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For the past decade or so, the hot topic in 
the martial arts universe has been real-
ity-based training. In recent years, scores 

of instructors have come out of the woodwork to 
cash in on the craze, and to be fair, more than a 
few of them have great tactics and techniques to 
offer. However, there’s something to be said for 
seniority, and that’s where Tony Blauer comes 
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Tony Blauer 
Unveils His 
Latest and 
Greatest
Concept, the 
Ballistic
Micro-Fight!
INTERVIEW BY ROBERT W. YOUNG  • PHOTOGRAPHY BY RICK HUSTEAD

into the picture. The Montreal-based martial 
artist has been a pioneer in reality-based fi ght-
ing since he launched the “panic attack” back 
in 1982. But that was more than two decades
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ago, and the always-cerebral and ever-
evolving researcher has taken several 
quantum leaps forward since then. This 
interview is the result of Black Belt’s most 
recent update from Blauer Tactical.

—Editor

Black Belt: What’s been going on in 
your corner of the reality-based-fi ght-
ing world?
Tony Blauer: Reverse-engineering the 
“point of contact” is my latest explora-
tion. It’s about studying the moment of 
truth in an ambush, about how you can 
use a behaviorally wired, genetically con-
nected mechanism—the SPEAR—and 
get back in the fi ght. Being successful at 
close-quarters combat depends on mind-
set and motor skills. In other words, 
you’ve got to have the techniques and be 
able to apply them.

Working off that premise, I’ve been 
taking it a little bit closer—closer in 
distance and closer in timeline stimulus-
response. And the closer you get to what 
I call the “big bang”—the moment of the 
ambush when you’re saying to yourself, 
“Whoa! What the heck just happened 
here?”—the more primal your response 
will be. The rationale is, this is the mo-
ment of greatest risk, and if you acclimate 
in that area, the rest of the confrontation 
should be easier.

BB: How do you train people to handle 
an ambush?
Blauer: I’ve developed a bunch of drills, 
all spawned from and inspired by SPEAR 
research designed to fi nd that genetic 
thread in all human beings: the with-
drawal refl ex (see the March and April 
2000 issues of Black Belt). Simply put, if 
a stimulus is introduced too quickly, you 
will fl inch. It’s irrespective of whether 
you’re a bouncer, a doorman, a security 
guard, an executive protector, a soldier or 
a cop. It’s physiology; it has little to do 
with your skill because the startle-fl inch 
bypasses the cognitive brain.

A lot of people make the mistake of 
thinking an ambush is like what happens 
in the Pink Panther movies when Kato 
jumps out of the closet to attack Inspec-
tor Clouseau. They say to themselves, 
“That never happened to me,” so they 
dismiss the concepts and premises. Oth-

ers dismiss it because they think their 
muscle memory will always intervene. 
In truth, you can be surprised while 
you’re fi ghting—for example, you’re in 
a clinch in a boxing match and someone 
bites your ear like Mike Tyson did to 
Evander Holyfi eld. On the tape, you can 
see the complete startle-fl inch response 
on the part of Holyfield. And it was 
actually the fl inch that caused most of 
the tearing because he pulled his head 
back. Had he not fl inched and just stayed 
there, it wouldn’t have been as bad.

BB: Is the secret of surviving an am-
bush knowing a set of techniques for 
dealing with the moment right after 
the big bang, or is it more about hav-
ing the right mind-set?
Blauer: It’s both. You’ve got to have a 
body-mind connection. In other words, 
if you have a gun for personal defense at 
home but you never really thought about 
the emotional/psychological component 
of shooting another human being, you 
might pull out the gun but never be able 
to pull the trigger. A lot of people fi nd that 

Tony Blauer (left) wears the close-quarters-combat chest and neck guard he designed, and 

Barry Eisler models the full role-player suit.
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BALLISTIC MICRO-FIGHT VS. 

KNIFE ATTACK: Tony Blauer (left) 

adopts a nonviolent posture 

as he faces his opponent (1). 

When a weapon is deployed, 

Blauer experiences the startle-

fl inch (2), then immediately 

converts it into the SPEAR (3). 

Next, he strikes the opponent’s 

brachial region with his forearm 

(4), chambers his fi st (5) and 

unleashes an uppercut to 

the soft tissue of the man’s 

neck (6). If necessary, he can 

follow up by implementing the 

closest-weapon-closest-target 

strategy in the form of a knee 

thrust to the thigh (7). Note 

that the absence of gear limits 

the contact that can be made 

during training.

out too late. They should have “stress-in-
oculated” themselves against that.

