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Costa Rica is a land of 5 million people and almost 20,000 square miles of territo-
ry, which contains almost everything beautiful that the Earth offers. This is my second 
visit to this fabled land, but my first visit with Grandmaster Shyun, and the Shifus and 
Masters of 8 Step Preying Mantis Kung Fu. This will make this trip have special mean-
ing, both for me and for my love of this country. 

The actual meeting of the Shifus and Masters wonôt be until Saturday, April 27th, 
but I arrive Saturday, April 20th. This gives me plenty of time to explore San Jose, the 
capital city. I am staying at the Best Western Hotel Irazu, where most of the Shifus 
and Masters will be staying. 

Attached to the hotel is a Dennyôs, and across a narrow street from the hotel is a 
Subway. It could be a small piece of America. However, by Costa Rican standards, 
these are expensive places. They are also all owned by the same corporation. In fact, 
dotting the city, sometimes next door to each other, are KFC, Taco Bell, Quiznos, just 
about any fast food eatery that populates American cities. Here they stand out as a 
sore, eating up the streets and making you sure that you have not actually left the 
United States. And there are billboards, advertising the same fast food establish-
ments. Beyond them are majestic mountains, luscious forests, and deep valleys, but 
on the streets they blight the view. It is shameful. 

The hotel serves a simple but hearty breakfast every morning, always with eggs, 
dark rice and beans, fresh fruit, and rotating side dishes. While they served great, 
strong Costa Rican coffee (the best in Central America!), they were willing to make me 
decaf coffee every morning. The staff was very warm and accommodating. When I 
asked for picante (hot sauce), they got me McCormickôs Buffalo sauce, and the local 
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sauce of legend, chili. It is obviously made from hot chili 
peppers, but when I asked for the same in restaurants, I 
received a short glass mason jar with mixed vegetables 
with a strong spicy vinegar juice - equally efficient. 

Grandmaster James Shyun will not arrive until Tues-
day, so I have two days to fill. On Sunday I visit three 
volcanos on a tour, where I meet an array of people, 
mostly Canadians and a large group from Kosovo. I feel 
at home because Canadians love to have Americans 
learn anything about their country, and I grew up on the 
Canadian border. While I can identify some words in 
Slavic languages, it is not familiar enough to me to at-
tempt to converse with the Kosovo 
tourists. 

On Monday, I take a tour of San 
Jose, and I learn a great deal about 
United Fruit (now called Dole), and 
how American big business took over 
the Central American countries and 
exploited the weak governments for 
their own ends. I learn how to make 
real chocolate from cocoa beans. I also learn a great 
deal about the features of San Jose, which I save up for 
when the Shifus arrive, so I can give my own tour. The 
city is a testament of civic mistakes due to poor plan-
ning, later overcome by better informed and insightful 
builders. These builders transformed the city into some-
thing better, including the National Theater, the Museum 
of Pre-Columbian Art, and the Gold Museum. These two 

museums are a great exploration of the history of the 
peoples of Costa Rica, which was never Inca, Aztec, nor 
Mayan. On a tour of the fruit market, I was delighted to 
taste very fresh exotic fruits. While many people have 
eaten passion fruit or bananas, few have actually picked 
them and eaten them fresh. In a land like Costa Rica, it 
is an everyday experience. 

Tuesday is the arrival of Grandmaster James Shyun! 
I am happy that I have this opportunity, as I last met him 
ten years ago, while training with Master Michael Ci-
mino. We are to meet in the lobby of the hotel. I know 
when he is going to arrive (10am), so I plant myself with-
in sight of the hotel entrance at 9:30am. I scan every few 
minutes, broken only by brief bathroom breaks. Itôs 

10am but no Grandmaster! I keep 
watching. Soon it is 10:30! Did I lose 
him? I walk to the entrance and look 
around. Upon turning, I see him, safely 
ensconced next to a pole, which is the 
only spot I canôt see from my perch. I 
gather Grandmaster and take him to my 
room, to wait until Master Jack Skutnik 
arrives. They will be sharing a room.  

