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Joe Lewis, Bill Wallace and Jeff Smith
Share Their Views and Experiences

Interview by Jerry Beasley

The scene was the Los Angeles Sports Arena on Septem-
ber 14, 1974. Some 10,000 spectators—among them movie
stars, sports personalities, martial arts legends and press rep-
resentatives—showed up to watch 14 fighters battle it out for
undisputed world titles.

When the fights were over, three Americans—Joe Lewis

The Big Three (left-right) Jeff Smith, Bill Wallace and Joe Lewis.

(heavyweight), Bill Wallace (middleweight) and Jeff Smith (light-
heavyweight}—had earned the most prestigious titles in com-
petition karate.

For Lewis, Wallace and Smith, the world titles in full-contact
karate signified still another area of dominance in their illustri-
ous careers. All three fighters had been No. 1 in the country in
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point fighting, both with and without pads.

The PKA (Professional Karate Association) title may have
seemed anticlimactic to Lewis, who had been a champion
since the mid-1960s. Wallace, on the other hand, built a major
reputation for his unblemished defense of his world champion-
ship. “Fast Billy” had been called a runner in point competition
and, as such, “Superfoot” (his official full-contact name) found
no end to the challengers who thought they knew the way to
defeat his 60-mph left leg. None was successful.

Contrary to Wallace’s predicament, Jeff “The DC Bomber”
Smith, whose nickname came about from his habit of knocking
down most of his opponents in non-contact competition, found
few challengers to his throne.

Since the Lewis, Wallace and Smith era, no fighters have
come on the scene with comparable distinction. There have
been successful names built in individual activities: Benny
Urquidez and Jean-Yves Theriault in kickboxing, and Keith
Vitali and Steve “Nasty” Anderson in point karate, for example.
Yet not since Lewis, Wallace and Smith has any one fighter
ruled the roost in all three areas: non-contact, light contact and
full contact. They were the best of their time—most would
argue they were the best ever.

In 1984, the trio sat down and exchanged old war stories
and views on the state of the martial arts in this exclusive
interview.

Whether it was point-fighting or full-contact, Joe Lewis (above) dominated the heavyweight division during his competition days.

BLACK BELT: What's your opinion of the way karate was
practiced in the mid-1970s compared to the way it's practiced
today?

BILL WALLACE: The problem with karate nowadays is that
you've got pads on your hands and feet. So it went from good,
viable techniques to basically what | call slop. The No. 1 hand
technigue in point tournaments in the late 1960s and early 1970s
was the reverse punch or backfist because it had to be con-
trolled. Now, it's a ridgehand. With the grand championships
today, it's like, “I'm going to throw it and hope | get itin. If | don't,
well, I'lt just swing something else out there.”

JEFF SMITH: When Bill went from no pads to pads, it didn’t hurt
his technique. His kicks still looked sharp; his hand techniques
still looked clean. What it did was make the sloppy fighters even
sloppier. With the pads, people now are trying to put a little bit
more power behind the techniques because they have the pads
and have to go harder to hurt somebody.

JOE LEWIS: To piggyback on what Jeff is saying, back in those
days there were only a handful of us who put more than just
speed and technique behind what we were doing. There was
also an element of combative spirit, and this spirit brought a
sense of reality to competition. Other competitors were either
afraid they couldn’t demonstrate that or were afraid of receiving
the punishment from someone else. So it’s basically separating
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