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FOREWORD



ONLY IN THE CITY THAT never sleeps can a place with a name like Times Square be the location where past, present, and future all shared the same ambiguous reality. The place where the sirens of police, ambulances, and fire trucks screeched in sync with the breakbeat blasting out of a 90-watt boom box as street dancers and verbal assaulters displayed their skills for the hopes of fame… or to earn a few dollars to buy some weed. Hats or cardboard boxes on the ground awaiting tips as businessmen, local pedestrians, tourists, and junkies all passed by in a sea of lights and grime.


While some kids hustled to buy liquor, dope, or coke, I was on a different high. I was just out to make a couple of bucks to gain entry into a grindhouse theater to stimulate my brain with a triple feature of kung fu madness. Inside that theater, away from the noise, cold, and business of outside, I found myself in an audience of like-minded fans allowing ourselves to be transported from the slums of NYC to the hillsides of China and Japan; from the modern-day cityscape to the feudal towns and temples of the martial world.


Even though the reality was that we were packed in a smoke-filled fire hazard room with sticky floors, ripped seats, and an occasional rodent skittering around our feet, we were hypnotized by the flickering light of the films along with their scratches and disordered reels—probably because the projectionist was as high as the patrons. The cinematic battles kept us spellbound for hours before leaving, acting out the scenes on the subway train home, then returning again the next weekend to do it all again.


The violence of the NYC streets in its own unique way reflected in the violence on screen. The treacherous nature of the antagonist vs. the heroic nature of the protagonist, with the uncertainty of who would be the victor, kept audiences coming back for more. Looking for stories that reflected their own struggles, audiences could role-change at any moment, inspired by the characters they watched.


Who can forget Fist of Fury, retitled The Chinese Connection in the US, probably following the success of The French Connection and in line with grindhouses and distributors renaming Asian films to resonate with their market. When Bruce Lee defied oppression and Japanese lawlessness to his fellow countrymen, he ignited the audience to cheer him on and travel the road of vengeance with him. Yet, after his victory over his enemy using his hands, feet, and nunchucks, he’s met with an array of bullets from the rifles of law enforcement, leaving the audience with an insatiable desire for more of Bruce and the types of characters played by him and other martial greats.


Or on the opposite side of the spectrum, we had films like Fists of the White Lotus, starring Lo Lieh as the titular villain using “100 Pace Palm,” leaving every kung fu buff hungry for movies with a grey-haired old master causing mayhem in the countryside.


I’ll never forget the first time I watched The Mystery of Chess Boxing and hearing the entire cinema roar each time Ghost Face Killer (played by Mark Long) appeared on the screen. He was a villain killing off his enemies—in some cases in front of their wives and children—yet we walked out the theater wanting to be him, the baddest motherfucker on the screen. Wong Fei, Phillip Ko, and Tommy Lee all demanded similar respect as they played recurring villain roles. When you saw them on the screen, you knew you were in for an incredible final showdown.


Another great aspect of these films and their audience was the multicultural and gender-inclusive perspective. I would see guys in the theater with their girlfriends cheering, booing, and even making out to these films. Such titles as The Tattoo Connection, Hong Kong Godfather, Bruce Lee in New Guinea, or even the Shaw Brothers’ Shaolin Handlock weren’t afraid to show cleavage… which for a kid under 12 years old (who had to sneak his way in) was an extra treat. But even more important was watching various female heroines dominating the screen, destroying their bullying male counterparts. Films like Come Drink with Me, Golden Swallow, and 14 Amazons laid the foundation for later films following the Bruce Lee explosion. Angela Mao in Sting of the Dragon Master or Kara Hui in My Young Auntie, or one of my independent favorites 8 Strikes of the Wildcat—all had female leads and each had the audience raving for more.


In the following pages of These Fists Break Bricks, we will travel down that path of yesterday, where grindhouse theaters and the films they displayed inspired the filmmakers of today and the sound of the world’s most popular music. May this book’s history and the culture it revisits inspire future generations to come.


RZA


Wu-Tang Clan















INTRODUCTION






IN MARCH 1973, THE WORLD changed. Kung fu movies came roaring out of Hong Kong, landed in American movie theaters, and blew everyone’s minds, leaving dropped jaws on sticky floors and launching a tidal wave of martial arts movies that swamped grindhouse theaters across the country for 15 years, started fashion trends, influenced music, and put a shirtless Bruce Lee on the wall of every kid’s bedroom.


Before 1973, no one knew a nunchuk from a ninja, but over the next decade and a half, kung fu movies would influence the birth of hip hop and breakdancing, sell millions of albums, win Emmy awards, earn millions at the box office, sell hundreds of thousands of videocassettes, and introduce America to the biggest non-white stars to hit the silver screen. The Thelma to this revolution’s Louise, the Jim Kelly to its Bruce Lee, the Power Man to its Iron Fist arrived simultaneously in August 1973 when DJ Kool Herc started spinning at a party in a Bronx rec room, kickstarting hip hop, whose beats, graffiti, fashion, and b-boying became America’s dominant cultural force of the ’80s and ’90s.


March and August 1973 sparked genuine revolutions. Kung fu movies came from the Hong Kong streets, surging with anti-colonial protests. Hip hop came from Herc’s beats, born in a busted borough written off as a no-hope neighborhood that would never produce anything but poverty and crime. Hip hop and kung fu turned that story around.


This is the story of the remix. It’s about people who took what they were given and turned it into something new. It’s about Koreans teaching karate to Black students in Washington, DC. About movies from Hong Kong featuring Taiwanese stars playing in Los Angeles movie theaters and inspiring Latino kids. About forms that aren’t karate or kung fu but combine the best of both. It’s a never-ending mixing, remixing, spinning, spitting, spraying, styling, strutting, smashing, that blurs racial identities, blends nationalities, takes it to the streets, and mixes it into sick beats.
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It’s not just a story about movies and music, it’s about politics and poverty, martial arts mysteries and black histories. A lot of the facts we found are hotly contested by people immersed far deeper in these scenes than we’ll ever be. Someone can contradict everything in this book by citing an earlier example or a more obscure Hung Gar teacher, but to tell this story we’ve had to focus our narrative on certain people and places, and that comes at the expense of others. We made choices. They may not be the right ones, but they’re ours. No fact appears in this book that we couldn’t verify from at least two sources, although there are a small handful of stories that were just too good to leave out.


But relax. This book isn’t the final word, it’s a starting position. It should inspire readers to put their feet on the streets and discover their own version of events. Did Vic Moore block Bruce Lee’s unblockable punches? He says he did and that’s how it looks on film but you might interpret it differently. Did Chuck McNeil actually make Disco-Dynomite or was it all a scam? We can’t find any evidence that his movie ever existed, but someone else might. We don’t own this history, we’re just passing it along. This history belongs to the people who made it.
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Angela Mao, DJ Kool Herc, Bruce Lee, Grandmaster Flash, Ron Van Clief, TAKI 183, Sha-Rock—they broke boundaries, broke limits, broke conventions, broke chains. They raised their fists against a world that wanted to define them by what they weren’t: not white, not rich, not famous, not acceptable. They used their bodies and their voices to forge something out of nothing. They used their fists and their feet to transform themselves into legends. And they used those legends to change the world.
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“ME JIU-JITSU,” A JAPANESE HOUSEBOY says, tripping Cary Grant and sending him into a somersault.


“Is that so?” Grant asks, picking himself up off the floor.