In my room we drink tea and talk about his kids, Chi-
nese history, my adventures since I trained with Master 
Mike, and other fun topics. He is a grandfather and easy 
to talk to, and this warm and friendly demeanor is his 
trademark throughout the entire trip. Soon Master Jack 
arrives, so they move to their room. Large numbers of 
other Masters and Shifus start arriving, so upon request, 
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I get some recommendations for eating. Our group, now 
numbering around eight, takes a shuttle to San Jose for 
a fun late lunch / early dinner. It is an amazing affair, 
and I quickly start learning names. Shifu Derrick Void 
and Shifu Kevin Kamau from Texas; Master Shane 
Stene from Minnesota; Master Jack, Shifu Bob LaBelle 
and Shifu Tom Jankowski from New Jersey; Master Lee 
Yokota from Florida; and on Wednesday, Master Kevin 
Loftus from South Dakota; Shifu Marc Funderburk, 
rounding out the Texas contingent, and Master Dave 
Hughes from Florida. 

On Wednesday we make a trip to San Jose, where I 
hope to apply my new knowledge of the city. This was a 
rather difficult affair, as we seem to gather as success-
fully as a herd of cats. At any one time someone is miss-
ing, and this becomes a constant joke. While I am cer-
tain they are safe (they are all experts in 8 Step Preying 
Mantis!), I do worry they will miss out on some of my his-
tory and cultural lessons. These are Shifus in Kung Fu, 
used to teaching students. They make a poor group to 
teach anything to, so those bits of knowledge fall by the 
wayside. We seem to have come on a day when there is 
a plethora of street musicians and festivals, filling the 
plazas with music and dancing girls. And we quickly 
learn that Shifu Kevin from Texas is a confident man 
among the ladies (and later, as relayed to me by video, 
a very good dancer).  

On Thursday, itôs an all-day adventure to a simmer-
ing volcano, which last exploded within recent memory. 

We also visit La Paz, an incredible nature preserve, 
where we can see plants and animals of Costa Rica, 
and which contains an impressive waterfall, where we 
were both in awe and full of amusement. I again refer to 
the pictures, where those people who might not believe 
it, will see their revered Masters and Shifus in fun-mode, 
enjoying nature, the incredible weather, and a reunion 
spirit. It is obvious these guys have a long history and 
many memories to rehash. It is an opportunity for excel-
lent pictures, where the colors of Costa Rica are so in-
credible that it appears you are using a filter on your 
camera. And, with a bit of bitterness, I have to take a 
backseat to the ability of cellphone cameras to take 
great shots, while I use my 35mm digital camera. It has 
better lenses for long distances, but up close, a cell-
phone canôt be beat (and is much lighter). 

I will quickly cover trek to Julianôs, a high-end restau-
rant, which entailed a trip through a barrio near the ho-
tel, up and down the landscape. While we were probably 
safe, it was unique. When we arrived, we filled the res-
taurant, where they put us in a room away from the bet-
ter dressed patrons. I think we probably paid half the 
income for the restaurant from our one visit. We learned 
a lesson about how expensive American brands of whis-
ky can be (despite the fact that Shifu Kevin really want-
ed bourbon.) I think I speak for the group when I say the 
food was excellent, but the restaurant played us by 
pouring ñstillò and ñbubblyò water from sealed brand-
name bottles, each of which we had to pay for, divided 
among our group of eleven. 
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Saturday, the great meeting. This will be short. In the 
morning there was a detailed discussion of issues of stu-
dent retention and establishing schools. We break for 
lunch. In the afternoon, there were absorbing demon-
strations on chi kung by Master Jack, a great lesson on 
Mantis Mechanics and technique by Master Lee, a les-
son on the difference between mantis joint locks and 
TKD by Master Shane, collectively totaling enough ma-
terial to last any Shifu for the year. All the time I am tak-
ing casual pictures of the group. At long last, the yearly 
picture is taken. In the last three, I, Lawrence Lane, ap-
pear, planted in front, the only student.  

After I left Sunday morning, the Masters and Shifus 
went to several sites on their own, including visiting ad-
ditional volcanoes, and zip-lining across the tree-tops. 
They got in some more San Jose shopping, and they 
visited a rain forest, where instead of the glass and wire 
cages we came to at La Paz, they got much closer to 
crocodiles, monkeys, exotic birds, jaguars, ocelots, and 
other wild beasts. For those who might have wondered, 
they visited the warm sand beaches on the coast and 
ate at a soda, tasting the local cuisine. Collectively, we 
all had a real Costa Rican experience! 

It will be a real challenge when the next meeting is in 
New Jersey. As a local, we promise that we will try to 
meet the challenge! 
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What is 8 Step Preying Mantis Kung Fu? 

