Praise for Even If It Kills Me
“A rock musician chronicles his adventures at a taekwondo dojo in Texas.
“Blair’s debut book is a whirlwind through his broad range of experiences
and eclectic interests. He is primarily known as a bassist for the alterna
tive rock band the Toadies, whom readers may know for their 1994 hit
‘Possum Kingdom.’ But while Blair recounts his escapades with the band
on the road throughout the work, the memoir mainly discusses the
author’s love of martial arts. After settling with his wife in Amarillo,
Texas, Blair decided to get in better shape by picking up a passion from
his past: taekwondo. He takes the reader on a tour of the limited dojo
offerings throughout the city before settling on a World Taekwondo
Federation dojang led by a coach for the U.S. Olympic team. Shortly
thereafter, Blair was a white b elt in his early forties, sparring with teen
agers far above his skill level, getting regular lessons in humility. The
author writes in a wandering, conversational tone that can be digressive
and difficult to follow at times. Occasionally, he includes personal
critiques of his younger sparring partners that can seem oddly vindictive,
but most of the time the narrative voice is amusing despite the excess of
superfluous anecdotes. Once Blair settles into his dojang, he takes the
reader through his growing obsession with taekwondo. He acquired
equipment, trained constantly, and slowly won the respect and friend
ship of his more experienced peers in his quest to attain a black belt.
Along the way, he learned a clichéd but heartwarming lesson about the
philosophical value of martial arts: ‘Knowing kicks and punches is not
what keeps us protected. It’s the values and the self-control that allow us
to live life and be better people.’ In addition to Toadies fans, this account
should please readers looking for a lighthearted foray into a strange
pocket of American culture: Texan taekwondo.
“An uneven but charmingly eccentric memoir detailing a bassist’s
martial arts journey.”
—Kirkus Reviews
*

*

*

“Even If It Kills Me is an honest, sometimes brutal (and often hilarious)
account of author Donivan Blair’s endeavors. From watching kung fu
movies as a kid to joining an international touring band to ultimately
revisiting his ‘first obsession’ and becoming a black b elt in his forties,
Mr. Blair takes us along for his wild r ide. But even more than an amazing
journey, it’s also a story about honesty, integrity, and hope. As someone
who’s pursued both m
 usic and fitness, Even If It Kills Me resonates on
multiple levels.
“Mr. Blair’s accurate description of playing in bands (‘beg for gigs, play
for no one, sleep in a van . . .’) w
 ill have you laughing out loud, while
the chapter on the death of his father will leave you in tears. Still, the
anecdote of training alongside real Korean black b elts w
 ill make you
blush as you share his humility.
“One of my favorite passages is when Blair beautifully extolls the virtues
of practice—he compares musical notes with the steps of taegeuk, making
the connection between ‘forms’ in martial arts and technical exercises on
a musical instrument. He states how both ‘train your body to get the
details right.’ I have shared similar sentiments myself, but have never
expressed them so clearly. Amazing!
“Ultimately, this book is all about emotion, joy, and pain. No m
 atter
where you are in your respective journey in life, Even If It Kills Me is
full of valuable lessons and wildly entertaining stories. Highly recom
mended.”
—Danny Kavadlo, world-renowned fitness trainer and
#1 best-selling author of Strength Rules
*

*

*

“There’s no way for me to not be biased here. The author is my brother,
and unlike most siblings, we actually get along, love each other, and
genuinely enjoy each other’s time. We talk every day. He’s my ‘true
north,’ I suppose you could say. All that having been said, this is a g reat
book, and I think it can appeal to anyone. Not just musicians and not
just martial artists, but anyone that has tried to beat seemingly insur
mountable odds, anyone that’s been told they c an’t, and anyone that

believes in themselves when all hope seems lost. This book is for the
little guys in the small towns and the average p
 eople. This book is for
self-believers. This book is for fighters.”
—Zachariah Blair, lead guitarist, Rise Against
*

*

*

“Not only did Donivan Blair make his mark on the world of punk,
rock, alternative rock, pop-punk, and sundry other subsects of messing
up your hearing with bands such as Hagfish and the Toadies, but for
Donivan to get his black belt at age forty-three just sums up the never-
surrender ethos that makes guys like this lifers.”
—Mike Gitter, vice president of A&R,
Century Media Records
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PREFACE: GOING BACK