He takes the houseboy by the hand and sends him flying.


“Me jiu-jitsu, too.”


The year is 1937, the movie is The Awful Truth, and the actor playing the houseboy is Miki Morita, one of four Japanese character actors then working in Hollywood. That year he appeared in 12 other movies, playing a houseboy, a servant, a cook, a valet, a spy, a human trafficker, another houseboy, a house guest, a dinner guest, a gardener, and a houseboy again. With The Awful Truth he became the first Asian actor to perform martial arts on American movie screens. With one exception, he’d be the last until 1964.


Hollywood first put martial arts onscreen in 1935’s surprise hit, G-Men, during a two-minute scene of Jimmy Cagney, patron saint of Hollywood judo, getting slammed all over the gym while his instructor wets his pants laughing. Then came Mr. Moto. Star of three books before making the leap to the big screen, the Japanese detective’s judo and jiu-jitsu skills were amped up for Hollywood, where he was played by Peter Lorre in yellowface.


His first film, Think Fast, Mr. Moto (1937), appeared two months before The Awful Truth, and featured Lorre applying judo to a cop, an antique store owner, two posh swells, and a nefarious ship’s steward before the end credits rolled. Or, rather, Lorre’s stunt double, Harvey Parry, applied the judo. Parry doubled for “all the little guys,” as he called them, like Lorre, Edward G. Robinson, and Cagney.
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Created as a replacement for Charlie Chan, Mr. Moto appeared in 9 movies and 23 radio shows, always played by a white actor either in yellowface or putting on an “Oriental” accent.












[image: image]

The ’60s kicked off a karate craze, but even when newspaper ads for The Manchurian Candidate (1962) ballyhooed “Karate!” Sinatra’s opponent was Henry Silva, a New York native in yellowface playing a Korean.








Jimmy Cagney loved judo, and he delivered a three-minute judo throwdown versus an evil Japanese military officer in Blood on the Sun (1945), but his opponent was a disgraced, 6’2” LAPD cop in yellowface named Jack Sergel. (More about him later.) A boxer beat the tar out of a judo fighter played by Ukrainian-born actor Mike Mazurki in Behind the Rising Sun (1943), and Republic serials saw lady crimefighters like the Tiger Woman and Dolores Quantero trounce male opponents with judo throws, courtesy of stuntwomen Helen Thurston and Babe DeFreest. Edmond O’Brien judo tosses one of James Cagney’s thugs in White Heat (1949) and a one-armed Spencer Tracy used judo to mop up a diner with Ernest Borgnine’s face in Bad Day at Black Rock (1955), but they were all Anglo.


The one exception to this whites-only policy occured in Humphrey Bogart’s Tokyo Joe (1949), a cynical noir with Bogart essentially reprising his role as Rick from Casablanca, only this time in post-war Tokyo. The production searched high and low for Japanese actors, a rare commodity after World War II, and finally found Teru Shimada, one of the four original Japanese character actors who worked alongside Miki Morita, to play Bogart’s friend, Ito. It’s the first movie Shimada made after his release from Arizona’s Poston internment camp in 1943 and, in the movie, Bogie and Shimada celebrate their reunion with a few bouts of roughhouse judo. For years after, people on the street recognized Shimada as the guy who kicked Bogart’s ass.


It wasn’t until A Shot in the Dark (1964) that an actual Asian person did actual martial arts on the big screen again, and even then it was a full circle right back to 1937. Burt Kwouk, born in Britain and raised in Shanghai, played Cato Fong, Inspector Clouseau’s houseboy, instructed to ambush the inspector at every opportunity to keep his martial arts skills sharp. Funny? Sure. But what’s the difference between houseboy Miki Morita clumsily throwing Cary Grant to the floor and houseboy Burt Kwouk emerging screaming from freezers or dropping down from canopied beds on top of Peter Sellers for comic effect?


But white Americans needed to ridicule martial arts, because when they first arrived in this country, they were terrifying.














PEOPLE SAY BRUCE LEE PIONEERED multiple schools of martial arts into one super-technique, but mixing and remixing is the martial arts story. In 1882, Kano Jigoro forged an unbeatable combat combination when he mixed Tenjin Shin Yo–ryu jiu-jitsu with Kito-ryu jiu-jitsu, added a pinch of wrestling and a dash of sumo, and rebranded it as “judo.” His super-regimented, ultrahierarchical school, the Kodokan, opened in Tokyo with a dozen students. By 1911 it had over a thousand.


Judo promised that one skilled judoka could defeat many opponents, no matter their size. One of Jigoro’s students was the famed brawler Professor Yamashita, who once got in a fight in a restaurant. When the injured party returned with 14 friends, Yamashita “calmly sat at the head of the stairs,” and as they came up, he “simply choked them in detail and hurled them back down again.”


Brought over to America in 1902 to coach the sheltered son of a Seattle businessman, Professor Yamashita caught the eye of President Teddy Roosevelt, who poached him to be the White House’s judo instructor instead. For years after, Roosevelt, now a brown belt, would challenge everyone who entered the Oval Office, shouting, “Do you boys understand jiu-jitsu?” before tackling them to the floor.


The President’s enthusiasm, and tiny Japan’s victory over mighty Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), caused the Department of War to appoint a committee to study whether all branches of the service should be required to study judo. Suddenly, Westerners wanted to learn about this so-called judo that let a small man—or country—beat the crap out of a larger one.
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H. Irving Hancock, author of the first American book on judo, went out of his way to recommend judo to women, later publishing a book devoted to women’s physical health. At a time when women were demanding equal rights, judo seemed like the great physical equalizer.








The first English-language judo instruction book came out in 1905, and it sent the judo craze global. In Germany, the Kaiser ordered all his military officers and mailmen to learn judo. Women in the United Kingdom learned judo “to make them better able to look after themselves when out late at night.” Chicago policewomen were ordered to learn judo “to fit them for emergency encounters.”


Newspapers reported on people being killed by judo before being brought back to life, also by judo. Arnold Henry Savage Landor claimed to be working on a flying machine based on the principles of jiu-jitsu (a word used interchangeably in the West with “judo”), although no one, including Arnold Henry Savage Landor, seemed to be able to describe exactly what that meant.


In pulp fiction, detective Nick Carter fought enemies like Princess Olga, tiger chief of the Russian Nihilists, alongside his pals, Talika the Geisha Girl and Ten-Ichi, the son of the Mikado, who was not only a judo expert but also nearly as good a detective as Carter himself.


America turned out to be the land of opportunity for fictional judoka but real-life Japanese judo experts struggled to survive. Souring on this foreign martial art, the Navy kicked Professor Yamashita to the curb as soon as his two-year contract expired, and on the West Coast the first judo dojo opened in the back of a candy store. Rafu Dojo (literally “Los Angeles Dojo”) was founded in 1910 by Mogusa Nina, a hard-drinking, fun-loving couchsurfer who avoided starving to death thanks to the generosity of the owner of a local café and occasional odd jobs on various farms. In 1915, Rafu Dojo relocated to the back of a pool hall, then to Yamato Hall, a three-story building that also provided space for two Japanese newspapers, a Buddhist temple, and an underground casino that paid the LAPD to look the other way.


At the time, Catch Wrestling (“catch as catch can”) was a favorite of strongmen in traveling carnivals, who would challenge locals to take them down for a cash prize. Combining a mishmash of techniques, it was backwoods MMA that attracted anyone who wanted to make a name for themselves or needed money. Professor Tokugoro Ito was both.
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Professor Ito in 1927, about 10 years after he arrived in the United States.