 By Master Lee Yokota 

I recently listened to a podcast be-

tween Joe Rogan (Tae Kwon Do [TKD] 

black belt and two black belts in Brazilian 

Jiu Jitsu [BJJ] - Gi and No Gi) and John 

Danaher (black belt BJJ) where Danaher 

was asking Joe Rogan about the basic 

concepts of BJJ.  Now, Rogan is a two-

time black belt and you would think he 

would know a thing or two about BJJ, 

right?  However, he seemed to give in-

complete answers or was unsure of his 

answers to what seemed like basic ques-

tions about the art.  Many of us do not 

think or contemplate the somewhat deep-

er or philosophical meanings of the art 

we practice as does Danaher, who stud-

ied philosophy at Columbia University.   

After hearing Rogan struggle to artic-

ulate the goals and concepts of an art he 

obviously has put a lot of time and effort 

into, I wondered if I would be able to an-

swer similar questions about my own art.  

What are the basic concepts of Eight 

Step?  How does training in Eight Step 

lead to victory in a physical confronta-

tion?   

I started looking at the stances, 

hands, and kicks but saw only tech-

niques.  It is not until the Shifu training 

program that Eight Step truly starts to re-

veal itself.  Every application we have 

has a well-defined process that shows 

the keys to victory when using Eight 

Step.  These keys are:  

1. Establish a balanced stance with a 

defensive posture (a 50-50 stance or 

fighting stance)  

2. Control the distance and angle using 

footwork  

3. Use striking technique(s) to make 

contact with your opponent  

4. Grab and control your opponent  

5. Off balance and throw your opponent  

6. Deliver a finishing technique.   

If you analyze each and every appli-

cation we have, then you will see that 

every one of them goes through this pro-

cess.  So, let's delve a little deeper into 

each.   

When defending yourself, it is impera-

tive that you establish a stance that is 

balanced.  This does not simply mean the 

absence of falling.  Rather it means that 

you can both move efficiently and deliver 

optimum power in your techniques.  

Think of standing on one leg.  You may 

not fall necessarily.  However, now try 

throwing a punch as hard as you can.  

Chances are that your punch has a sig-

nificant decrease in power because you 

do not have a good base to deliver that 

strike from.  Now imagine someone hit-

ting you as hard as they can while you 

are standing on one leg.  They will easily 

move you or knock you down.  Now, if 

you have a solid base, you will be able to 

either block or move out of the way of 

that strike.  To establish a balanced 

stance, your base of support must be 

wider than what it is supporting.  This 

means that your feet must be outside of 

the widest part of your body...your shoul-

ders (Picture 1).  However, there is a 

point of diminishing returns on this.  If 

your feet are too wide (Picture 3), you will 

lose your ability to move efficiently and 

thus lessen your chances of success in 

combat. 
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Next, we need to adopt a defensive posture, AKA 

ñkeep your hands up!ò  The hands act as a barrier to any 

oncoming attacks, protecting both the body and head.  

Hands kept too low exposes the head for attack (Picture 

4).  Hands too high exposes the body to attack (Picture 

5).  Likewise, keeping the hands too close (Picture 6) or 

too far (Picture 7) from the body will leave you vulnera-

ble as well.  You may find that as the distance between 

you and your opponent changes, so will the position of 

your hands.   

Now when moving onto the next step, we cannot 

forget that the previous step still applies.  So, in order to 

control the distance using the footwork, we must do so 

in a balanced stance with a defensive posture.  If we 

drop our hands as we move in, our opponent will quickly 

capitalize.  We must not only pay attention to our direc-

tion of travel compared to our opponentôs, but also that 

our transition from stance to stance remains balanced 

and that we keep our hands in a position that minimizes 

the risk of critical damage.  Common mistakes here are 

moving from a balanced stance to a narrow stance 

(Picture 2), crossing the legs to create angles (Picture 

8), and/or hopping off the ground or not staying ground-

ed. 

Now you have established a balanced stance with 

defensive posture and used your footwork to control the 

distance and angle in relation to your opponent, it is 

time for the fun part, striking.  Again, the same rules ap-

ply to striking.  You must throw a strike that does not 

disrupt your own balance (Picture 9) and throw it in a 

way that minimizes your chance of creating an opening 

for counterattack (Picture 10).  If you throw a strike from 

a balanced position, it will have maximum power.  Like-

wise, if you throw this strike without exposing yourself to 

danger, you can increase your chance of winning the 

confrontation, or at least surviving (Picture 11).   

Some of you may be thinking that after all this, you 

would be successful in a physical confrontation.  How-

ever, it is our overall philosophy that striking, in and of 

itself, is not the best path to victory in a fight.  Other-

wise, every application would end in a knockout blow.  