I

walked away.
That’s what I’ve felt for all t hese years.
As a kid, martial arts w
 ere my first love, my first real obsession.
My brother Zach and I wanted to be ninjas when we grew up. We
watched old kung fu movies and pounded on each other. Zach
shot me in the ear with an arrow. On separate occasions he hit
me in the head with a bat and nunchaku—not “numb chucks,”
goddamn it. I got in my licks too.
Later we took up taekwondo. It’s not like t here was a ninja school
in Sherman, Texas. We loved it though. We could beat the shit
out of other kids instead of one another. But our family didn’t have
much money, and classes became expensive. In time we bowed out.
We gave up on being ninjas and took part in real life.
Well, sort of real life. We pursued punk rock.
We first found our way in Hagfish, a band my brother and I
started in Sherman. We made a few records, traveled the world,
and learned about the business. Today Zach plays guitar in Rise
Against. Since 2008 I’ve been with the Toadies. I’m not a rock star.
I play bass. Tens of p
 eople know me.
At this point you may be saying, “I bought a book by a bass player?”
Or even, “Bass players can read?” I know. It’s pretty surprising.
A fter years of making records and playing shows, the Toadies
have decided to take some time off. I’ve gone home to Amarillo.
I’m finally going to be in one place for a while, which gives me the
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Preface: G
 oing Back

opportunity to return to taekwondo. It’s always bothered me that
I left before really getting good—way before attaining those
mystical powers that come with the vaunted black belt.
That is reason enough to do this, but something else is also on
my mind. Something about simplifying. I want to return to the
days before my life revolved around four strings and arguing with
three people about a flat 7. I want to return to a time when I felt
free of obligations and I had real, honest hope in my heart. I was
a kid, my dad was still alive, and my only real concern was what
comic book I should read next.
I’m not a kid anymore. I’m a middle-aged man trying to come
to grips with being a middle-aged man. I’m not as fast as I used to
be. It takes longer for the injuries to heal. I have to eat more bran.
But if I don’t do this now, when w
 ill I? Never. That’s when.
I am a forty-year-old white b elt. I’m g oing back.

FIRST CLASS

S

herman, Texas, 1982. Every kid’s heroes w
 ere the Von Erichs,
Rambo, and Ronnie Reagan. D
 on’t like it? Y
 ou’re a girl.
In the Blair household we were all about the ninjas. My brother
Zach and I watched weekly ninja matinées on channel 39 from
Dallas. All the characters wore black b elts, so to us it seemed e very
badass had one. A black b elt is not the real reason you should study
martial arts, but try telling that to a little kid. I imagined a secret
black-belt club with shadowy initiations, passwords, and rituals.
Actually, I still imagine it that way. Even as a ten-year-old I knew
getting a black belt would be an effort that might kill me—which
made it that much more attractive. I wanted in.
A new school, Rick’s Taekwondo, had just opened in town. All
of my friends were going, and Zach and I wanted to join them. It
would have cost fifty dollars per month for us to go, and my parents
just c ouldn’t afford it. They had both lost their jobs, and times were
tough in our h
 ouse.
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even if it kills me

Mamaw, my grandmother Naomi, had the solution. She worked
at Texas Instruments, which had a health club for employees and
their families. One of the men she worked with, Calvin Anoatubby,
had begun teaching taekwondo there. Master Calvin was a full-
blooded Cherokee and a former student of Demetrius “Golden
Greek” Havanas, who won the grand nationals in 1974. The guys
were legit. We just had to get into t hose classes.
With Mamaw’s employee discount, maybe my parents could
afford to send us. We’d give it a try. Mamaw got us enrolled. I was
ten, and Zach was nine. We were finally on our way to ninjahood.
We went to the health club for our first class. Kids and parents
filed in a few at a time. The dojang, or taekwondo school, had low,
flat ceilings; mirrors on one side; assorted exercise equipment; and
a mat that covered the floor. It was like any other martial arts
studio I would ever see, except ours smelled of chlorine from the
Jacuzzi next door.
We had no idea what to expect—or what was expected of us.
Before Master Calvin had a chance to call the class to attention, my
brother and I decided to impress everyone with a little demon
stration of our ninja moves. Zach did flips, or tried anyway, and
threw imaginary Chinese stars. I threw smoke bombs—also imag
inary—and disappeared with a whoosh, cartwheeling away.
We both had attention deficit disorder. I repeat, both of us. And
no, my parents didn’t get much sleep. This demonstration was just
a sample of what they put up with at home.
A fter our “audition” Master Calvin called the class to order. He
instructed us on how and when to bow. Before you get on the mat,
you have to bow. Before you leave the mat, you have to bow. If
you have to run off the mat for a piece of equipment or take a pee
and come back, you bow off and then bow back on. All this bowing
shows respect for your teacher. It also suggests why so many martial
artists have back problems.
Next Master Calvin led us in stretches. The first one was the
butterfly. You place the bottoms of your feet together and bounce