Arriving in Washington State around 1907, Professor Ito, a fourth-degree black belt, was the highest-ranked judoka in North America, but no one cared until he started Catch Wrestling. Between 1909 and 1912, he trashed one white wrestler after another: Eddie Robinson at the Seattle Grand Opera House (“Kind friends held Eddie’s head while he heaved up everything but his Adam’s apple,” according to reporters), George Braun at the Seattle Theater (“After a lot of slapping and kneading, Braun’s eyelids finally fluttered, and in a half gasp he wanted to know if many were killed when the roof fell in”), and Joe Acton (“Ito threw his opponent… and choked him breathless in three minutes”). Appalled, the Seattle Times wrote that they were “scratching their heads trying to think of some white man who can beat him.”
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When the Russo-Japanese War broke out, Japan sent ambassadors around the world to present the country as a modern nation, not some “savage backwater.” They were more successful than anyone anticipated, and Japanese culture, especially judo and jiu-jitsu, spread everywhere.








Enter Ad Santel, a massive German wrestler who hated the Kodokan for no good reason. He began taking down their judoka one by one, and in 1916, he bounced Professor Ito’s head off the floor during a match in Seattle, winning by a knockout. Since Professor Ito claimed to be the Kodokan’s best fighter, Santel immediately proclaimed himself the world’s top judoka, which drove the Kodokan crazy. Their students traveled to the United States to take on Santel, who laid them out one after the other. After the Kodokan barred its students from fighting Santel, he went to Japan and took down all six Kodokan students who fought him in secret. (They were thrown out of the Kodokan for their trouble.) The splash Santel made in Japan is widely seen as the beginning of that country’s fascination with professional wrestling, which continues to this day.


Professor Ito, meanwhile, decided he was done with Seattle, but before departing for Los Angeles he took on Santel in a rematch, hurling him “around the ring like a bag of sawdust” until Santel “gave a couple of gurgles, turned black in the face, and thumped the floor, signifying he had enough.”


Honor avenged, Professor Ito took over LA’s Rafu Dojo and kept taking down wrestlers, challenging the German-Russian Berne Brothers, who rented out the Shrine Auditorium for their match and drummed up publicity by touring Japanese athletic clubs, where they bent steel bars. Foolishly, Ito agreed to compete according to wrestling rules, not judo rules, which meant he had to pin his man to win. This was tricky, since each Berne Brother outweighed him by at least 100 pounds.


The night of the fight, Ito threw one Berne Brother 14 times but couldn’t pin him down. In desperation, he finally put him in an arm lock and, as one of his students remembers, “harder and harder he applied the lock. Bonner [sic] was groaning from the pain, but he still wouldn’t give up. Ito kept applying the lock, and finally, we could hear the noise in Bonner’s arm. It sounded as if it were cracking. Bonner finally gave up. When he got up, he couldn’t use the arm and it hung down by his side. It must have been broken.”


Judoka kept arriving on the West Coast. Yasu Fujita, son of a millionaire, came on a student visa but was deported after being caught taking down American wrestlers with judo. Back in Japan, he became mayor of his hometown. George Yoshida brought judo to New York. Sego Murakami established the San Fernando Dojo, where he and his father had moved to open a plant nursery. By the mid-’20s there were 27 dojos in Los Angeles alone.


Everyone wanted to learn judo. The Chicago Police Department was the first to offer its officers judo instruction, followed by the New York Police Department in 1923. Eccentric Philadelphia socialite and wannabe concert singer Anthony J. Drexel Biddle wrote Do or Die: A Supplementary Military Manual on Individual Combat and taught judo to G-men. The San Francisco Police taught judo, the Army taught judo, even the Teamsters Union took up judo. “We aren’t looking for a fight,” said Dave Beck, international vice president of the union. “But if anybody else wants one, our boys will be able to take care of themselves.” Even two-time Nobel Prize winner Madame Curie and her husband became judo instructors in Paris because “their salaries at the Radium Institute are inadequate.”


Then came the War, and judo was its first casualty.
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Three of the jiu-jitsu moves taught to law enforcement officers in Boston and New York in 1900 by John J. O’Brien, a Beantown cop who had traveled to Japan to study their “science of killing without weapons” and proved so proficient at it that he became chief of police in Nagasaki.




















THIS IS A TOMBSTONE FOR a way of life wiped out by World War II.


“I started out as a child with a hostility toward all of mankind,” begins the letter to Black Belt magazine. “Each time anyone came to town purporting to teach a method of mayhem… I would somehow wrangle the tuition fee. I learned a lot, even from some of the phonies under whom I studied. It was more a matter of good fortune than good management that they did not lock me up and throw away the key, for I felt the need to demonstrate my powers at the least provocation.”
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The writer is John “Jack” Sergel. An American citizen born in Buenos Aires, Sergel moved to Los Angeles, where he became an undertaker. An allergy to embalming fluid drove him to the Los Angeles Police Department, which might have been a better fit, since by then he was an expert at Argentine knife fighting, American catch-wrestling, and French savate, a kind of Euro-kickboxing.


Sergel heard about judo and barged into Sego Murakami’s San Fernando Dojo demanding lessons. Confronted with this loud, angry, 6’2” American, Murakami refused. But Sergel kept coming back until, on May 9, 1933, Murakami accepted him as a probationary student.


Sergel had enormous energy (one student remembers him as “a big kid”) and he was devoted to Murakami, bowing to him and calling him sensei, because, as he later wrote, judo gave him a sense of “humble pride… and fellowship. Since that time, I’ve been a very changed man.” Sergel trained constantly, moving between the San Fernando Dojo, Rafu Dojo, and the Seinan Dojo in Southwestern LA, where classes were taught by Kenneth Kuniyuki, a third-degree black belt. In 1939, at the Grand Judo Championship in Los Angeles, Sergel threw five Japanese-American judoka in a row to earn his own black belt, and shortly after he joined the LAPD and began training fellow officers in judo.


Then came Executive Order 9066.


Passed barely two months after Japan’s sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, it locked 112,000 Japanese Americans in concentration camps. Some, like Murakami, had migrated to the US. Others, like Kuniyuki, were born here. Didn’t matter. They were Japanese? They went to prison, and they could only take what they could carry.


Murakami unloaded his nursery at a fire sale price to a white guy who immediately stuck an American flag out front next to a sign reading, “Now owned by White Americans.” Japanese families sold their cars for a fraction of their value. White families moved into houses recently vacated by their Japanese neighbors.


In the midst of this mayhem, Sergel became the caretaker for the property of his Japanese friends, storing their heirlooms and valuables beneath his house and taking over Seinan Dojo at the request of Kuniyuki, who was sent to the Minidoka War Relocation Center in Idaho.


Only a teacher who’d achieved a certain belt level could advance a student to their next belt, but all the high-ranked teachers were imprisoned. For Sergel, the solution seemed obvious. Sego Murakami had been interned at Manzanar, at the base of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, a four-hour drive from LA. Sergel loaded up two cars with his students, pooled their gas rations, and headed for the prison camp.


At Manzanar, Murakami had kept teaching judo and his students had become unofficial camp peacekeepers. He’d even built a rickety dojo that shook so much in the wind his students named it Shindokan (“Shaking and Quaking”) Dojo. Sergel’s students, including teenagers and women, stayed for three days, competed with internees, and were examined by Murakami for their next belts.