A friend of mine, Lt. Col. Dave 
Grossman, author of On Killing, gave a 
powerful seminar on stress-inoculation. 
In a sense, the original panic-attack drills 
evolved into the ballistic micro-fight, 
which is what I’m concentrating on right 
now, and that’s all about stress-inocula-
tion. Ironically, that was 10 years before 
the fi rst Ultimate Fighting Champion-
ship. Back then, people would say, “I’d 
do this in a fi ght.” Then, after their fi rst 
panic-attack drill, when they found they 
couldn’t do what they’d planned, they 
would ask, “Where did all my techniques 
go?” That’s what happens to people in 
street confrontations when they get an 

1 2 3

4 5 6
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adrenaline surge and can’t think clearly. 
They feel anaerobically taxed even 
though nothing has happened yet. It’s 
just the beginning of what’s going to be 
a very wild moment.

BB: Can you defi ne “ballistic micro-
fi ght”?
Blauer: Literally, “ballistic” means “ex-
plosive,” and “micro” means “small” or 
“short.” It’s a drill that explores the short 

BALLISTIC MICRO-FIGHT

WITH “SPEAR AND CLEAR”:

Tony Blauer (left) tries to placate his 

opponent (1). When he determines that 

his efforts will fail, he shoots in and 

implements the SPEAR (2). The opponent 

is knocked backward (3), giving Blauer 

an opportunity to execute a full-force 

punch to the chest (4). Note that the use 

of upper-body protection permits Blauer 

to make hard contact to targets on his 

partner’s head, neck and chest.

but explosive moment in a fi ght—the 
ambush.

BB: Would it help a martial artist who 
gets attacked and immediately covers 
up while thinking, I’m going to shove 
the guy away and then punch?
Blauer: Ballistic micro-fi ght research 
will help any martial artist, but he needs 
to understand the formula for it to work. 
A lot of people cover up. They talk about 

1 2

3 4
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a philosophy of weathering the fi rst as-
sault, then pushing away the assailant 
and engaging him. That only works if 
the attacker is not as skilled as you or is 
drunk. Some people say: “I won’t start a 
fi ght, but I love to fi ght. I’ll let the guy 
throw the fi rst punch, then I’ll end it.” But 
there are plenty of people out there you 
don’t want throwing the fi rst punch. You 
can’t know what might happen, so why 
would you do that?

BB: What are martial artists supposed 
to do, then, to integrate the ballistic mi-
cro-fi ght into their repertoire?
Blauer: First off, a paradigm shift is 
required: Real fi ghts don’t start at spar-
ring range. They need to practice extreme 
close-quarters drills and get used to that 
claustrophobic distance. Also, emphasis 
must be placed on what I call “primary 
initiation attack,” or how a fi ght starts. 
If you understand how fi ghts begin, you 
can understand how to intercept, defl ect, 
engage and disengage.

Most importantly, you also need a 
training partner who’s willing to repli-
cate the behavior of a real assault, not 

BALLISTIC MICRO-FIGHT IN FULL GEAR: 

Tony Blauer (left) and his partner confront 

each other (1). The partner winds up for a 

punch, causing Blauer to fl inch (2). He then 

converts the natural energy of the fl inch 

into the tactical SPEAR (3) and follows 

up with a knee thrust (4). Next, Blauer 

controls the man (5) while he executes 

a roundhouse kick to the thigh (6). He 

fi nishes by yanking his incapacitated 

enemy to the ground (7).
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a sparring attack. The biggest mistake 
people make in self-defense training is, 
they agree to practice something street-
oriented, then they step back and get 
ready with some sporting ritual. It’s like 
saying: “Today we’re going to practice 
surprise attacks. You go fi rst.” It’s no lon-
ger a surprise. In reality, there’s no way to 
practice a surprise attack without risking 
injury. That’s why we created the ballistic 
micro-fi ght and the role-player rules.

BB: When people are trying to repli-
cate a real assault, how important is 
safety gear?
Blauer: Very important. In scenario 
work, if you’re not using gear, you’re ei-
ther pulling or missing. The main thing 
to remember is that there are two types of 

gear: big and bulky, and ergonomic and 
streamlined. There’s a time and a place 
for bulky gear—when you’re doing re-
petitive shots or endurance drills with a 
partner or coach. But if you’re doing re-
alistic role-playing drills, you need to be 
able to act spontaneously with the same 
aggression and deception that bad guys 
use. That’s why I developed the High 
Gear suit—to allow you to pressure-test 
your theoretical tactics and to allow the 
role-player to move exactly like a real 
attacker.

BB: How does pressure-testing fi t in 
with the various styles of fi ghting?
Blauer: Let’s say Mike Tyson, Royce 
Gracie, Frank Shamrock and Maurice 
Smith are all at an ATM. They’re fac-
ing the buttons so no one can see them 
punch in their code. They turn around 
and see a guy with a knife. Which fi ght-
er’s style will give him the best chance 
of surviving?