First Class
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your knees up and down, stretching your thigh and calf muscles.
Zach r eally exerted himself. He farted. It was loud. He would do
this at least once a week for the duration of our TKD studies. Did
he and I laugh? Every single time.
Then we learned the proper way to throw a straight punch. It
looked a little different from the way Bruce Lee did it, but oh well.
Maybe you could still “make it unto a thing of iron.”
We c ouldn’t help but notice how good the other students w
 ere.
Their kicks had snap and, unlike ours, d
 idn’t look like overcooked
asparagus when thrown. Punches w
 ere synchronized and accom
panied with loud “hiyahs!” at the right time. They could jump and
spin-kick on cue. We couldn’t do any of that. I think that was when
it dawned on us that maybe we didn’t have awesome skills—or
any skills at all.
The other kids were not only good but sharp and bright in
their white doboks, martial arts uniforms. They wore colored
belts too—yellow, green, red, and blue—and looked way cooler
than we did in our hand-me-down cutoff shorts and thrift-store
shirts.
A fter class Master Calvin said in order to continue we would
have to attend in doboks of our own. He knew our f amily couldn’t
really afford them, and he handled the situation with dignity,
allowing us a few weeks to come up with something. My parents
could barely afford the classes, even with Mamaw’s discount.
When we told my dad we would need uniforms, he d
 idn’t take it
too well. How w
 ere they going to afford more clothes? We barely
had enough money for the Kmart crap we already wore.
Mamaw came to the rescue again. She had sewn vampire capes,
cowboy costumes, and Zorro masks, so plain doboks w
 ere a cinch.
Mamaw was a wiz with the Singer. She asked what color we
wanted. Black, of course—like a ninja’s.
Our new doboks were amazing. We were so proud of them. We
wore them to class—and to bed. I would have worn mine to school
except I d
 idn’t need extra incentive for students to make fun of
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The Blair kids. We came. We saw. We
kicked ass.

me. I felt like Kane Kosugi in Revenge of the Ninja. You know,
except he was Japanese and talented. I was Texan and not.
Despite Mamaw’s discount, TKD classes were expensive for my
parents. Even at ten years old I knew that. As much as I wanted
to be Danny Rand, I still felt awful and guilty about the cost.
At some point my mom got a new job, so she had a little more
money, and she kept finding a way to come up with the monthly
fees. My parents made sure to get us to the health club three nights
a week. If they were paying, we were going. We never missed a
class, and we practiced every night at home.
Taekwondo was all I thought about. At night TKD took me
off to dreamland. I did cartwheels and somersaults through the
air, kicking ass while dressed in ninja black. When I was pent up
at school, I thought of taekwondo. If I had a fight with my b rother,
which was most of the time, taekwondo helped. Instead of taking
wild potshots at each other like before, now our fighting was struc
tured. The only problem was that when I kicked my brother in
the nose, I could no longer say it was an accident.
Zach and I actually started to get good, and all that exercise
calmed us down, something my parents previously thought
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impossible. All along my mom had refused to put us on Ritalin,
even though everyone, including my dad, begged her to. Martial
arts were a perfect solution. They pretty much kept our ADD in
check.
Granted, before every class, Zach still ran into the sauna next
door, thinking he might see women in their bikinis. He always
got in trouble for it, though that never dissuaded him. Still, we
were d
 oing much better overall.
In five months we advanced from white belt to yellow to green.
Master Calvin said that was fast. He told my dad we were the best
kickers in class.
The best kickers in class. I carried that compliment everywhere
I went.
Soon Master Calvin told us we were ready to test for our blue
belts. That was exciting. We were practicing hard and making
progress, and our instructor saw it. It was the first time I’d really
devoted myself to anything, the first time I saw that hard work
makes a difference.
But then my mom lost her job, and we had to quit taekwondo.
Zach and I wanted to go back, but eventually we gave up on the
idea. No sense in putting more pressure on my parents. They gave
us what we needed; they just couldn’t afford what we wanted.