When reporters called, Sergel gave interviews, naively thinking he’d done nothing wrong. The press went wild, painting a depraved picture of an LAPD officer forcing pure white Americans to mix with “Jap” traitors and bowing to pictures of the Emperor while innocent white women were groped by “Jap” prisoners. Public outrage reached a fever pitch and Police Commissioner Al Cohn ordered an investigation. It took this commission less than a week to clear Sergel, dismissing the bad press as a “tempest in a teapot,” but five days later Cohn announced that the LAPD would no longer teach judo to its officers, calling it “an art of treachery.”
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(left) Jack Sergel in uniform; (right) Sergel in costume and makeup as Captain Oshima in Blood on the Sun.








“Judo teaches a man to shake hands and then break the other fellow’s arm or neck,” he blustered. “It is typical of the Japanese and should not be allowed in any American institution.”


The next blow came a few weeks later when Sergel asked for leave to work on a film. Jimmy Cagney had started observing classes at his dojo and the two men struck up a friendship. Forty-five years old, Cagney hadn’t played an action role in almost five years, but his next picture would be his two-fisted comeback, Blood on the Sun, set in wartime Japan and featuring Cagney’s passion: judo. His former coach had been Kuniyuki, but with Kuniyuki in the camps he needed an advisor and Sergel wanted the job. The LAPD gave Sergel a hard time about working on the movie, so Sergel quit, changed his name to John Halloran, and proceeded to throw Cagney around onscreen.


Blood on the Sun came out five months before Japan surrendered, at the same time a Supreme Court challenge shut down the internment camps. Uncle Sam kicked his former internees out with nothing but $25 in their pockets and a train ticket home. Murakami returned to his dojo and Kuniyuki took Seinan Dojo back from Sergel. He also took back his position with Cagney, moving into the actor’s house with his wife, Elizabeth, who became Cagney’s cook.


In 1949, Sergel, Murakami, and Kuniyuki presided as judges over the first official judo tournament in Southern California since the War. About 120 contestants showed up, from adults to eight-year-olds, competing before a crowd of 500. “Judo,” Sergel told the papers, “makes the weak strong, the small man large.”
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That was November. By March of the following year Kuniyuki was getting a divorce from his wife, Sergel had become Cagney’s coach again, and the two men were fighting on Cagney’s front lawn. Kuniyuki went on to train the American Olympic judo team in the early ’80s and Sergel appeared in over 70 films as John Halloran and we’ll never know why they started fighting that day in 1950. However, it’s enough to know that in just a few years, Kuniyuki went from trusting Sergel enough to give him his dojo to hating him enough to take a swing at him on his boss’s front lawn. A promise had been broken. Relationships between Japanese-Americans and Anglo-Americans were poisoned and wouldn’t recover for decades.
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A headline regarding Sergel’s trip to Manzanar. In a handwritten note next to the clipping, Sergel points out the photographer’s retouching job, turning an intended insult into what he regards as a compliment.
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News coverage such as this drove Jack Sergel out of law enforcement and into the entertainment industry.




















WORLD WAR II CHANGED AMERICA’S feeling about fighting. Before the war, boxing ruled, but within a year of Pearl Harbor, half the boxing clubs in the country went out of business. America had a war to win and dancing around in a ring didn’t help. Sportsmanship was out. Winning was in.


The Nazis and Japanese appeared unstoppable in the early days of the war, and the Allies realized victory required a new kind of combat: gutter fighting.


Dan Fairbairn joined the Shanghai Municipal Police in 1907. This unit of South Asians, Britons, Jewish refugees, Japanese expats, and Chinese cops patrolled an intense beat. Within three months of joining, Fairbairn was beaten and left for dead. He woke up in the hospital to find a business card on his chest reading, “Professor Okada, Jujutsu and Bone-setting.” For the next three and a half years he studied jiu-jitsu with Professor Okada daily before blending it with wrestling techniques, savate, and “Chinese boxing,” to create his very own style, Defendu.


In June 1940 the Germans broke the back of the British army at Dunkirk. Eleven days later, a triumphant German army entered Paris. Despite being in their late 50s and ready for retirement, Fairbairn and his friend on the force, Bill Sykes, returned to Great Britain and asked what they could do for their country. The answer: teach them how to fight dirty. Alongside an American, Major Rex Applegate, they created forms of knife-fighting, close combat, and firearms training that are still used today. As Fairbairn wrote in his 1942 book Get Tough! (he also wrote a sister book for women that year called Hands Off!), “We’ve got to be tough to win, and we’ve got to be ruthless… tougher and more ruthless than our enemies.” Applegate liked to say, “Do unto others as they would do unto you, but do it first.”


After the war, the State Department sent NYPD officers to Tokyo to train the Tokyo Police, only to discover the Tokyo police were better at physically subduing prisoners than they were. And so Air Force lieutenant general Curtis LeMay arranged for Japanese instructors to teach US servicemen aikido, judo, and karate on and off bases across the Pacific.
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The same year he wrote Get Tough! Fairbairn wrote a companion book for women called Hands Off! His publisher took out a full-page ad in the New York Times for them in 1942, which infuriated the New York Police Department, who believed Fairbairn had revealed their secret combat systems to criminals. Fairbairn made it up to them, however, devoting a large part of his subsequent life to developing and personally testing bulletproof vests and riot shields.








The American military produced an enormous number of Hispanic, Anglo, and African-American veterans who returned home knowing how to kill men with their bare hands. Robert Trias was a Navy welder and boxer who got his ass handed to him by a karate-dealing Chinese monk in the Solomon Islands and immediately became his student. In 1945 he came back to Arizona, joined the Highway Patrol, and started teaching karate in his backyard before opening a dojo in Phoenix. He helped build a network of karate instructors across the country, founding the United States Karate Association in 1948. He also got into repeated trouble with local law enforcement for his menagerie of elephants, monkeys, and a lion that constantly escaped and terrorized his suburban neighborhood.


But many of the veterans who came home and opened dojos were Black.
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IN 1964, SOME SCHOOL KIDS swiped a few pieces of fruit from a street vendor’s stand in Harlem, resulting in an outrageous police response. The incident became known as the Fruit Stand Riot, and the New York Times spread a rumor that a gang called the Blood Brothers had been on the scene, provoking mayhem. According to the Times, the Blood Brothers roamed the city, attacking white people, with a membership that ranged in size from 25 to 400, depending on how panicky the paper’s editors felt that day. What made them especially dangerous? “In the six weeks since the riot, the Blood Brothers have intensified their training in karate and judo fighting methods.”


It turned out that the Blood Brothers didn’t actually exist, they were a complete fabrication. But Black people and martial arts? That’s a made-in-America love match.


Wallace Fard Muhammad, the founder of the Nation of Islam, preached that Africans were actually Asians. W.E.B. Du Bois spent his 91st birthday in China, proclaiming in a radio broadcast, “China is colored, and knows to what the colored skin in this modern world subjects its owner.” In a 1964 speech at the Audubon Ballroom, where he would be assassinated less than a year later, Malcolm X said, “If you’re interested in freedom, you need some judo, you need some karate, you need all the things that will help you fight for freedom.”