The answer is, there is no style 
because they’re all just human beings 
facing a mugger. Carjacking, home in-
vasion, rape—it’s ridiculous to talk about 

style because you’re not your style when 
you’re ambushed on the street. Your 
style will either enhance or encumber 
your self-defense process—but only if 
you weather that initial assault and get 
past the startle-fl inch.

BB: How does a martial artist get to 
the point where he can use his style?
Blauer: There’s got to be precognition 
for you to shift into your style in a sudden 
confrontation. If it’s a surprise, you react 
as a human being, not as a stylist. Now, 
once you weather the initial attack, the 
drills we’ve developed on fl inch conver-
sion place you in a combatively athletic 
position. The SPEAR allows you to en-
gage or disengage based on your system’s 
complex motor skills.

The bottom line is, you have to learn 
how to flinch and move toward the 
threat. People who don’t investigate 
startle-fl inch conversion will fl inch and 
move away. That’s also propagated by 
the sparring mind-set, which is punch, 
step back; side-kick, step back; backfi st, 
step back.

BB: Is it hard for martial artists to 
overcome tendencies they develop in 
tournaments?
Blauer: Yeah, because it’s part of the 
neural associative repetition. Flinch 
recoil happens because organically you 
move away from danger and pain. You 
poke your fi nger, you recoil in pain. You 
touch something hot, you recoil. You 
never move toward danger; you always 
move away from it. You must learn that 
the best way to take care of danger is 
to move toward it—like a fi refi ghter or 
SWAT operator.

BB: What do martial artists have to 
do to incorporate your state-of-the-art 
research into their training?
Blauer: The missing link in all self-

defense training is understanding how 
to role-play. All these drills come alive 
because of the role player.

BB: Can martial artists with no pro-
tective gear benefi t from the type of 
role-playing you teach?
Blauer: Yes, but they need to be careful 
not to mistake a picture of the waterfall 
for the actual waterfall. In other words, 
without gear you tend to pose motion vs. 
impose motion.

For example, I might say, “If a guy 
comes at you with a knife, I want you to 
slam him in the trachea because when a 
guy can’t breathe, he’s less dangerous.” 
But how do you practice that without 
gear? You can only say, “This is what 
I’d do.” You can’t actually do it.

Some people think it’s not hard-core 
to train with gear. I say, “Go to a boxing 
gym and fi nd one boxer who seriously 
boxes without wraps, gloves, headgear 
and a mouth guard.” Their hands are the 
tools of their trade, and they wear the 
gear to protect their tools. If you want 
to increase your career expectancy in the 
martial arts, you should wear protective 
gear.

With gear, you can learn the meaning 
of one of our maxims: Awareness without 
skill equals anxiety; skill without aware-
ness equals theory. What that means is, if 
you know a guy will attack you and have 
no idea what to do, that’s your anxiety. 
If you’re really skilled but don’t know 
when or how an attack might occur, you 
have no awareness.

BB: What other parts of your system 
technically play a role in this? Does the 
SPEAR?
Blauer: The thesis statement for the 
SPEAR is, What does the body want to 
do prior to any training? Is there a combat 
application for that? If so, why aren’t we 
integrating that into our personal defense 

“The biggest mistake people make in self-defense training 
is, they agree to practice something street-oriented, then they 
step back and get ready with some sporting ritual.”
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because that would be the most reliable, 
spontaneous, primal thing you can do?

The reality is, startle-flinch is ge-
netic, extremely reliable and unbeliev-
ably fast. I spent over a decade refi ning 
drills around it. The actual startle-fl inch 
conversion represents about one second, 
but that one second can determine the 
outcome of the fi ght and possibly the 
rest of your life.

In the past couple of years, I’ve in-
troduced the “conduit principle,” which 
says the extreme close-quarters SPEAR 
mechanism is a bridge to your martial 
art’s techniques. There you are, mind-
ing your own business, when you’re 
attacked. You fl inch—and convert that 
fl inch. If you’re a grappler, you’re going 
to sweep him or grab an arm. If you’re a 
jujutsu specialist, you’ve got a neck hold. 
If you’re a boxer and you’re in a clinch, 
you can punch. It’s a little harder to pull 
off if you practice an art with a kicking 
emphasis, like taekwondo or shotokan, 
but those styles also have elbow and knee 
techniques. And you can drive the oppo-
nent back using the SPEAR tactically.

BB: Physically, how does a person 
survive an ambush? Is it just covering 
up and pushing the guy away, or is it 
better to hit him a few times?
Blauer: It really depends on your close-
quarters toolbox. In other words, if all 
you know how to do is kick, you can’t 
pull out all that other stuff. So every-
thing works in theory, and if you have 
no awareness, you get dropped.

