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“It was tragic when Bruce Lee died. It actually 
put a lot of burden on me, to be honest. It 
was a lot of pressure to be the best nunchaku 
practitioner in the world. Young upstarts still 
challenge me from time to time, trying to see 
if they can take the king of the hill down a few 
notches. When will they ever learn...” 
 

— Scott Roeben  
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“You know, like nunchuck skills, bowhunting 
skills, computer hacking skills... Girls only 
want boyfriends who have great skills.”  

 
— Jon Heder, Napoleon Dynamite 
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SPECIAL THANKS 
 

Years ago, I purchased my very first book on martial arts 
weaponry.  That book was Ted Gambordella’s The 
Complete Book of Karate Weapons.  I was fresh from a 
semester of Karate in college and knew absolutely nothing.  
Using that book and two pairs of foam training nunchaku, I 
successfully taught myself the basics of this versatile and 
effective weapon.  I’ve learned a lot since then and 
discarded much of what I picked up along the way, but the 
book that started me on the path was Gambordella’s.  I don’t 
know him; I don’t know anything about him.  I would, 
however, like to thank him.  Somewhere in the world there’s 
another chubby kid with a yellow belt and a pair of foam 
‘chucks, flailing himself accidentally in the groin, who might 
go on years later to accomplish his dream of successfully 
publishing self-defense textbooks.  In my case, the 
fulfillment of that dream is arguably attributable to many 
people, but one of them has to be some guy named Ted 
Gambordella.  Thank you, Ted, whomever and wherever 
you are. 

 
Much more recently, I discussed nunchaku and technique 
with my Liu Seong Gung Fu teacher, Sifu Guro Dan 
Donzella.  Sifu Dan has taught me a great deal and shown 
me just what a truly great teacher can do and be.  Thank 
you, Sifu Dan.  (No endorsement of the contents of this 
booklet on Sifu Dan’s part is implied or should be inferred, 
however.  Any mistakes are my own.) 
 
I would also like to extend my best wishes to the readers of 
The Martialist e-zine and the members of The Martialist’s 
forum.  My thanks, my apologies, and my hopes to you all. 

 
www.themartialist.com 
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“So, this is your day, Bruce. I will dust off my 
nunchakus in your memory. The broken 
lamps and crystal will be my way of 
remembering your brilliance. I would like to 
have known you, but I was just a kid. Your 
candle burned out long before your legend 
ever did.” 
 

— Scott Roeben 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

As a young boy and aspiring writer concerning the martial 
arts, I spent a long time trying to figure out how to spell 
those noises Bruce Lee makes in the movies, especially 
when he’s wielding nunchaku.  The closest I could get was, 
“Bwoooaaaaah,” which is either a Bruce Lee noise or a 
foghorn, depending on the cadence and pitch with which 
you read it aloud. 
  
Most of us familiar at all with the martial arts, or simply with 
popular culture since the 1970s, are familiar with the 
nunchaku.  These traditional Eastern martial arts weapons 
— descendents of agricultural flails, according to traditional 
(and often traditionally wrong) sources, lore that is perhaps 
more mythology than fact — were probably popularized in 
recent memory by the late Bruce Lee, who gave us indelible 
and iconic imagery of the lone and often shirtless warrior 
swinging the nunchaku furiously about the body in a display 
that… well, doesn’t really accomplish anything. 
  
The nunchaku in its various incarnations has been, rightly or 
wrongly, associated with Asian martial arts.  Other cultures 
have appropriated it and some have since discarded it.  It is 
not the most popular of martial arts weaponry as I write this, 
though it is an old standby.  The association with the 
Eastern, with the exotic, has hurt the nunchaku.  It has hurt 
its standing both in contemporary society and with regard to 
its popularity in martial arts circles. 
  