The Nation of Islam’s security arm, the Fruit of Islam, didn’t carry weapons, but, as a United Press International article pointed out in 1963, they were “trained in the Oriental fighting art of Karate.” Martial arts’ lessons of self-reliance, discipline, and strength were perfectly in tune with the times. After World War II, Europe’s former colonies became independent nations, often through violent revolution. Kenya’s bloody Mau Mau Uprising, the Angolan and Mozambican wars of independence, and the Cuban Revolution all confronted white Americans with images of strong non-white people who wanted equal rights and who were willing and capable of fighting for them.


“WHY DOES JUDO OR KARATE SUDDENLY GET SO OMINOUS BECAUSE BLACK MEN STUDY IT?”


—MALCOLM X


The United States had fought a civil war over slavery barely 100 years before, and since then they’d kept African-Americans down through an official program of institutional segregation and an unofficial program of racial violence. In less academic terms, the government crowded Black people into ghettos through redlining and kept them in place with segregation and, when that didn’t work, lynching. For a lot of Black Americans, kung fu, karate, jiu-jitsu, what-have-you, looked like paths to empowerment.


Moses Powell, born in Norfolk, Virginia, moved to New York City as a kid, where he picked up boxing and met the visionary Professor Vee. Born to farmers in the Filipino province of Ilocos Norte, Florendo M. Visitacion started learning traditional martial arts at 10 years old and immigrated to the United States at 16.
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Grandmaster Moses Powell (left); Sijo Saabir Quwi Muhammad (right).








Barely 5’2” and hardly 125 pounds, he absorbed multiple fighting styles as he chopped sugar cane in Hawaii and picked grapes in California. While serving as a medic in World War II the “by any means necessary” hand-to-hand combat training pioneered by Bill Sykes and Rex Applegate (see here) hit him like a lightning bolt. Professor Vee realized that the perfect martial art would be a remix of the best techniques from a library of styles. The second he got out of the Army, he headed to New York City and trained with teachers like Charles Nelson (unarmed combat), Kiyose Nakae (jiu-jitsu), and Jerome Mackey (judo). His wild style earned recognition from the American Judo and Jujitsu Federation as Vee-jitsu. Shortly thereafter, Professor Vee resigned from the American Judo and Jujitsu Federation because he thought their members lacked the courage to go beyond their own styles.


When he met Professor Vee in 1954, Moses Powell was just a 13-year-old kid learning how to box. The Professor opened his eyes to what real discipline could accomplish. By the time he was a green belt in Vee-jitsu, Powell was instructing the Professor’s black belt students. By 1960, he was teaching his own system, eventually named Sanuces. He demonstrated it at the 1965 World’s Fair, became the first martial artist to perform at the UN in 1971, and his numerous schools turned out major martial artists like Robert Crosson (one of the youngest black belts in the country) and Ron Van Clief, who would achieve onscreen fame as the Black Dragon (see here). He would become one of the teachers for the Fruit of Islam’s combat training.


But he wasn’t alone.


Victor Moore came out of Cincinnati, picking up moves from other kids before he saw Ronald “Grave Man” Williams practicing karate on a hill in his neighborhood. Williams, who’d acquired his nickname thanks to his actual profession of digging graves and his karate skills thanks to his time as a military instructor, taught the barely adolescent Moore karate out in the woods. The first Black man admitted to Trias’ United States Karate Association thanks to the intercession of John Keehan (see here), Moore also became the first Black man to win a national karate competition (1965’s USKA Grand Nationals), no small thing in a segregated world where he sometimes wasn’t even allowed in the whites-only venues where the competitions took place. Moore met Bruce Lee at the Long Beach International Karate Championships in 1967, where Lee was billed as the main event, demonstrating a punch that was “too fast to block.” Trias volunteered Moore to block it, and, much to the audience’s amusement, Moore blocked the first two “unblockable” punches. Frustrated, Lee doubled down, slinging a surprise punch at Moore’s head that Moore missed. Bursting out laughing, Moore said, “I’ll give you that one. See if you can stop mine.” Then he tagged Lee twice in the chest. Moore would go on to defeat everyone in karate who could be defeated, from Bill “Superfoot” Wallace to Chuck Norris, and later taught martial arts in Fayetteville, North Carolina, with the occasional aid of Trudy, a chimpanzee whom he’d taught karate.


Sijo Saabir Quwi Muhammad (born Steve Sanders), a sheriff in LA for 20 years, served as a Marine Pathfinder in Vietnam, cleaned up on the karate tournament circuit, and, in 1969, founded the Black Karate Federation to combat a toxic atmosphere of racism in the tournament world. That’s a polite way of saying some venues refused to allow Black competitors in their front doors, and once inside, some judges refused to call points in their favor. Muhammad counted Jim Kelly and Bruce Lee among his friends and cameoed in Enter the Dragon (1973). The karate school where Jim Kelly says goodbye to his teacher at the beginning of the film? It’s the Black Karate Federation’s famous 103rd Street School in LA.
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Logo of the Black Karate Federation.




















SPREADING MARTIAL ARTS REQUIRED FACE time. Instructors attracted students with in-person demonstrations, and students learned new techniques by seeing other martial arts schools strut their styles at competitions. Robert Trias held his Arizona Karate Championships in 1955, followed by the 1st World Karate Tournament at the University of Chicago Fieldhouse in 1963. And early in 1964, Jhoon Rhee held the US National Karate Championships in Washington, DC.


A Korean immigrant, Rhee taught taekwondo, but, realizing white people wouldn’t have a clue what that meant, he rebranded it “Korean karate.” A born promoter, Rhee opened his Washington, DC, school on June 28, 1962, after conducting a letter-writing campaign to every diplomat he could find offering to teach their children for free. Two hundred people turned up on opening day, and by August he had 125 students. In 1965, after reading in the papers that New Hampshire congressman James Cleveland had been mugged, Rhee offered him free lessons. Cleveland thought that sounded like fun, and the US Congressional Tae Kwon Do Club was born in May 1965. Among its first students? Future president Joe Biden.


But Rhee’s 1964 US National Karate Championship flopped hard. “If karate is to become a popular spectator sport,” an annoyed attendee wrote Black Belt magazine, “much will have to be done to change the public’s mind and erase the impression that was conveyed at the 1964 National Championship.” Then again, Robert Trias’ first World Karate Tournament at the University of Chicago Fieldhouse in 1963 hadn’t fared much better, with one official calling the event “a real mess.”


On August 2, 1964, Ed Parker would hold one of the most influential karate tournaments in America, and he was determined his tournament wouldn’t face the same fate as those of his predecessors. A Hawaiian-born Mormon who claimed his powerful fingers came from ukulele playing, Parker had opened his Pasadena school in 1956 and quickly became the karate instructor to the stars, counting Natalie Wood, Warren Beatty, and George Hamilton among his students. A 1961 issue of Time magazine called Parker Hollywood’s “High Priest” of karate, and he was the technical advisor on The Case of the Dangerous Robin, the first American TV show to feature karate (see here). Now, Parker thought it was time to use his show biz contacts to introduce karate to Hollywood in style.
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Jhoon Rhee newspaper ad teaching “karate,” which was actually taekwondo.








The program book for the August 2, 1964, Long Beach International Karate Championships boasted congratulatory ads from Blake Edwards and Jack Lemmon. Thousands showed up to see demonstrations from Tsutomu Ohshima, the first Japanese karate teacher in America, Master Jhoon Rhee, and an unknown 23-year-old kid from Oakland named Bruce Lee.
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Jhoon Rhee’s “Nobody Bothers Me” earworm jingle was recorded by Nils Lofgren, member of Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band. His payment? Lifetime lessons. He says he hasn’t taken them yet.








