving there. Can you tell me about him?


Pat Strong: Bruce had an awful lot of influence on James Lee. James Lee was a hard martial artist. Bruce told me a very funny story. He and James are parking a car in Chinatown. James pulls up and this other car pulls up right in the same parking spot. So this made James very angry. He jumped out of the car and this guy gets out and he’s huge. So James Lee walks over and the guy yells back at him. James Lee lifts his hand, brings it back of the hood of the guy’s car and smashes it, which dents the car. The guy couldn’t believe what he was looking at. Bruce said he was laughing so hard he could hardly stand up. The guy jumped back in his car and drove away.





Q: Today, we have mixed martial arts. You also evolved and have integrated grappling into your repertoire. In your own opinion, would Bruce have evolved and to what extent would he have done so?


Pat Strong: Oh, yeah. He would have gone to the full extent. When Bruce was alive, he was already interested in grappling. Even in the early Seattle period, we had anti-grappling techniques. If a football player would attack you or tackle you, we had techniques for that type of attack, which work against the opponent, down to the ground. Later on, when Bruce came out to California, he worked out with some judo people. In Seattle we had some judo practitioners. He worked out with Gene LeBell and was training with him. He told Gene LeBell that he wanted to integrate judo into his martial art. Later, when you see the movie Enter the Dragon, how does the movie open? He’s fighting an opponent. How does the fight end? By taking the man down and putting on an arm-bar. So, Bruce was already planning strongly to incorporate the grappling into his martial art, it would have worked perfectly. If he would have met one of the Gracies or the Machados, they would have become best friends.


Q: When Bruce became famous what were you doing with your life?


Pat Strong: At the time, he was living in California and so was I. We both were in Los Angeles. I had trained in shorin ryu karate and wanted to pursue tae kwon do. And I was really kind of staying away from Bruce. He had opened up his LA Chinatown school. I stayed away because had I got in at the time, I would have been teaching the beginners. I had more interest in developing the kicking of tae kwon do. I had planned to go back to train with Bruce, but I wanted my black belt before I did. Actually, when I left Seattle Bruce gave me some names to look up in California – Ed Parker was one of them. Ed Parker and I became very close friends and I trained with his pupils for a very long time. I used to do demonstrations with Ed Parker. Consequently, the problem was that Bruce passed away before I could go back to him. Bruce had a couple of private students he was teaching such as Steve McQueen, Stirling Silliphant and Joe Hyams. When Bruce went over to Hong Kong, I took over teaching Joe Hyams, who recently passed away.





Q: In closing, would you agree that Bruce Lee’s influence on the world continues to be felt, and is there anything you would like to add?


Pat Strong: I think what Bruce did was he researched martial arts, experimented and used his students as dummies. He was developing internally, always looking to the internal side. I think what’s happened today is a lot of martial arts, mixed martial arts and fighters incorporate all types of training and fighting methods. It’s become more sophisticated with weight training and core training, any kind of physical training, incorporating grappling into their arts, different ways of fighting. They’re using Thai kicks, putting all of the information together and they’re creating their own thing out of it. And this is pretty much what Bruce did and he was one of the first to do that. The difference with fighters of today is that they only go to the physical side – from the technical to the physical – and have no idea of the philosophical side. Bruce’s true power and speed came from the philosophical side. There’s a big difference.





DOUG PALMER


Doug Palmer, a Seattle attorney and original student of Bruce Lee from the Seattle period, first saw Bruce Lee at a public demonstration when Palmer was 16 and Lee was 20. Regarding Lee as something of an older-brother figure, Palmer has kept a low profile ever since his instructor and friend passed away. He was fortunate enough to accompany Bruce to Hong Kong in the summer of 1963, where he spent time with his family.


Q: Can we please talk about when you initially started training with Bruce?


Doug Palmer: Yeah, I started in the summer of 1961. It would have been midsummer in 1961. I saw a demonstration which Bruce did with some of his students at a street fair in Chinatown. I’d never seen anything like it before. Bruce did a praying mantis form, and he did sticking hands with some of his students and showed some other things. I was just blown away by what I saw – the speed and the grace. I had a lot of friends in the Chinese-American community, so I happened to find out the younger brother of one of my friends was taking lessons. So, I let it be known that I was interested in meeting Bruce. That’s how we got together and I started taking classes. The classes were held outside in the yard of one of the student’s, Leroy Garcia’s, house.


Q: What essential elements did Bruce emphasize when teaching in the early period?


