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There’s a monkey 
on my back ThaT 

I can’T seem To shake. 
His name is Evan Carbotti and he’s going to 

choke me if I don’t do something about it 
soon. His right arm is over my shoulder while 
his hand grips and pulls the thick rope-like lapel 

of my gi across my carotid artery. “Come on Jonny, 
you can get out of there,” our instructor echoes 

from above as my lights begin to fade. 
I breathe deeply before I make my move.

Life on the  mats 
exploring the allure of 

fighting traditions and 
their life-altering effects. 
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martial arts encompass many combat styles 
from around the globe, each with their 

own traditions and codes that are maintained 
by the tight knit groups that practice them. A 
common thread, however, is the mental and 
physical benefits students experience from 
practice. Martial artists are a diverse group, 
each with their own personal goals. For some 
it’s fitness, while others develop discipline, or a 
composed demeanor. Whatever they seek, these 
athletes all find each other, and the bonds they 
form throughout their journey are 
stronger than any hold or strike.

“I was a little hesitant before 
I started training because I 
associated Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu with 
aggression and fighting,” says 
Carbotti, who currently trains 
with me under instructors Abmar 
Barbosa and Pat Watterson at 
Two Swords Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu 
in Middletown. “But after five 
minutes of my first class, I realized 
that Jiu-Jitsu is a game of human 
chess.” Carbotti explains that he was humbled 
when he was continuously beaten by smaller, 
weaker opponents who had more training and a 
better game plan.

Jiu-Jitsu, or “gentle art” as it translates, 
concentrates primarily on grappling. One theory 
in this tradition is that 90 percent of fights end 
up on the ground, so it’s essential to know how 
to fight from there. Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu as we 
know it today began in 1914 when Esai Maeda, 
a Japanese Jiu-Jitsu champion, introduced 
the ancient art to the Gracie family in 
Brazil. Helio Gracie, 

the youngest, smallest and most frail of the four 
brothers, had to adapt the techniques, relying 
on grip, leverage and timing to make up what he 
lacked in strength.

☯ ☯ ☯ ☯
Sitting in a pool of sweat, I reach back and 

grab Carbotti’s choking arm at the wrist and 
tricep. I pull his arm in the opposite direction 
to alleviate the choke, then scoot my body down 
and away, just enough to turn over, free my hips 
and take control from the side. Now, it’s time to 

plan my own attack.
Jiu-Jitsu practitioners aim 

to end confrontation peacefully 
by remaining calm and using 
technique to wear down and 
ultimately catch their opponent in 
a joint lock or choke hold. Carbotti, 
now pinned, leaves an arm hanging 
out as a tempting treat for me to 
twist, and I bite too soon. When I 
move, so does he. Rolling me to my 
side, Carbotti takes my back again 
to attempt another choke. This 

time, when I block, he traps my arm, pushes 
my head away, swings his left leg over and onto 
my chest, then locks my arm between his legs. 
The arm bar he has me in would surely tear my 
elbow to bits if he put any more pressure on it, 
so I’m forced to tap out. Later, Carbotti will take 
time to explain how he outsmarted me, because 
he knows that by helping my game improve, he 
will also improve his.

Teaching is an intrinsic component to any 
martial art, and for many the most rewarding. 
“I get the biggest charge out of seeing people’s 

a 
black belt 
is simply a 
white belt 
who never 

gave up.
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lives change right in front of my 
eyes,” says Watterson, who has 
observed many of his students 
overall mentality shift from 
stressed to relaxed. “When you’re 
in here, you’re not thinking about 
anything else,” he comments. 
“Jiu-Jitsu helped me develop an 
ability to focus and problem solve 
on a whole other level, and seeing 
that happen for others is what really 
motivates me now.”

☯ ☯ ☯ ☯
Choosing to begin a journey in 

any martial art can be intimidating. 
It’s easy for people to be self-conscious 
about how their moves may play out on 
the mat. But, as Linda Haverty explains, 
“It doesn’t matter if you’re clumsy and 
awkward when you come in, we are all 
going to help you through that.” She 
believes that students gain confidence 
simply from being able to achieve small 
goals with the help and encouragement 
of their fellow students who have all been 
through the same situations. A black belt 
is simply a white belt who never gave up.

Haverty and her husband Steve 
Burrill enjoy teaching the art of Oki-
Ryu Kenpo Karate at Newport Martial 
Arts in Middletown. Oki-Ryu translates 
to “open system” and Kenpo “way of the 
fist.” This open system was developed in 
1982 by Grand Master Don Rodrigues as 
a modern mix of Kenpo, Judo, Ju Jitsu, 
Kung-Fu, Tae Kwon Do and Okinawan 
weapons.

Class is a fast moving flurry of 
fists and feet with a dizzying amount 
of calisthenics mixed throughout. You 
can feel the breeze when students move 
in unison accompanied by a startling 
“kaia!” Burrill is a veritable encyclopedia 
of strikes and blocks, and the students 
react quickly to every call. Their focus 
is tack sharp as they move through their 

kick. No matter the means, the method 
is the same: strike through the board, not 
at it.

I’m nervous with a class of young 
on-lookers. I don’t want to fail, and they 
don’t want me to either. Everyone in 
that room knows what it’s like to be me 
at that moment, and in that sense we are 
connected. “You have to push beyond 
your limits,” Barron explains. “Karate 
teaches you that your body can do more 
than you think it can.” With another 
deep breath, I focus all my energy into my 
elbow and drive it through my target. The 
board splits, the class erupts in cheer, and 
a smile cracks across my face from having 
tackled a new challenge.

It’s often stated in the martial arts’ 
world that the lessons learned on the mat 
can help you in your everyday life, but that 
can be a difficult statement to understand. 
Perhaps Carbotti explains it best; “I could 
tell you I learned some choke that helped 
me ward off an attacker, but the reality is, 
what saved me wasn’t a skill or technique. 
It was friendship and the support of those 
who would not let me struggle.”

katas, which are a series of 
choreographed steps, blocks 
and strikes.

When Dan Barron 
began training at Newport 

Martial Arts he was only eight 
years old and just looking to 
get involved. “I tried baseball 

and soccer, but I felt like I was 
just standing around,” he says. 
“Karate was great to actually get 

me moving.”
Barron, now 19, still finds 

the same fire burning inside, but 
attributes much of that to his role 
as a teacher. “When I was eleven, I 

joined a team of junior instructors and 
we would teach the kids under seven 
classes,” Barron explains. “Over time, my 
motivation became helping these kids 
enjoy karate as much as my friends and 
I have.”

Students are eager to showcase their 
skills when the breaking boards come 
out, and even more eager for me to try 
it. Some split with their fist, while others 
use an elbow, or in Baron’s case a flying 
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