This is rarely the case in Eight Step.  Winning by a de-

bilitating blow in Eight Step is lucky at best.  This is not 

to say that it cannot happen or that strikes in Eight Step 

lack power.  It just merely means that after hundreds of 

years of experience, Masters began to realize that going 

punch for punch or kick for kick with an opponent was 

not always a reliable path to victory. 

Striking can be a reliable way to bridge a gap be-
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tween the opponent in order to make contact with them.  

This contact is crucial to the next step in Eight Step, 

which is grabbing and controlling the opponent.  Think 

about it.  Are you more concerned with someone punch-

ing you in the face or grabbing your wrist?  As a martial 

artist you may say the wrist grab because you know 

what it can lead to.  However, your brain does not react 

this way when attacked.  It will react to what it believes is 

the immediate threat, which is most definitely the punch 

to the face.  The strike distracts your opponent from your 

true objective...to grab and control them.  It is in this 

range that you become safer from the damage of your 

opponentô s strikes.  Their options and ability to generate 

power is diminished significantly at this range.  However, 

the danger is not completely over yet.  You must move 

onto the next step. 

Once you have established control over your oppo-

nent, it is time to off balance them and throw them.  As I 

mentioned above, it is very difficult for someone to throw 

a powerful strike when they are off balance.  Even if a 

strike is thrown and hits its target, it will not be with maxi-

mum force if the opponent is off balance.  Once the op-

ponent is off balance, a throwing technique can be de-

ployed.   

Why do we throw so much in Eight Step?  Almost 

every application in Eight Step ends in a throw.  Why did 

Masters believe this would be the best path to victory?  

Well, when a person is standing in a balanced position, 

they generate power starting at the ground and transfer it 

through the legs to the hips and then to the intended 

striking apparatus (hand, foot, knee, elbow, etc.).  With-

out the ground, they cannot effectively generate explo-

sive power.  This will decrease their ability to create ef-

fective offensive techniques.  This being said, a throw 

causes the opponent to fall to the ground where he/she 

can no longer generate power from the ground through 

their legs.  Imagine lying on your back on the ground and 

punching as hard as you can.  You probably are even 

less powerful than standing on one leg!  However, you 

may notice that as you are lying on your back, the legs 

still have some power to them.  This means that even 

though you have thrown your opponent and have signifi-

cantly reduced their offense, you must still avoid their 

legs. 

This is where the final step comes in.  You must de-

liver a finishing technique.  You cannot do this if your 

opponentôs legs are between you and your intended tar-

get.  Of course, there are leg locks.  However, your op-

tions are severely limited if you only use leg locks, and 

they are used most effectively when you can gain and 

maintain control of the legs throughout the throw (difficult 

to do).  Now, you can throw and then try to use footwork 
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to move around your opponentôs legs, but even a begin-

ner will recognize the threat and try to keep his/her legs 

between you and them.  The optimal choice is to throw 

in a way that your opponent lands with his/her legs al-

ready past you (you are standing at either their head or 

to one side).  This will alleviate you of the trouble of try-

ing to pass by the legs without getting kicked to the shin, 

groin, head, etc.  Now you can deliver a finishing strike

(s), joint lock, or other controlling technique.   

Now that you have these concepts, you can begin to 

apply them to your applications.  This turns a dead, cho-

reographed routine into a drill session of practical con-

cepts.  Your partner must understand these concepts as 

well so he/she can call you out on them when they are 

not being applied.  If you notice your partner is standing 

or moving in an unbalanced manner or dropping their 

hands...let them know and expect them to do the same 

for you.  If you try to throw your partner before off bal-

ancing them, expect them to offer passive resistance so 

that the throw is unsuccessful.  When you do throw, pay 

attention to where your partner lands in relation to 

where you are standing.  This should not be a random 

occurrence.  Rather, you should practice throwing with 

the intent that you will be in a dominant position so you 

can deliver that fight-ending technique(s).  As your profi-

ciency increases, you can move on to more live drills 

and eventually sparring.   

Without understanding these underlying concepts of 

Eight Step and applying them to your applications, you 

will never truly optimize your proficiency at this art.  

Each step must be fully understood, practiced, and in-

ternalized in order to be truly effective at the martial ap-

plications of Eight Step.  Now if someone asks you 

ñWhat is Eight Step?,ò you will have an answer ready for 

them.  
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