5

SEARCHING FOR A SCHOOL

I

f this were a movie, we’d put a line of text across the bottom of
the screen: Thirty years l ater.
Thirty years? A lot happened in that time, but this is mainly a
martial arts story, and in that respect, not a lot happened for me.
Zach and I were busy playing m
 usic, first together and later in
separate bands. We did make it out of Sherman.
Dallas was my home base for ten years. In 2001 my wife, Shelley,
got a job offer 360 miles north, in the Texas Panhandle. That
brought us to Amarillo. The Yellow City. The Yellow Rose of Texas.
The world capital of cow shit.
I admit, when we got h
 ere, I was really disappointed with where
life had taken me. I missed my b rother and my friends. I missed
having great musicians to work with. Amarillo culture—if you can
use t hose two words together—didn’t make it any easier.
Like most of Tejas, Amarillo is as conservative as you get. P
 eople
in DFW and Austin are fairly open minded, but in Amarillo,

7

White B elt

THE LOCAL WTF AFFILIATE

I

was sitting in my car, staring at the front door of the dojang,
too scared to go in and too scared to leave. A couple of kids ran
past, shouting, happy to be somewhere other than school or home.
I recognized that excitement. I was one of those kids a long time
ago. One night I bowed to Master Calvin and left the dojang.
Somehow thirty years had passed.
There I was in a parking lot in Amarillo, at my local affiliate of
the World Taekwondo Federation. My stomach was rumbling
from nerves. It always does when I put myself in an unfamiliar
situation like going into a strange school and possibly putting my
hands—my moneymakers—at risk. In those instances I think of
that line from The Big Lebowski: “Donny, you’re out of your
element.”
A week earlier I had set up that first meeting. I called and spoke
to the grandmaster, who gave me the OK to attend a free class. At
least I think I got the OK. It was kind of hard to understand him

11

TRAINING NIGHTS

I

’m working out seven times a week now. I train at the dojang
Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, and I train at home Monday,
Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday. I made Saturday a double
session, so on Sunday I rest and hang out with the wife. She’s
encouraged me in all of this, even though she figured it would take
over my life. It has, but she’s still cool with it.
Like many martial arts, as you learn taekwondo, you progress
through different colored belts. The rank structure at the grand
master’s school goes like this: white, orange, yellow, green stripe,
green, blue stripe, blue, red stripe, red, black stripe, and then black,
which is, of course, when you receive those aforementioned
mystical powers.
I am one of eight p
 eople in the adult class. Here’s the roster:
• Spencer, age fifty, black belt. Spencer is an accountant. He
first took up taekwondo to have something to do with his
daughter. She reached blue belt and didn’t care anymore, but
15

SOMEWHERE ELSE
When y ou’re a kid, you dream big dreams. I used to have all these
fantasies about superheroes, and a rock and roll musician, in a way,
was a tangible embodiment of a superhero. I wasn’t going to be
Superman. I couldn’t leap tall buildings. But I could make music.
— Geddy Lee1
Bassist and lead vocalist, Rush

I

am a lifelong comic geek, and by the time I hit high school, I
was a full-on band geek. I spent my days and nights obsessing
about Rush, the Police, Iron Maiden, the Misfits, Anthrax, King’s
X, Celtic Frost, Voivod, Yngwie Malmsteen . . . the list goes on.
I’d also gotten way into horror, science fiction, and fantasy
books. But when I say fantasy, I mean Conan, none of the
Fellowship “We are friends for life” bullshit. Robert E. Howard’s
hero got ripped, slew monsters, and screwed girls with huge
1. Rock Icons. “Geddy Lee: The Maestro.” Episode 101. Ralph Chapman, Sam Dunn.
VH1, February 21, 2015.
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Orange B elt

THE DAO OF ARMADILLO EGGS

T

he majority of men suffer an identity crisis as they approach
middle age. H
 ere’s how it goes. You wake up one morning,
stumble toward the shower, and catch a glimpse of an awful,
misshapen, potbellied mutant peering in the window.
Holy shit. That’s not a window. That’s the mirror.
Holy shit. That’s me.
Turns out that steady diet of fried food, Cokes, and hot dogs
has let you down. But the indignity does not end t here. You c an’t
read anything without your glasses. Y
 ou’ve got hair sprouting
everywhere but your cranium. Twenty-one-year-olds look twelve
to you, and no matter what you say, you can’t dissuade them from
calling you sir.
That’s OK. Their m
 usic sucks anyway.
You’re fat now. Y
 ou’re slowing down, and it’s obvious in the way
you walk and talk and think. Y
 ou’re always reciting the same old
anecdotes. Your friends laugh out of politeness, but when you’re