Born in San Francisco to a Chinese opera star, Lee grew up in Hong Kong and starred in 23 Cantonese movie melodramas before his parents sent him to America in 1959 to straighten him out. He became a waiter in a Chinese restaurant but was fascinated by kung fu. In Hong Kong he’d learned Wing Chun, a style founded by a Buddhist nun in the 18th century, but in America he began to remix it with multiple styles, picking up bits and pieces from other teachers and friends, just like Professor Vee. Now he had a chance to show his skills off in public.


With the air conditioner broken, the 8,000-seat auditorium had gotten swampy, and the audience was restless by the time Lee took the floor. He did his two-finger push-ups and his patented One-Inch Punch, then launched into a demonstration mocking the traditional styles of martial arts. “Teachers should never impose their favorite patterns on their students,” he said while parodying their techniques. By the time he had finished, half the audience wanted to kick his ass, and the other half wanted to kiss it. Among the kissers was hairdresser and future Manson family victim Jay Sebring.


Months later, in January 1965, Sebring was doing William Dozier’s hair and listening to Dozier complain. The producer of the upcoming Batman TV series, Dozier also wanted to make a show about Charlie Chan’s son out to avenge his father’s death called Charlie Chan’s Number One Son, but he couldn’t find an “Oriental actor who speaks English and can handle action.” Sebring had the answer. Parker had filmed Bruce’s demonstration and a few weeks later, Sebring and Parker were sitting in Dozier’s office showing it to him. But Bruce Lee wouldn’t become a star if it wasn’t for what was about to happen at an artificial flower factory in Hong Kong.














BEFORE 1967, THE BIGGEST STARS in Hong Kong movies were women. The most popular stars of the day were two teenaged girls, Connie Chan and Josephine Siao, whose fan clubs would occasionally rumble in the streets. Chan and Siao often starred in genteel, low-budget wu xia (heroic swordsman) pictures together, with Siao playing the heroine and Chan, cross-dressing, playing the hero. Although half of Hong Kong’s population was under 15, Hong Kong movies felt like they were made by people in their 50s.


Because they were. In 1957, Run Run Shaw had just celebrated his 50th birthday when he got the call to come back to Hong Kong and take over his family’s film studio. The Shaws had been making movies across Southeast Asia for decades, but their Hong Kong outpost had fallen into the doldrums under the stewardship of brother Runme, and their movies were regularly trounced at the box office by rival MP&GI (later known as Cathay).


Run Run’s solution: build a motion picture Death Star in Clearwater Bay called Movietown. There, 12 soundstages shot day and night, filming scripts churned out by 15 staff scriptwriters and processing eight hours of film a day at its in-house labs. Shaw trained its stars, ran their fan clubs, and housed them in Movietown dormitories so that Run Run could “keep an eye on them.”


Shaw made perky musicals, weepy melodramas, and expensive historical epics. Their wu xia movies resembled ballet more than bare-knuckled brawling, and they weren’t doing that great. What made bank at the Hong Kong box office were stylish James Bond thrillers from Hollywood, nihilistic spaghetti westerns from Italy, and bloody samurai films from Japan. For true homegrown combat cinema, Hong Kong audiences had to turn to the independently produced Wong Fei-hung flicks, based on the exploits of a legendary Chinese folk hero. Shot on shoestring budgets and churned out in bulk (25 of them in 1956 alone), they’d starred the same lead actor since 1949: Kwan Tak-hing, now 60 years old.


So in 1965, Shaw’s in-house magazine, Southern Screen, bragged that the studio was launching a color wu xia offensive.
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The famous Shawscope logo heralded the start of yet another classy Shaw Brothers production with a blast of trumpets.
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A map of the Movietown studio in Clearwater Bay. It could house 1,500 workers on its 850,000-square-foot lot.








“Shaws will break with tradition,” it proclaimed. “Creating a new vista for martial arts films. The fake, fantastical, and theatrical fighting and the so-called special effects of the past will be replaced by realistic action and fighting that immediately decides life or death.”


The first movie, Come Drink with Me (1966) did well, but the next three flopped. It was called the “color wu xia offensive,” but several of the films were shot in black-and-white to save money. No one cared about them.


Then came May 6, 1967.


The Hong Kong Artificial Flower Works in the crummy industrial neighborhood of San Po Kong needed to increase its profit margins, so owner Duncan Tong slashed wages and banned paid leave. The workers elected representatives to express their concerns and in response Tong fired 92 people, including most of the representatives. The remaining workers went on strike and Tong called the cops.


Being a colony, Hong Kongers saw the police as tools of British rule. When the fuzz arrived on Tai Yau Street, workers threw bottles. The cops arrested 21 people and, with temperatures in the 90s, they made sure the arrests weren’t gentle. The next day, protesting police brutality and proclaiming worker solidarity, thousands of people took to the streets waving Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book. The police fired tear gas, the protests became riots, and the riots spread. Six days later, Hong Kong declared martial law.


For the next 11 months, Hong Kong burned. Protestors waged a running battle with the cops. A bombing campaign saw almost 8,000 bomb threats called in around the city, with 1,100 of them turning out to be the real deal. Children had their arms blown off. Fifty-one people died, ten of them police officers. In the face of all this chaos, musicals about perky young starlets working in nightclubs felt terminally out of touch.


At Shaw Brothers, five men saw the future. First came Raymond Chow, then head of production, who’d lobbied Run Run Shaw to launch the color wu xia offensive in the first place. He convinced Shaw to give a directing job to his latest discovery, Chang Cheh. Fleeing Mainland China, Chang wound up writing film reviews in Hong Kong. Desperate to make action movies, he believed that “when a sword goes in, blood comes out.”


He thought everyone was sick of seeing women onscreen, including women. Besotted with macho Hollywood stars like James Dean, he wanted to work with unknown actors who had bold looks and big attitudes. He found one in Jimmy Wong Yu, an egotistical Taiwanese contract actor whose face could convey an encyclopedia’s worth of badassery with one glower. Three down, two to go.


The final two parts of the equation were found in the action choreography team of Lau Kar-leung and Tong Kai. The job of action choreographer didn’t officially exist until 1961, and Lau and Tong were two of the first and best. They’d both started out working on the Wong Fei-hung series and were masters of multiple martial arts styles, allowing them to bust out whatever stance looked best in any given situation.
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Chang Cheh’s contribution to Shaw’s color wu xia offensive was its seventh film, The One-Armed Swordsman. Jimmy Wong Yu plays the son of a servant of the Golden Blade sect, bullied by the wealthy students. The master’s bratty teenaged daughter hacks off his arm in a snit fit, but instead of bleeding to death, Wong Yu teaches himself a one-armed fighting technique and returns just in time to save the Golden Blade sect from destruction. The movie hit screens in August 1967 right after Mainland soldiers machine-gunned five Hong Kong police officers to death on the border. People were angry. They wanted blood. Chang Cheh delivered plenty of it. The movie smashed box office records.
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(left) It’s David Chiang in the neckerchief, standing beside him is Chang Cheh, and next to Chang is the boss man himself, Sir Run Run Shaw; (right) Jimmy Wong Yu fondles his chin in a pose designed to set female hearts aflame.








Before The One-Armed Swordsman, wu xia were about sophisticated swordsmen and women dressed in silk, wielding mystical weapons. The One-Armed Swordsman gave audiences a young, male, pissed-off working-class hero, stripped to the waist and smeared with gore, hacking out his future with a broken blade.