Doug Palmer: At that point, we would start a class with salutation and we would then do various stretching exercises. Exercises that were designed to stretch the tendons, both the arms and the legs, bunch of things that were designed for stretching and warming up. Then we would do punches and kicks, usually pair up where one side would kick or do a pak sao or something and the other side would block. Then we’d switch. We would do a bunch of basic punches and kicks and then he would usually give a lecture, introduce a new move or talk about some aspect of gung fu. Then we would spar.





Q: Would I be right in saying that you had a boxing background before joining Bruce Lee’s gung fu class?


Doug Palmer: I did. I boxed from the fifth grade through high school. But when I took gung fu, there was a one-year period – senior year in high school – when my boxing and gung fu was on the same night. So I had to make a choice. I chose gung fu because it was new and different. And I also felt it had certain things the boxing had, like certain punching and blocking, but it also had a lot more. With the kicking, it was more complete. I mean, I have a lot of respect for boxing and I trained for a long time and continued to do so, and Bruce did, too. Bruce used to watch the great boxers and would adapt stuff from the boxing moves into his repertoire.


Q: How would you describe Bruce’s personality in those early days?


Doug Palmer: He was very outgoing. He was in his early 20s and he was fun-loving, liked to joke around and loved practical jokes. He was very informal, during class everyone had to address him as ‘Sifu’, but outside the class he was one of the guys.


Q: You accompanied Bruce to Hong Kong in 1963. Can you please look back and tell me about your experiences meeting his family?


Doug Palmer: It was in the summer of 1963, after my freshman year in college, when he asked me and another fellow to go with him. But the other fellow couldn’t make it at the last minute, so instead of renting an apartment I stayed with his family. At that time, his family was living on Nathan Road, on the second floor, which would be the first floor in British terms. There was his mother, father, older brother, sister Phoebe, younger brother Robert, his cousin Frank, an aunt and a maid.





Q: What was Bruce’s relationship like with his family and did he ever mention to his family that one day he was going to be famous?


Doug Palmer: He may have but I never heard him saying anything like that. He was a child movie star in Hong Kong before he went to the States. So people he knew and introduced me to in Hong Kong were in the movie business. But I don’t recall him saying he was going to be famous. Maybe he thought he was going to be. He certainly had long-range vision and he certainly had self-confidence in what he could do.


Q: When Bruce left for Oakland, California, did you keep in touch with him?


Doug Palmer: I lost touch with him when he was in Oakland and later when he moved to LA. But I was working in Japan for four- and-a-half years from mid-1969 to early 1974, and during that period I kind of lost touch with him. Then it must’ve been in 1973 or 72, about a year before he died, when I went down to Hong Kong for business and I thought he was still in Los Angeles. But I thought I could see if I could find his family. So I went looking for his family, thinking he was still in LA. I went to the old apartment on Nathan Road, but they didn’t live there anymore and nobody knew where they were.


So I’d almost given up. But I was talking with an accountant, who we were doing business with, and I mentioned the name and told him that I was looking for a friend. I said it was a friend of mine called Bruce Lee whose father was Lee Hoi Chuen. I didn’t think this guy would know who Bruce was, but I thought he might know who his father was. And this guy looked at me with this strange look, and he said, “You’re a friend of Bruce Lee?” And I said, “Yeah.” He said, “You think he’s still in Los Angeles?” And he grabbed a Chinese newspaper and opened it up in the movie section. There was a full-page advert of Bruce’s latest movie. I think it was his second or third one. And he said that he’s in Hong Kong! I said, “Oh, jeez!” So I had a friend call the movie studio in Chinese telling them a friend of Bruce Lee’s was in town and would like to get hold of him. They told him, “Yes, sure,” and took my name. And five minutes later the phone rang and it was Bruce! He said, “Hey, you son of a gun.” So we hooked back up. We had kind of lost contact.





Q: So how did you spend your time now that you reconnected with a long lost friend?


Doug Palmer: My wife was with me and we went over to his house, which he was having built in Kowloon Tong. It was not completed yet, so he gave us a tour of the town. We went to the movie studio, where he was in the process of filming Game of Death. I remember he was disappointed with one of the martial artists, who was from Korea, that he had down for that movie. He had just filmed the fight scene with Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and he showed me some pictures. He was laughing. He told me that he and Kareem almost got in to a real fight – it almost came to blows. He was laughing about that and telling me about the scene. And then we watched a movie in the studio, it was one of the earlier films, the first one he did called Big Boss. Then we went to dinner. I was with him for two days and then I had to go back to Tokyo. We were corresponding and I was actually thinking about going to Hong Kong and working with him after I left Japan, but suddenly he was gone.


