In His Own Words . . .

The Living Legend
of American Karate

One of the few towering figures in karate

competition, Joe Lewis looks back on his long and =

colorful career, while sharing his views on the
current state of American karate, the contributions
of Bruce Lee to the martial arts, his own recent
return to the tournament ring . . . and more!
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gifted athlete and master instructor,

Joe Lewis began his martial arts

career on the island of Okinawa in
1964. Upon his return to the States and his
discharge from the Marines, Lewis began a
tournament career that has yet to be equalled.
A bona fide legend in American martial arts,
Lewis was a three-time international karate
champion and accumulated more national
karate titles than any other competitor in the
history of the sport.

After becoming disenchanted with point
karate, Lewis introduced the sport of kick-
boxing, the forerunner of full-contact karate,
to American martial arts in 1970. After a brief
but unblemished career (he knocked out 12
opponents, none lasting more than two
rounds) as the undisputed heavyweight kick-
boxing champion, Lewis temporarily retired
from the ring to pursue an acting career. And
while movie contracts were offered, Lewis
chose to forego any low budget films simply
to achieve star status. As a result, his acting
career was postponed and his competitive
instincts led him back to the ring.

in September of 1974, Lewis became the
first PKA heavyweight full-contact karate
champion of the world, knocking out his
European opponent (again in the second
round). After retiring his PKA title, Lewis went
on to star in two major films: Jaguar Lives
and Force: Five. His third film temporarily
shelved, Lewis traveled home to Raleigh,

North Carolina in the summer of 1982 due to
family illness.

The change of environment from the fast-
paced studios of Hollywood to the more
relaxed southern style of Raleigh sparked
the champ’s competitive desires again.
Working out daily in a local gym, Lewis
decided to re-enter PKA competition, knock-
ing out his first opponent in the third round.
As incredible as it seems, Lewis (then thirty-
nine) had not fought a match in over seven
years. His superior martial arts knowledge,
physical skill and ring savvy had once again
proven to be more than a match for his
competition. Although some believed that it
was important for him to regain the world
titte—a title he originated—the lack of a
current world title proved irrelevant. To his
many fans and followers, Joe Lewis had been
and continues to be the people’s choice as
the professional heavyweight karate cham-
pion of the world.

At age forty, he appears to have lost interest
in a title bid. Nowadays, his time and energy
are consumed researching his highly publi-
cized fighting strategies, giving seminars
and assisting in the development of improved
martial arts training methods through an
independent teachers organization (AIKIA).
Although he’s on the road most of the time,
Lewis agreed to take a break to comment on
his retirement from the ring, his views on past
achievements and future interests.

By Jerry Beasley




Joe Lewis works with a student during a seminar. The karate legend travels extensively to bring
his knowledge of the discipline to the martial arts community.

IK: In the late '60s, you were portrayed as
somewhat aloof -and arrogant. Nowadays
you spend hours signing autographs. You
are very approachable and demonstrate your
ability to set people atease. Has there been a
change over the years? Or were the maga-
zines wrong about you? - |

Lewis: | guess everyone experiences some
changes in one’s values. You see, | always
felt that | didn’t really know how to communi-
cate effectively until | was twenty-five. After
spending 18 years in North Carolina, then
two years in little villages and huts in Okinawa
and Vietnam, | end up in LA. Here | was a
grown man, not too mature in some areas
and | ‘was just blown away by it all. | had
come to LA. originally to go to college. This
was in 1966 or 1967.1 ended up opening a
karate school, but all | really wanted out of
karate was to work out and be a black belt. |
didn’'t want to be known as a competitor or
champion or do interviews or whatever. |
wanted to be a black belt but | didntwant all
the rest of that.

IK: But did you give people a hard time back
then?

Lewis: No. | would walk into a tournament
and would want to go off and sit by myself
because | was kind of afraid to socialize with
people. | justhad nothing to say. | would hear
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people say, “He's stuck up,” or “He’s arro-
gant” “You know he doesn'ttalk to anybody.”
| didn't see it that way. But from the outside
that's how they saw it. And because | was a
big name, they paid more attention to my
“aloofness” People talked about me back
then in a manner that would have repercus-
sions years later.

IK: Do you think people took advantage of
you?

Lewis: Yeah. | was always getting caught
between the people or the promoters. | re-
member one time Chuck Norris and | were
both competing in this big tournament back
in California. We had both won this other
tournament and were supposed to be seed-
ed. So here we were, all the black belts
pissed off at us. '

As it turns out, Chuck and | both fought
through all the eliminations to win our divi-
sions anyway.

Another time a promoter in Texas invited
me down as a special guest. So | show up
and everybody there has been told | was
going to compete. Thatwasn'tin the invitation.
| had a bandage on my leg and all. Buthere |
was again stuck in the middle. Put between
the people and the promoter. As it turns out |
won there too.

There was always something going on

where promoters would take advantage of
the situation. Then they would spread some
story about me being hard to work with. Well,
all that took its toll.
IK: But you continued to compete.
Lewis: | went real hard for about two and a
half years and then | lost all of my sparring
partners. That really turned me off karate
because the only thing | really liked to do
was spar. | wasn't into it for competition. |
didn’t have a grudge againstanybody. There
was nobody in the world | ever wanted to
beat up. And | didn't care about who could
beat whose butt or anything like that. It didn’t
matter to me. Then when | ran out of informa-
tion, out of things to learn, | got bored.
Then Bruce (Lee) came along and he
started conceptualizing things for me. Little
things like if you wanted to move faster, well
how do you do it? Most teachers would say,
“Move faster!” or,“You gotta be quicker.” But
they wouldn't try to explain how. They could
say what | was doing wrong butthey couldn't
explain how to correct it. But Bruce could
explain all those things. He showed me how
to become more mobile, more relaxed and to
increase my speed. And he taught me a lot
about footwork. We used to study fencing
technigues and boxing films. In particular,

“Every kung-fu guy I've
ever seen was stiff . . .
they are completely
vulnerable in a street
fight.”

Muhammad Ali's and Willie Pep's footwork.
Both were footwork artists. | learned a lot
about maintaining your distance from an
opponent.

IK: In other words you leamed quite a bit
from Bruce Lee?

Lewis: Quite a bit. And he used certain of my
things. Like he picked up on my side stradd!e
stance | learned in Okinawa. He used that
quite effectively in a lot of his films. And he
like my cross side kick. He picked up on that.
Now, | am not saying he copied that or
anything. | was known for my side kick. But |
didn't invent a side kick. And | didn’t invent
that side straddle stance. That was around
before | ever started karate. And | am sure it
was around before Bruce started. | don't
think either Bruce or | should get credit for
anything like that.| am notinterested in credit
for that anyway. When you start emulating
somebody who makes some technique work
well, you feel a little more positive about the
credibility or authenticity or let's just say the
authority of the technique. | think | just
demonstrated the credibility of the side
stance.

IK: Where did Bruce get his information?
Lewis: No one knows exactly. He was very
secretive about a lot of things he did. He told
me a lot of things he did came from fencing.
Like his independent motion theories, about






