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 he advantage of a pithy, concise
volume is that it avoids Ambrose

Bierce's criticism, “The covers of this book
are too far apart.”
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P r e f a c e

O ONE WANTED TO LISTEN WHEN YOUR

father started his story, “Well, back in the
old days when I was in school....”  But if your instructor (whether
sifu, sa bum nim, or sensei) starts a story about when he was a
beginner, people in the room imitate those old E. F. Hutton
commercials.  No matter how many times you have heard it before,
you listen again, because there is a lesson to be learned. Each school
(whether kwoon, dojang, or dojo) has its own stories, some true,
some augmented slightly for dramatic effect. Unfortunately, you
are familiar with only your own school’s stories. From a number of
sources, Tales of the Dojo makes accessible those narratives
which may serve to enrich the student’s mind while he or she is
developing technique. It therefore links the art of one school to that
of another.

I have always loved to learn. I was convinced at an early age that
learning equalled improvement. I thought that meant being better
than Johnny or getting an A when everyone else was getting Bs.
I quickly found out, however, that as much as I felt superior to those
around me who were not so committed to learning, everyone
around me was also my superior in some way. There was too much
knowledge in the world to know everything. Even the Johnnys who
did not get Bs but Ds knew multitudes of stuff I did not. How did they
get their knowledge if it wasn’t in academia?
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When I started the martial arts in 1964, I realized that an art
could be a sport, but I was especially interested in acquiring self-
defense knowledge no one else had. Knowledge was power, after
all. Achieving black belts in three traditional martial arts before the
age of 30 made me realize that there is a limit to the knowledge a
teacher teaches directly. This was especially evident when my
personal training emphasis changed from self-defense to a more
general self-development. There is no limit, I told myself, to the
knowledge available to me. And, I can teach myself!  But what
would be my source?

Combining my academic career with my martial arts pursuits,
I read every book on the martial arts I could lay my hands on. By
and large, they were verbal discourses on physical techniques.
Wisdom, self-improvement — mastery, if you will — could not be
learned by books alone. The key, instead, was experience. What
had I experienced? I had not been a national judo or karate
champion. I had not been a rough and tumble war-hero, street-
fighter, or bar-bouncer. I had not been the bodyguard to the Shah
of Iran. I just worked on my stuff. And I found, often, that that was
enough.

As Bette Midler said, “I never know how much of what I say is
true.” Yes, many of the tales are autobiographical. I have pastiched
a number of true stories together so as to get my point across
without fictionalizing too much. You can enjoy reading historical
fiction, yet you always wonder how much is history and how much
is fiction. I am not so notable in the martial arts that I am worthy
of an official biography, and not so self-centered that I am ready to
write an autobiography. These stories, then, are not me; only their
messages are.

Tales of the Dojo, therefore, is an exercise in applying
principles of the martial arts to daily life and, more importantly,
applying lessons learned in daily life to the principles learned in this
way of life — the traditional martial arts.