Utilizing an arsenal of slow-motion shots, sudden zooms, freeze frames, double exposures, and blood squibs, this Gang of Five repeated their success for Shaw with The Assassin (1967), The Trail of the Broken Blade (1967), The Golden Swallow (1968), The Sword of Swords (1968), and The Return of the One-Armed Swordsman (1969). By the time they were finished, actors were in, actresses were out, and Hong Kong cinema was dripping with blood.


But there was more to Chang Cheh’s movies than violence. At heart, they were about hing dai, a Chinese term meaning brotherhood. Confucianism emphasized a vertical hierarchy: a son obeyed his parents, his parents obeyed the emperor. But hing dai was a blood bond with a brother that was stronger than family, stronger than country, stronger than death. Brothers would kill for each other, die for each other, seek revenge for each other, and stand shoulder to shoulder in the face of overwhelming odds together.


Movies about hing dai weren’t just screened in Hong Kong, but throughout North America, where aspiring martial artists caught them early on the Chinatown circuit.














IN THE ’50S AND ’60S, New York City had Spanish movie theaters (The New Edison), Japanese movie theaters (Toho Cinema), Greek movie theaters (The Ditmars), and even Polish (The Chopin). But Chinatown was something different.


The Sun Sing opened in 1950, built into the foundations of the Manhattan Bridge, gently rocked by the passing F train. The Canal Street Cinema up the street had its walls and curtains dyed brown by ever-present clouds of cigarette smoke. The Pagoda proudly proclaimed its name on the facade right below a three-tiered pagoda rising from its rooftop. Selling lychee nuts and Chinese snacks in their lobbies, running a non-stop rotation of recent and repertory hits from Hong Kong with English subtitles, these movie houses would be joined by the Music Palace in 1973, part of the Shaw Brothers circuit, and the Rosemary in 1982, but this empire of Chinese-language movie theaters first kicked into high gear around 1964.


That year, in San Francisco, exhibitor Maury Schwartz needed more leverage to negotiate better deals with the studios, so he added five movie houses to his circuit, including the Bella Union, a dud on the border of Chinatown that couldn’t even make a buck screening nudie flicks. He partnered with Frank Lee, producer of a local radio show called Voice of Chinatown to start programming Shaw Brothers movies there, and the cash came showering down. Soon, Lee was opening theaters in New York, LA, Vancouver, and Toronto, eventually booking a circuit of 50 Chinatown cinemas across the country.


In New York, Lee brought Shaw’s posh period epics like The Magnificent Concubine (1962) and The Last Woman of Shang (1964) to midtown’s 55th Street Playhouse. America’s Chinatown circuit turned out to be so lucrative that Shaw sent its stars to tour the States and Run Run Shaw himself considered shooting special versions of his movies for the American market.
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The bonds between the Black and Chinese communities were so strong that for years Alan Lee’s martial arts schools regularly advertised in New York’s Black-owned newspapers.








Starting with Shaw’s color wu xia offensive, these Chinatown theaters began attracting martial artists, particularly Black martial artists.


“We had one theater,” Dennis Brown, a kung fu teacher in Washington, DC, said. “Run by Mr. and Mrs. Huang, called the American on 21st Street in Washington, DC. It only showed kung fu movies on Sunday morning, so at 11 o’clock on Sunday we’d all gather there and watch their movies like we were going to church.”


Brown had started taking judo at Howard University and he, like kids across the country who wanted to learn kung fu but couldn’t find a teacher or couldn’t afford the fees, began to work out in a local park with friends. Every Friday Brown and his vagabond crew would drive five and a half hours to New York City’s Chinatown to watch movies.


“YOU CAN TAKE AWAY MY GUN, BUT YOU CAN’T TAKE AWAY MY KUNG FU.”


—WARRINGTON HUDLIN


“We’d get there as early in the morning as possible, load up on bags of char siu bao, and watch the double feature at one theater, then run to the Canal Cinema to catch the next double feature, then run to the Pagoda, or the Sun Sing. We’d watch movies all day long and they’d sleep on the way home and I’d drive. Then we’d get up early on Sunday morning and go to Malcolm X Park and practice what we’d seen in the movies.”


If you were Black, and you had an interest in martial arts, the Chinatown circuit felt like home. One manager at New York City’s Music Palace estimated that as much as 10% of his audience was Black.


“We would all go there because there were techniques in the movies we couldn’t learn from our teachers,” Warrington Hudlin said. “We were in a room with nothing but Chinese families and these Black guys, who were either from the Nation of Islam or the Black Panther Party, and we were these fish out of water but we just loved it.”


Karate still ruled the martial arts schools, so Chinatown movie theaters were the only place to see kung fu. In 1969, when Dennis Brown wanted more than park workouts and something different than karate, he signed up for the only option on offer: taekwondo with Master Jhoon Rhee. But he kept learning kung fu on the side, which kept getting him into trouble. He’d drive hours to attend tournaments, but when he’d unleash his kung fu on a karate crowd, the judges would stand up and turn their backs on him. Sometimes they scored him all zeroes. But he kept showing up, and he kept going to the movies, and he kept practicing in the park.


This cold shoulder wasn’t so different from the one the One-Armed Swordsman himself, Jimmy Wong Yu, got when he tried to convince Run Run Shaw to stop churning out so many wu xia pictures and try something new, like kung fu.
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With its large Asian population, Hawaii was home to numerous Japanese-language movie theaters, with seven in Honolulu alone (many of these also screened Filipino films). In the ’60s, however, Shaw started to take them over and turned them into showcases for movies like The Last Woman of Shang and The Chinese Boxer. The Last Woman of Shang came out shortly after the suicide of its star, Linda Lin Dai, and her fans showed up in droves to mourn, turning it into a massive hit.








“Run Run Shaw only had one answer: no,” Wong Yu said in an interview. “Even when I was a box-office success.”


Noticing that Japanese films were always pitting one martial art against another, he figured, “If you can make a film about judo against karate, why couldn’t I make a film about Chinese iron fist against karate?” So he sat down and wrote a script and gave it to Run Run Shaw.


“I told him, this script will make you a lot of money, but he said no. He had no confidence in me… I showed it to Chang Cheh, and he didn’t agree either. He said, ‘No, no, Jimmy. Stay with swordplay. You’re at the top in swordplay.’”


So Wong Yu threatened to quit Shaw Brothers. Desperate to hold on to his moneymaker, Shaw agreed: he could direct and star in The Chinese Boxer (1970). The story of a young guy (played by Wong Yu) whose teacher is killed by evil Japanese caricatures wearing cheap wigs, Wong Yu learns iron fist kung fu and kills them in enormous quantities while wearing a surgical mask. It was the first flick to exchange the wu xia sword for the kung fu fist, and it was another massive hit. Suddenly, all the studios in Hong Kong were unleashing kung fu.


The impact seeped over into the United States. Alan Lee advertised his “Chinese Kung-Fu, Wu-Su Ass’n” schools in Black newspapers like the Amsterdam News. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar had started training in aikido after he saw a Japanese Zatoichi movie at the Kokusai on Crenshaw Boulevard in LA and realized that if he could get that kind of body control it’d step up his basketball game. But later, during his junior year at UCLA, he asked a friend at Black Belt magazine to recommend a teacher for this stuff he’d heard of called kung fu. They recommended a guy named Bruce Lee.