27

GARAGE DAYS REVISITED

M

usicians have a special appreciation for garages. They’re our
first practice spaces and rehearsal halls. Most moms w
 ill not
tolerate all that racket in the house, so you have your dad pull the
cars out, and you shove the lawnmower aside to make room for the
band. Later, the garage becomes your first recording studio. My
brother and I were actually allowed to practice in the house, but we
did our time in garage bands. We know a little about garages.
When I returned to martial arts, I knew I needed a place to
work out at home. If you train only when class is in session, you’ll
be limiting yourself to a few hours a week, and you w
 on’t get very
far like that, even if your teacher is Lei Kung the Thunderer. I
cleared a space in the garage, and I’ve been training there ever
since. It’s my dojang away from the grandmaster’s.
A dojang d
 oesn’t need to be a shrine. No marble, glass, or flute
music required. It should be austere and quiet so you can focus.
The garage fits the bill. It probably already smells funky too, so you

33

SPARRING WITH OWEN

W

ell, I knew this would happen. It’s why I worried about
sparring with these goddamn kids. I was pretty sure Owen
broke my leg.
It was sparring night, so we put on the pads. We wear arm
guards and shin guards made of molded foam, headgear, and a
chest pad that reminds me of a bulletproof vest, only this one has
a big red circle that screams hit me h
 ere.
Owen was my first opponent. He’s a special kid. Ask him how
he’s doing, and he’ll reply, “I’ve been working on my kicks.” Not
“I’m d
 oing well.” Not “Fine. How are you?” It’s just, “I’ve been
working on my kicks.”
Right.
Kicking is pretty much the only thing he works on, but, as I’ve
said, holy shit can he kick. Before class he was kicking a hanging
bag that weighs 150 pounds. One shot and he makes it swing with
ease. When I saw that, I thought, “Man, I wouldn’t want to face
those mutant kicks. I’m glad I’m not sparring with Owen.”
39

WWCND?

T

o be, or not to be: that is not the question. The real question
here is what would Chuck Norris do?
I know our heroes get hurt. Sometimes they need surgery and
months of physical therapy. But no one ever shows us that story. We
only see the best at their best. That’s the magic of Hollywood. In
Amarillo we have no magic. In Amarillo it’s just brutal realism.
My left leg is still killing me. I’m still limping. I move like a fat
old man, waddling from side to side instead of actually moving
forward. On Monday I visited the grandmaster and told him I’d be
back in a week. I did the same t hing last week, but my leg is still not
ready. In the meantime, I’m trying to keep up my training at home.
I’m on a strict regimen of self-doubt, whimpering, and ibuprofen.
I’ve retreated to the garage to be alone. This is my usual training
spot, but this is not my usual training. I’m focusing on techniques
that don’t require much from the left leg, and that eliminates a lot
of my workout. It isn’t satisfying, but I’m d
 oing what I can.

43

Yellow B elt

AMARILLO BELT

M

y yellow-belt test is tomorrow. I believe I’m prepared, but
then again, some p
 eople believe the Earth is six thousand years
old, so watch out for belief.
I know all the material for my test. I could go in t here and nail
it, or I could totally blow it. A lifetime of performing has taught
me that I will be somewhere between those two extremes. You
always fall short of perfection, but, with the right preparation, you
still land somewhere pretty good. And anyway, if I do blow it,
I’ll just learn and adjust. Pretty s imple, right?
It wasn’t always that simple. I have a history of making every
thing so damn complicated. I’ll blame the OCD. I get stuck on
something, and it becomes a scab I just can’t stop picking.
That’s always been my way, but I feel like I’ve adopted a new mindset since I started training with the grandmaster. How do I describe
it? I am as obsessed as ever, but I just might have found a tad more
patience. I think I’m getting better at considering the long view.

