Black Belt Hall of Fame, Pittsburgh, USA

On Thursday 13th November, Master Hiron John, Michelle Day and Martin Brophy were up early to head off to Gatwick Airport to catch the 1st of their flights to take them to the Eastern USA International Martial Arts Association (EUSAIMAA) Black belt Hall of Fame. At Gatwick they met up with Mich and Jules Rihoy, instructors of Evolution Kenpo Karate, Jersey.

The flight from Gatwick to Philadelphia arrived with no delays. It was then 3 hours of waiting followed by a 3 hour delay before the group were able to catch the connecting flight to Pittsburgh. They eventually arrived at their hotel just before midnight (5am UK time). Having been up for 25 hours, the group rapidly set off for their rooms.

Following a pleasant lay in, the group popped across the road to Bob Evans, what was to become a familiar eating place over the course of the weekend, for a well deserved breakfast. They then took a walk to the local supermarket for some refreshments and snacks before visiting the local KFC for more food. They arrived back at the hotel just as fellow friends from Ireland were returning from a shopping trip. The hotel was beginning to get busy as more members of the EUSAIMAA started to arrive. 

5pm saw the beginning of the structured events, which began with an informal meet and greet opportunity along with registration for the weekend’s events. The 1st of the hour long seminars started at 6pm and was a Kendo session headed by Dr. Ernie Reynolds of Tennessee, USA. The group demonstrated the basic attack points on the Kendo armour and gave some Kendo demonstrations. There was then chance for the spectators to have a go and striking the armour clad students on the head, ribs and hand.

The 2nd session was from Master Dessie McMenamin of Derry, N. Ireland, who demonstrated Ju-jitsu techniques incorporating small circle movements and pressure point attacks. Again spectators had the opportunity to have a go at each technique shown.  

Next up was Soke Michael Kinney from Florida who discussed teaching methods with particular reference to teaching children, demonstrating some of the methods he used to inject fun into his classes. Unfortunately we didn’t get to see much of this session as Grandmaster Menelik Kahil from ILT Canada arrived so we departed to the bar to talk. Master Menelik retired early to his room in a neighbouring hotel as he had driven a long way and had his wife and son with him.

We then went back to the Ballroom for the last seminar of the night, a Tai Chi session with Grandmaster Tony Juarez from Texas. This started with the group being shown some basic moves. We then had a go a practicing ‘sticky hands’ with both 1 and 2 hands, static and moving. The session concluded with group participation of a Tai Chi pattern, a perfect way to calm everyone down before retreating to the bar to socialise. 

Following a late night, it was an 8 o’clock start, for some, to participate in a Kabox class with Master Jon Bottoms of Vermont, USA. Kabox is an energetic workout set to music incorporating the kicks and punches found with the various martial arts styles.

This was followed by Dr John Ward, Kenpo Karate, Dublin Ireland. He demonstrated sections of their forms and then showed the application behind the moves. Mich and Jules Rihoy, students of Dr Ward were on hand to assist those trying their hand at these moves.

The morning’s seminars concluded with a demonstration from Grandmaster Verrone Romeoletti and his students of Hung Gar Kung Fu. This began the traditional lion dance. He then spoke with passion about his experiences in martial arts and how we can use our Martial arts to influence the young of today. There were also demonstrations of open hand and weapons forms from the students.

There was then a half hour break in the proceedings before we returned to the Ballroom for the youth black belt and kyu (under black belt) award presentations. This left a couple of hours to grab some lunch and get ready for the evenings events.

The 21st Annual EUSAIMAA Black Belt Hall of fame award ceremony began promptly at 4:30pm. This was a black tie event and we all looked very smart in tuxedos and dresses. Dinner was served half way through the presentations. The presentations finished around 9pm, many opted to change into something more comfortable before returning to the bar and a few ventured onto the dance floor at the disco.

Sunday morning began at 7:00am with an Aerobic Kickboxing session with Master Gino Bovo. A combination of punches; kicks; squats; crunches etc were set to each song played. The warm-up and cool down were also set to music, although a much slower tempo.

Grandmaster Bernie Witcher from Donegal, Ireland led the 2nd session. This was in Shin ken Goshin Jutsu and focused on small circle ju-jitsu, pressure point attacks and joint locks.

The 3rd session, Hapkido with Master George Somersall from New York, contrastrasted with the previous session as all movements formed large exaggerated circular movements in comparison to the small circle techniques of the earlier style.

Dr Jolie Bookspan then led a session on stretching smarter for Martial arts. The advice provided encouraged proper body alignment when stretching to prevent muscle soreness and injuries. The techniques were designed to incorporate into normal daily activities, not just when training, to help correct bad habits.

The last session of the day was with Soke Sean Martin who demonstrated techniques from his Kage Essensu System. The techniques were similar to those found in ju-jitsu but it became very apparent that this group trains aggressively.

This concluded the organised seminars, most then retreated to their rooms to pack and check out. Those remaining used the opportunity to go shopping and say goodbye to their new found friends before regrouping in the evening.

It has become a custom for the EUSAIMAA members who remain on Sunday evening to visit the local academy of Master Gino Bovo in nearby Oakdale. This event used to be held at his full time dojo ‘House of Martial Arts’ but due to popularity has been moved 2 blocks away to the Oakdale Community centre.

Those new to the venue were invited to sign the schools Black Belt wall before introductions were made to the class. Each instructor was allocated a time slot where they demonstrated techniques to the students. Instructors for the night were, Master Dessie McMenamin (N.Ireland), Dr John Ward (Ireland), Master Hiron John, Ms Michelle Day, Mr Martin Brophy (England), Miss Cheryl Weisser (Seattle) and Michelle and Jules Rihoy (Jersey).

The seminar concluded with demonstrations. The students from Gino Bovo’s academy performed a selection of kata’s from their syllabus. Cody Reinstadtler performed his Kama Kata which won him the Laurel State Championship Karate Tournament. The black belts them demonstrated their Bo Kata which they developed themselves as part of the schools black belt program. Following photos and a presentation to Master Bovo, the group travelled down the road to the local steak house for dinner.

Monday provided an opportunity for a well deserved lay-in. the group gathered at 11:00am for a trip into Pittsburgh. There we met the organisers, Soke John Kanzler and Kim Harper for a meal before venturing onto a cable car to take us up Mount Washington to a viewpoint of the city. From here we could see across the city and many of the bridges Pittsburgh is famous for. We also had a great view of the Heinz stadium, home to the ‘Pittsburgh Steelers’ American football team. From Pittsburgh we headed back towards the hotel to the mall where we could do some shopping.

Being our final night, we popped into the bar for a chat and drink before retiring early to our rooms to do our packing. Tuesday was pretty relaxed; we didn’t need to leave until mid afternoon so sat in the foyer saying our goodbyes to the others. Soke Kanzler and Kim Harper also called by to say goodbye to the last of the visitors. 

ILT Award Recipients

Grandmaster Manelik Kahil – Grandmaster of the Year

Master Hiron John – Masters Award

Adrian St.John – International Instructor of the Year

Kevin Kelly – International Achievement

Michelle Day – Outstanding Contribution to the Martial Arts