Fab 5 Freddy learned about kung fu films when he went to Barbados one summer to visit his grandparents and came back talking up movies like The One-Armed Swordsman (1967) and The Bloody Fists (1972) to his schoolyard friends.


But, for now, if you lived in America and you didn’t make the trek down to your local Chinatown, the only place you saw martial arts was on TV, and most of it was karate.
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1 / The Great China opened in 1925 with backing from the Chinese Nationalist party as a home for Chinese opera but became the Great Star in the early 1960s. In the 1970s it adapted a more Westernized facade and was later purchased by Run Run Shaw to become part of his movie theater empire in the United States.


2 & 3 / The Bella Union opened in 1911 as the Shanghai Theater and went through numerous incarnations, including a stint as a Filipino cinema, before becoming a Chinese theater when Frank Lee took it over in 1964.


4 / The 4 Star in San Francisco was not originally a Chinese cinema, but after it went out of business in 1990, Frank Lee Jr., the son of the Bella Union’s Frank Lee Sr., bought it and re-opened it as a Hong Kong house. Despite overwhelming odds, Frank Lee Jr. and his wife ran it for almost 30 years before they sold it in 2021. It reopened a year later as a revival house.


5 / The Palace Theater changed to a Chinese movie house in 1967 and was variously known as the Palace, the Pagoda Palace, and the Pagoda. For years, starting in 1969, it shared the space with the fabulous drag troupe The Cockettes.
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6 / San Francisco’s World Theater was built on the site of the Liberty Theater, which was torn down in 1954. It screened foreign films, but focused on Chinese movies due to its location near Chinatown.


7 / New York’s Pagoda opened in 1964 and was demolished in 1992. It is now the site of the Glory China Tower office building.


8 / Flyers like this one for the Sun Sing’s run of Tough Guy (1978) were distributed all over New York’s Chinatown with the latest features and showtimes.


9 & 10 / The Canal Cinema was one of the first Chinatown theaters in New York City, although it was originally known as Cinema Giglio.


11 / The last all-Chinese movie theater in North America (San Francisco’s 4 Star also showed Hollywood fare), the Music Palace opened in 1973 and finally closed in 2000.


12 / The Sun Sing had 900 seats and was located in the base of the Manhattan Bridge. It closed in 1993.
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. Police booked the ‘ex-butler on
battcry charges. -
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THE WORLD: THURSDAY EVENING, MARCH 20, 1902.
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Famous Expert Now Putting the Chief Execus-
tive Through a Course Like the One He
Gave Evening World Readers.

.se
Method by Which Prof. J. J. O'Brien, of Bos-
ton, Instructs Mr. Roosevelt in Jao-
anese Art of Delense.
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MATILDA HAYWOOD:

Brainy karate expert
teaches ghetto kids
self-defense without
aweapon, focuses on
building of character

BLACKS MAKE NEW
BID FOR CONGRESS






OEBPS/images/Art_P12.jpg
(
N

By MAJOR W. E.
FAIRBAIRN
AUTHOR OF THE
FAMOUS BEST-SELLER 1
ABOUT COMMANDO

FIGHTING TACTICS -
“GET TOUGH!” Si'a( \%ﬁ}’,ﬁ“
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Sergel Quits
Police Post

Police Sergeant John R. Ser-
gel, revealed by the Examiner in
August as having taken Los An-
geles girls to Manzanar to wres-
tle judo-style with interned Jap-
anese, resigned from the depart-
ment yesterday.

The Police Commission, which
following the Examiner's revela-
tions condemned the officer’s
judo culf activities as “gross vio-
lation of official propriety,” fixed
November 13 as the effective
date of the resignation. How-
ever, Serggl terminated his 12-
year career with the department
.as ofrlast mght. R

Py doh
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CﬂNDEMNFD——Pdlice Officer John R.

Sergel, here being choked by Eddie Heizman in a
judo demonstration, yesterday was assailed by the
Police Commission for ‘“‘gross violation of official

propriety” in taking Los Angeles girls to Manza-
nar for judo demonstrations with Jap men. Judo
also was ordered eliminated from police instruc-
tion courses. (Story on Page 7.)
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MUSIC PALACE

BOWERY

~CTION PACKED KUNG-FU FILM

AT IT'S BEST!
“EXCELSIOR’;,aﬁ,,

PLUS CO-HIT

"CHAMPION
OF BOXERS”

ANOTHER KUNG-FU
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NOW SHOWING!

CANAL CINEMA

277 CANAL STREEY
o1 BROADWAY 925-7954

JRLD CHAMPIONS IN MORTAL
KUNG/FU KARATE COMBAT!
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CANAL CINEMA

277 CANAL STREET of BROADWAY . 9257954
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”BER" STARTS TODAY
PREMIERE HAWAII SHOWING. . .

THE PICTURE YOU'VE BEEN WAITING FOR . .
Shaw’s Great Action-Packed Fight Hit!

“THE CHINESE BOXER™

Which is the supreme style of martial arts? JUDO,
KENDO, KARATE OR KUNG FU? SEETHE ACTION-
FILLED ANSWERIN. . .

“THE CHINESE BOXER"

STARRING . . .
The sior of “The One-Armed Swordsman”’, “The Assassin”,
“The Return of the One-Armed Swordsman™
os the Kung Fu expert,
The stor of “Dragon Swomp”,
* Lo L l E H “Invincible Fist”, “The Valley

of the Fongs™ as the Korale Expert,

* WANG PING sverwrison

DIRECTED BY: WANG YU

® SEE . . . Kaorote vs, Kung Fu in thrilling com-
bot Fouts!

@ SEE . . . morticl oris students in training ses-
sions!

@ SEE . . . the “big” motch 1o decide the su-
preme morticl art . . . fought in snow country!

® SEE . . . Wu\gYumhubex!,mvhlcmed
Chinese “Kung Fu” boxer Lei Ming

® SEE. . . Lo Lieh as the auel Judo and Karcle

IN
EASTMANCOLOR

A CHINESE PICTURE WITH ENGLISH TITLES
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Fantastic Sword Fighting

The One-Armed & One-Eyed Master Swordsman

llNIllN “ONE-ARMED SWORDSMAN""

A Frank Lee Int'l | Releme
All'in Eastmancol

CO-HIT: “MADAM WHI'IE SHAKE
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% FREE w EXHIBITIONS 4 FREE %
% FREE % DEMONSTRATIONS OF 4 FREE %

FREE-HAND FIGHTING MIND CONTROL
SELF-DEFENSE

ANCIENT FORMS

DISCIPLINE
TECHNIQUES

Call for Info

KUNG FU WEAPDNS

B o R B
ALAN LEE
CHINESE KUNG-FU, WU-SU TEMPLE
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Left photo is a panoramic view of sprawling Shaw’s Movie Town located at Clear Water Bay, Kowloon. The celebrated
studio occupies about 1,000,000 sq. ft. of ground. @®Main Gate @Administration Building @Film Processing Room
@Music Hall (1st Sound Recording Room) (§Second Sound Recording Room ®Color Film Processing Building
@Warehouse (®Storeroom (@lst Sound Stage @2nd Sound Stage @3rd Sound Stage @4th Sound Stage @5th Sound
Stage [@6th Sound Stage @7th Sound Stage @8th Sound Stage @9th Sound Stage @10th Sound Stage @Open-Air Set
@yCarpentry Workshop @yOpen-Air Set @ Staff Mess @New Staff Dormitory @jFixed Set @ Film Storeroom @ Car Park.
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