Most martial arts weapons have been legislated into 
illegality to some degree.  Lawmakers delight in banning 
anything they do not understand.  Often they pass laws 
identifying such weaponry with inaccurate and completely 
silly terminology.  The New York State Penal Code makes 
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no mention of nunchaku, but it does ban the possession of 
“Kung Fu stars” and the deadly “chuka stick.”  Take a look 
through your state’s penal code sometime and you’ll see 
language that will make you laugh out loud.  One of my 
favorites is Kentucky’s penal code, which as of this writing 
outlaws, among other deadly martial arts implements, the 
possession of a “shuriken or death star.”  I can see why this 
would be. There is no legitimate sporting purpose for a 
space station the size of a small moon that is capable of 
destroying an entire planet.  Besides, it’s hell finding a 
shoulder holster to fit the thing. 
  
Weapons that can in any way be considered exotic or that 
appear frightening to the uninitiated are frequent targets.  It 
is therefore sadly the case that nunchaku are illegal in many 
municipalities.  There are several states to which they 
cannot be shipped.  Even in those locations where they are 
nominally allowed, being stopped with a pair on your person 
might cause law enforcement officers to raise eyebrows.  
The image of the nunchaku as some ninja toy or 1970s 
street-thug weapon makes it a legal liability  
  
Lost in this war of imagery and reputation is the fact that the 
nunchaku, apart from any hype or lingering marketing 
silliness (I remember seeing them advertised in the back of 
martial arts magazines in copy that proclaimed 
“NUMCHUCKS!” for sale) is the fact that nunchaku are 
remarkably powerful, entirely effective weapons that can be 
wielded successfully with a moderate level of training. 
  
Now, I say “moderate” for a reason.  You don’t have to be a 
black belt in the kuh-rotty style of your choice to wield the 
nunchaku, but you do have to invest some time in training 
and practice.  Flexible weapons by their nature require more 
training to wield efficiently (and safely, from the user’s 
perspective) than do rigid weapons.  This is because the 
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bunched in the palm with one weight forward.  The arm is 
then thrust forward and the thumb and forefinger opened to 
facilitate the cast.  It is the last three fingers of the hand that 
retain the chain (for, as in most grips, it is these three fingers 
that exert the most power in gripping an object). 
 
With practice, you’ll be able to “load” your hand with the 
weighted chain and then lash out with it, casting it into the 
target of your choice within an effective range that is the 
length of your chain.  I can hit pretty much whatever I aim at 
now, and if I can learn to do it, you certainly can. 
 
SNAPBACK 
 

 
Chain cast immediately after full extension,  

showing the beginning of the snapback. 
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Any flexible weapon will snap back after hitting a target.  
The only way to cope with snapback is to follow through with 
your strikes and do a lot of practice to learn the feel, 
mechanics, and tendencies of the weapon.  Be sure to wear 
eye protection, train under qualified supervision, and do your 
best not to thunk yourself in the head with your weighted 
chain.  I’ve managed to practice with the weapon 
successfully without incurring major injury, but there is 
always the possibility.  Never practice with weapons, 
especially unfamiliar weapons, if you are tired or distracted. 
 
No single book or chapter in one can leave you fully 
equipped to wield an unfamiliar weapon, but these concepts 
should get you started.  The manrikigusari is an ancient 
weapon that remains relevant in contemporary self-defense.  
Practice often — and practice safely. 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION 
 

Phil Elmore is a martial artist 
and professional writer 
whose work has appeared in 
a variety of print and virtual 
publications. He is not a 
lawyer, a police officer, or a 
member of the military. He is 
a private citizen who believes 
your rights to your life and 
your property are inalienable.  
 
The publisher of The Martialist™: The Magazine For Those 
Who Fight Unfairly, Phil has published numerous books that 
you might find useful in your study of self-defense.  These 
include the Paladin Press titles Street Sword and Flashlight 
Fighting, as well as the Booklocker.com text Shorthand 
Empty Hand.  For more information, visit Phil online at 
www.philelmore.com and www.themartialist.com. 
 

I have an impressive nunchaku collection, of 
course. The tools of my trade. In the hands of 
a master, nunchakus are one of the most 
effective and beautiful fighting tools ever 
conceived. Of course, one doesn't find or buy 
nunchakus. A true master's nunchakus find 
him. Or her. But, yeah, mostly him.” 
 

— Scott Roeben 
—  
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