Q: When Bruce was in Seattle did he ever want to commercialize his gung fu or was he selective in who he taught?


Doug Palmer: He was very selective. Actually, I shouldn’t say ‘very’ selective, but he was willing to teach anybody who was serious about learning gung fu. He didn’t care about what ethnic background or what race you were, whether you were a Chinese or not, as long as you wanted to learn it. He was thinking about commercializing it [in the early days], and he had an idea of starting several schools. At one point I thought about not going back to college from Seattle to the East coast, but rather stay in Seattle and continue to learn, ultimately becoming an instructor in one of his schools. Instead he went down to Los Angeles.





Q: Do you feel Bruce was a well-educated individual because of the fact he was able to connect philosophy with a physical fighting art, which – to Westerners especially – would have been unusual in those days?


Doug Palmer: Yeah, I would call him intelligent. I mean, I’d call him a genius. By my definition of genius he was a genius. Education was part of that, but it was more than that. It was the way he looked at things, which was a new way of looking at things. Looking at a problem from a better angle like nobody had done before – that’s what I call a genius. Somebody who looks at something and looking at it from a fresh perspective comes up with something completely new.


Q: Any last words on your Sifu and friend?


Doug Palmer: I miss the guy, it was a total shock when he passed away. I owe him a lot. He was a mentor and a friend and taught me a lot of things, not just gung fu but life in general. He was a major influence in my life.





JOSEPH COWLES


One of the less well-known students of Bruce Lee, Joseph Cowles began training with Bruce in 1960 and became part of the first branch of the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute. Since the untimely death of the late martial arts master, Cowles has refrained from commercializing his art, instead teaching a few students privately. He is currently retired in Oregon.


Q: When did you first start training with Bruce Lee in Seattle?


Joseph Cowles: It was in 1960. I went to a meeting which he held with his first group of students in Seattle, Washington. A friend of mine and I watched his demonstration with his group, then we went to the locker room to congratulate them. Just before we went down to the locker room, a Japanese man walked up to me and spoke to me, telling me how he just challenged Bruce to fight him. I didn’t know who he was. He claimed to be a fifth degree black belt. I don’t know who he was because I’d never met him before. I hadn’t even met Bruce before. But anyway, we went down and we congratulated Bruce on his demonstration with his group.


About a week later, I called him up – this was 1960 – and asked him if I could train with him. He told me to meet him in Chinatown, so I went down there at the appointed time. This young Chinese was walking around – of course I didn’t recognize him right away because he didn’t have his gung fu outfit on – but he walked up to me, and he said, “Are you Jo Cowles?” and I said yes. So we went to his car. Bruce accepted me into his group. In the first training session, we were doing the arm-banging exercises and I was going hard. I hadn’t done that before, but I was a mail handler and my arms were very hard and pretty tough at that age. The first student I tried it with quit before I did, and it kind of surprised me. Bruce said, “How long could you go with me?” So I start banging forearms with him. We started going pretty hard and all of a sudden his fist flew up and struck me to the right temple. It was pretty hard so I stopped. He said, “You put your hand up there to protect.” So I told him OK and we started again. Finally it dawned on me that I better stop because he was the teacher and I better not keep this up. So I said it was enough. Bruce looked at me with a kind of cold stare. He said, “Don’t try to be a hero. If it hurts, stop or I’ll break your arm.”





But afterwards he took me to a Chinese restaurant and bought me dinner. And he arm-wrestled me – wrist wrestled me actually, because the arms weren’t touching the table. All of a sudden, it was very explosive. He had my wrist turned down on the table. There was no way I could stop it. It was just such overwhelming and explosive energy, it was kind of scary it happened so fast. Anyway, that was my introduction to Bruce Lee. I asked him how long it took to learn gung fu. He said, “You never quit learning until they lay you in a coffin.” That statement reminded me of something when he died a few years later, and they laid him in his coffin – he never quit training until then.


I really liked Bruce as a person. He was a very gentlemanly type of person and always conducted himself in a very nice way. But he wouldn’t back down if someone challenged him. That karate man who approached me in that first meeting, he did challenge Bruce. But Bruce didn’t want to fight him because he didn’t have anything to prove. Bruce wasn’t afraid of him. Finally, the karate man met Bruce at the University of Washington and pushed him and walked by. Bruce said to him to hold on and he talked to him. He said he just let him talk first, but when he put his hands on him he said he accepted the challenge.
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