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By Trent K. Suzuki

Andy Ah Po has been involved in martial arts for over 50 years.
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From Soo Bahk Do |

to Tang Soo Do
and Back Again.

The term "martial arts" means many
different things to many different kinds
of individuals. Because of factors such
as age, sex, physical attributes, geo-
graphical location, and even religious
convictions, people view their martial
arts training and teaching in a myriad of
ways. To some, training in the martial
arts represents a great way to get a
workout, while also learning self-
defense. To others, martial arts training
can be a way of empowering oneself,
as well as a way lo increase their self-
esteem. Yet to others, martial arts sim-
ply mean competition and a way to ful-
fill their ego. To one man, Master Andy
Ah Po, of Sacramento, CA, training and
teaching the martial arts has meant
many different things over the 50+
years he has been involved in them.
Ah Po, 56, has seen his attitudes
change drastically over the years, as
social views and cultural issues have
altered the training and teaching meth-
ods he has had to use to continue pro-
viding the best martial arts instruction
for his students.

Al the tender age of 8, Ah Po was
introduced to Kung Fu by a friend of his
grandfather's, a sifu who emigrated
with him from China. At 10, he moved
from the big island of Hawaii to
Honolulu, and since he could not find a
Kung Fu instructor, began training in
both Jiu-Jitsu, and Aikido, eventually
achieving Black Belts in each. During
high school, Ah Po achieved a Black
Belt in Japanese Karate and in 1959,
took up Tang Sco Do Moo Duk Kwan
and has been training under the aus-
pices of Grandmaster Hwang Kee's
(the Founder of the Korean Soo Bahk
Do Moo Duk Kwan Association) guid-
ance ever since. Ah Po had a fine tour-
nament career in the 60's and 70's, and
in 1990, was appointed to the Technical
Advisory Committee of the United
States Soo Bahk Do Moo Duk Kwan
Federation. In 1993, Ah Po achieved
the rank of 7th Dan and is currently on



Andy’s background includes extensive work with children.

that was quite a bit different than what |
had been used to. | had always trained
in a school that was, for lack of a better
word “behind closec doors,” in the
back of a recreation hall, community
center, or an extension of a church. The
training area was usually provided by
the community, was not given a priority
location, and was definitely not meant
for spectator use. In fact, students were
only accepted through refeffal by an
existing student or mutual friends in the
connnunity. Mr. Norris' school was a
nice, storefront type location, with big,
open windows and chairs out front for
interested on-lookers to sit and watch.
This represented a major change to me
in that the martial arts seemed to
becoming more main stream and were
making attempts to quietly market itself
through demonstration, a concept | had
never seen before. | opened the dojang
with a similar floor plan to Mr. Norris',
and right away started accepting walk
in students.”

IK: Were these students’ a different
breed than what you were used to?

Ah Po: “Oh yes, most definitely! As |
mentioned before, when | was a stu-
dent, the instructor did not say too
much, he just moved, and we moved
with him. These new students however,
started asking many questions on why |
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was doing things this way, or that way. |
was overwhelmed in that | had never
had to explain myself before. | assumed
that since | learned in a certain way,
these students would also have to learn
in the same way. Boy, was | wrong!
These questions were becoming so dis-
ruptive that my classes were becoming
disjointed and lacked continuity. | had to
ask them to hold their questions till the
end of class, and by that time, they had
forgotten why they wanted to ask the
question in the first place. It became
apparent that | needed to develop bet-
ter communication skills if | wanted to
have a successful martial arts schoal,
and | needed to be prepared to
respond to questions from students who
were reared in the Western Way"

In the 40’s,
and 50’s, martial
arts had little

Western influ-
ence and were
very traditional

general public.

and closed to the

Defense against a club, Andy
Ah Po is menaced by Trent
Suzuki (1). Trent strikes and
Andy blocks (2) and pulls for-
ward on Trent’s wrist while
backfisting him in the face
(3). Disarming Trent, he then
snaps a roundhouse kick to
the head (4), transfers the
club to his right hand and
strikes to the neck (5), and
Jollows up with a groin strike.

IK: Were there any other significant
changes during the 60's?

Ah Po: "Yes. | began to see a few
young children coming in to inquire
about training. They were usually chil-
dren of current students’, but | never
had to deal with kids before in the
dojang. Other instructors simply threw
the kids in with the adults, requiring
them to do the same reguirements as
the adults. | felt this was a disservice to
the children, so at the time, | made sure
to include a kid's class in my curriculum
with a minimum age of 8 years old.

The last significant change to occur
during this era was the introduction of
tournament competition. Suddenly,
martial arts systems were exposing
themselves not only to each other, but
to the public as well. This was a land-
mark occurrence in that we began to
see the egos come out. Stylists were
very eager to prove that their system
was superior to the others and this atti-
tude began to surface during sparring
competition. Japanese stylists were
bad-mouthing Chinese stylists, who
were bad-mouthing the Korean stylists
and so on and so forth. Quite frankly,
this was an important time for us
because it really proved who the good
fighters were. All the mystic of certain
styles was forever lost when their high-
ranking students went out there and got
punnneled!