47

UNITY OR SOMETHING LIKE IT

S

top me if you’ve heard this one.
Two bulls, father and son, are at the top of a hill, looking
down on a herd of cows grazing in a pasture. The son looks at his
dad and says, “I got an idea. Let’s run down there and fuck us one
of them cows.”
The dad turns to him and says, “How ’bout we walk down and
fuck all of them?”
That’s a little Texas humor for you. It’s all about the difference
age and experience make, and I think of it every night when we
run in class. As I’ve said, before instruction begins, we have to
complete twenty laps around the main mat, ten one way, ten the
other. Let this be known: I cannot stand running. I ran a lot when
I was younger, mainly because somebody was always trying to beat
the shit out of me. Why? I was a sarcastic little asshole. Acerbic
wit was my weapon of choice.
Remember the days of awkward boners? I do. Somebody in my

51

VASECTOMY: THE BEST DECISION
I EVER MADE

I

 on’t have what you call parental instincts. Never have, never
d
will. Changing dirty diapers and being thrown up on are activ
ities for far stronger men. When Shelley and I first got married,
we decided to give our fledgling u
 nion at least five years before we
even thought about children. It was fun going through the motions,
but thankfully nothing ever came of our endeavors.
We did have our scares. I remember more than once being on
the phone with her and feeling chills when hearing the news that
she had missed her period.
“Well, we’re going to be parents, grown-ups now.”
“Yeah. Have to get a crib.”
“Paint the kid’s room.”
“Time to buck up and be a man,” I’d tell myself. “I’m going to
be a father. Oh God, I feel sorry for this kid.”
In a week or so s he’d find out she actually wasn’t pregnant. S he’d
tell me the great news, and we’d celebrate with more sex. It was a
vicious cycle.
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MIDLIFE CRISIS

H

ere’s a novel idea for you: this whole martial arts endeavor is
just proof of my midlife crisis. I could shut up and endure it,
but instead I’m documenting it with X-rays and medical bills—not
to mention a book. I’m past my prime, and my life’s in a tailspin,
so I’m paying to have sixteen-year-olds kick me in the face. It’s a
pathetic attempt to recapture my lost youth.
Well, isn’t that just the elephant in the fucking dojang?
Iw
 ill say this: something happens when you hit forty. You realize
half your life is behind you and begin to wonder if you’ve spent it
right. Thoughts of failures and missed opportunities float in on
clouds of doubt. You make changes inside and out.
My wife is a good Christian farm girl. I’m sure some p
 eople
wonder what she’s doing with taekwonDoni and his potty mouth.
She got her first tattoo at forty-one, and now she has both arms
sleeved out. Crisis? Nah, it’s just about reaching an age where
you say, “Fuck it. I’m g oing to do whatever I want with my life.”
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LOST IN TRANSLATION

W

e have three new interns visiting the local WTF affiliate.
They are from the grandmaster’s alma mater in K
 orea, and
they’re here to finish their degrees. You can get a bachelor’s in
taekwondo in K
 orea. We are so missing the point h
 ere.
These three ladies have just arrived in the States, and God help
them, Amarillo is their first taste of the country. I c an’t pronounce
any of their names, and I can’t spell them e ither, which makes me
a typical American. Let’s just call them 실습생들.
Hey, Google says it’s right.
실습생들 are, of course, way better than our troupe of clumsy
Americans. In fairness, I should say that most of our black belts
are fantastic, and they redeem the class. The grandmaster is their
instructor, and he d
 oesn’t give anyone a pass. But when you consider
what separates 실습생들 from the rest of us, you realize it’s a chasm
we will never cross.
These girls are faster, more powerful, and way more flexible.
They’re light on their feet, and their motions are graceful, easy, and
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OCD: BETTER THAN COFFEE
ANY DAY

O

ne good thing about having obsessive-compulsive disorder:
you get shit done. If you have OCD and you feel the need to
do something about it, you could take prescription meds or go off
for counseling. Or you could study a musical instrument, climb
Mt. Kilimanjaro, build a house by hand, take flying lessons, lay a
hundred miles of railroad track, earn a PhD, run a marathon, write
a book, and become a black belt—all in the same day.
Shit, all in the same sentence.
In the words of my editor Doran, “OCD needs to be reclassi
fied as a superpower.”
I’d like to say I am highly motivated and intelligent, but I’m
neither. Whatever I accomplish, I do for one simple reason: I can’t
deal with sitting on my ass. The voice will not allow me to rest, at
least not until I’ve met all its demands. If you’ve heard the voice,
you know exactly what I mean. If you h
 aven’t, you probably think
I am mental.
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A NEW TWIST