What’s essential is recognizing the 
reliability of the fl inch, and that’s been 
proved mostly by tragedy. Someone goes 
through a window in a car accident, and 
there’s trauma to the hand. Somebody’s 
in a frontal knife attack, and there’s trau-
ma to the forearm and hand. Someone’s 
shot in the chest, and there’s trauma to the 
hands. It’s like the victims are trying to 
push away the danger. People are able to 
get their hands up very quickly.

Unfortunately, we don’t know enough 
about the physiology used in conven-
tional self-defense systems. Say someone 
sucker-punches you and you fl inch, then 
his hand hits your forearm and is defl ect-
ed, then you get in a clinch and go to the 
ground and choke him out. When you 

tell your buddy about it, you don’t say: 
“Thank God for the withdrawal refl ex. 
You know, the startle-fl inch. …” You say, 
“Man, the guy tried to sucker-punch me, 
and then we got in this clinch and fell to 
the ground and I choked him out.”

BB: Some people say traditional block-
ing seldom works in a fi ght. Have you 
ever thought about whether it’s noth-
ing more than a refinement of the 
startle-fl inch taken too far?
Blauer: “Taken too far” is probably the 
operative phrase. I bet the fi rst guy to 
ever do a block was sucker-punched in a 
sake bar in feudal Japan. He fl inched and 
maybe broke the attacker’s arm, and then 
people just made it too mechanical, too 
technical. They over engineered it.

There are certain things that great 
athletes do in the moment that are really 
mutations of something basic. If you try 
to create a drill to emulate how John 
McEnroe used to dive at a tennis ball, 
you might make yourself into a good 
copier. You’ve got to fi nd yourself in your 
system, which reminds me of that age-old 
maxim: Out of 10,000 repetitions, one’s 
true self emerges. People mistake that 
for, “I’ve got to do 10,000 reps,”—as 
opposed to, you fi nd yourself through 
the discipline of training.

The core, as I said earlier, is that the 
missing link in all training is good role-
playing. If you’re teaching self-defense 
and you’re not researching that, you’re 
only getting half the exercise. With 
stress-inoculation, like any type of 
inoculation, you get stuck with a non-
lethal dosage of a disease and your body 
immunizes itself so if you’re hit with it 
again, you can recognize it and do the 
right stuff.

BB: What’s the best way to approach 
stress-inoculation?
Blauer: The secret lies in following a 
formula that will allow you to validate 
the theoretical self-defense premises of 
your style in advance of a real attack. 
I’ve created a three-step drilling recipe 
that will allow you to experience the 
physical “positional variables” of a real 
fi ght. I call it the “off-balance training 
paradigm” because in a real fi ght, you’re 
off-balance psychologically, emotionally 

and physically.
Step one is to dissect the scenario. 

Identify the “Murphy moments” and 
connect the attack to a realistic pre-con-
tact buildup so your brain mentally blue-
prints realistic pre-contact cues, thereby 
decreasing your reaction time. Do this 
slowly and analytically.

Step two is to add fl uidity and timing, 
paying special attention to the “street fl a-
vor” of the attack. It’s critical to integrate 
protective gear so there’s a collision at 
the interception point. That’s crucial to 
understanding what works because if 
there’s no contact, you’re actually prac-
ticing pulling or missing. During this 
pressure test, exploration of the “primal, 
protective and tactical” responses from 
the SPEAR system is also paramount. It’s 
the secret to creating position for your 
complex motor-skill transition—getting 
to your art.

Step three is to conduct real-speed, 
force-on-force ballistic micro-fights. 
Work the scenario from top to bottom 
adding closest-weapon-closest-target 
and SPEAR intercepts. You still work 
the primal, protective and tactical ver-
sions so you don’t get overconfi dent and 
think you can intercept any attack. With 
both participants in gear, you’ll experi-
ence real energy, resistance and pressure 
so you understand the most important 
aspects of making stable contact: bal-
ance and position.

BB: Is knowing what doesn’t work for 
you in a ballistic micro-fi ght as impor-
tant as knowing what does?
Blauer: Exactly. Years ago in an inter-
view I said, “Knowing what you know is 
important, but knowing what you don’t 
know is more important.” One of our 
maxims is, Do not let pride or ego dictate 
your next strategy. So if you know what 
you don’t know, and if you don’t let pride 
or ego dictate your next strategy, maybe 
you won’t rush into a scenario you’re 
ill-equipped for.

About the interviewer: Robert W. 
Young is the executive editor of Black 
Belt. For more information about Tony 
Blauer, call (877) 773-2748 or visit http:// 
www.tonyblauer.com.
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