I

need to improve my flexibility. I’ve said that I’ve always been
pretty pliant, and for a normal guy, that’s true, but I’m not
Korean flexible. I need work, and my success depends on it. I came
to this realization the other day when I attempted a butterfly stretch.
I could only get halfway down, and even then it felt like I split my
groin in half. What the hell?
Then there’s the matter of my hips. How do we generate power
as martial artists? With the mind? No. I haven’t met a telekinetic
black belt. Yet. Do we generate power with the soul? Not unless
you’re James Brown. Power comes from the hips. This is one of
the basic tenets of all martial arts and one of the first lessons we
learn as white belts. A twist of the hips gives us power and snap.
It’s true if you’re throwing roundhouse kicks in taekwondo or if
you’re throwing opponents in judo.
My hips are killing me, and this is far worse than any of my
other aches and irritations. I just found out that my mom needs
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DON’T CALL ME A ROCK STAR

I

’ve joked that tens of p
 eople know me, but this time I’m serious:
don’t call me a rock star. I detest that term. It’s just dirty. It
assaults my ears and leaves me an aftertaste of bile and disgust.
For me, “rock star” conjures images of heroin girls and boys clad
in leather, mascara running, snorting coke off a midget’s ass. Their
shows are filled with windmill picking, smashed guitars, naked
breasts, and awful notes. The crowd roars with e very electric squeal.
They toss joints and bras and room keys on the smoke-filled stage.
“Good night, Bakersfield!”
Having just finished a hard night’s “work,” these “musicians”
toss their “axes” to the roadies. All those quotation marks should
tell you how I feel about this.
The majority of p
 eople who could fill out an application for rock
star meet the following critical criteria. They are . . . 
1. still relying on hair-care products, only now to conceal all
that gray,
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IN MY SHED, WHERE I BELONG

B

atman had the Batcave and Dr. Strange his Sanctum
Sanctorum. I have a shed. It d
 oesn’t have a secret tunnel
accessible by fire pole, nor do I need to fly to the North Pole like
Superman. I just go out b ehind the h
 ouse.
We moved into our present home a year and a half ago. My wife
and I were actually on the verge of giving up on the Panhandle.
We’d been in Amarillo for fourteen years, and we thought maybe
it was time to head back to the DFW. I i magined seeing Amarillo
in my rearview mirror, and I was excited about what a new adven
ture might bring.
But the more we talked about it, the more we hesitated. G
 oing
back seemed like admitting defeat, like saying we c ouldn’t handle
small-town life so we had to return to party central. For years I
had dreamed about leaving, and suddenly I didn’t want to. We deci
ded to investigate h
 ouses in Amarillo, just for shiggles. We’d waited
fourteen years. We could wait a little longer u
 ntil we w
 ere sure.
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HAVE YOU EVER HAD TO USE IT?

W

hen people who aren’t involved in martial arts find out you
are training in a particular style, there’s one question they
can’t resist asking: “Have you ever had to use it?” They picture
scenes from Kung Fu Hustle, and I guess they want you to regale
them with inflated stories of the brawls y ou’ve been in, trashing
assholes ten at a time.
“Have you ever had to use it?” To someone who has been training
for a while, it’s a funny question, and it means something very
different. You use it every day, in your mental and physical balance,
in the way you see the world. You use it to stay fit and flexible. And
yes, if y ou’re in a bad neighborhood a fter dark and some shady char
acter is eyeing you, you do feel more confident about the situation.
But your time in martial arts is mostly peaceful. It’s not some bust’em-up scene with fists flying and b ottles smashing.
Except on those rare occasions when it is some bust-’em-up scene
with fists flying and b ottles smashing.
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ON PRACTICING

M

artial arts and music are deep in our human DNA. People
fought and protected themselves way before they wrote books
about it, and they made interesting sounds way before they recorded
them. The full details are more than anyone could ever know. Even
if you just consider a l ittle slice of each discipline—say martial books
and rock records—we’re still talking about a lifetime of study.
If I’m g oing to be serious about any art, I want to know its
history, evolution, and techniques. I want to know the stories and
the p
 eople who lived them. Where martial arts and rock and roll
are concerned, those p
 eople are legendary. W
 e’re talking Bruce Lee
and Elvis, Chuck Norris and Paul McCartney, Jean Claude Van
Damme and David Bowie. It might look a little funny to see those
names run together like that, but to me it makes perfect sense.
And once you know about those guys, you go a little deeper:
Jeffrey Falcon and Robin Trower, Sho Kosugi and Paul Weller, Iko
Uwais and Phil Lynott.
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