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Despite being “more Sara Lee than Bruce Lee”,
Jean-Paul Aubin-Parvu takes a masterclass in martial
arts with champion kickboxer Dai Master Rafael Nieto
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Enter the dragon. I am below
ground. Standing in the fight
position with fists raised, I listen.
I wait. My body must be completely
relaxed, fluid as water, because
tension is the enemy of the martial
artist. But should an evil-doer lunge
from the shadows I shall put him
down with a flurry of punches and a
swift roundhouse kick. Beware the
ultimate warrior—especially one
wearing socks.
What child of the 70s hasn’t
fantasised about taking on the
baddies in the way of Bruce Lee, the
greatest icon of martial arts cinema,
righting wrongs with punches,
chops and flying kicks too fast for
the eye, and the camera, to see.
I grew up watching his films and
would regularly wage war against any
assassin who strayed into my parents’
front room. I usually had to make
do with fighting my sister, whose
Chinese burns made your eyes water.
Though if it ever came to a real-life
brawl then I’d definitely be found
holding the coats. For in truth I
am rather more Sara Lee than
Bruce Lee.
Until tonight. I’m at the beginners’
kickboxing class at Xen-Do Martial
Arts on Baker Street. Xen-Do is a
way of life based on an authentic and
historic martial art that can be traced
back to the first Shaolin monks.
A form of kickboxing, it’s a mixture
of karate, oriental kicking and
punching and western boxing.
With me in this basement club,
or dojo, are a dozen or so fellow
beginners. The founder of Xen-Do
Martial Arts, Dai Master Rafael
Nieto, is running proceedings,
but there are several other teachers
on hand to help the students with
their technique. I must say, Raf and
his colleagues are very charming for
chaps who could probably kill me
with a single thought. But kickboxing

is not actually about aggression—
not here, anyway. It’s about total
self-defence.
“Stand to attention when I’m
talking to you,” barks Dai Master
Raf like a drill sergeant. Raf may be
smiling, but this loud roar serves a
genuine purpose. “Why do I shout
at you?” he asks. “Is it because I’m a
nasty, evil, sadistic man?” Thankfully
Raf answers his own question. “No,
because if something happens it
won’t be: ‘Excuse me, hi, nice to meet
you. I’m going to attack you.’
It happens instantly. And that’s why
I train in this manner, so when things
happen you’re not shocked. As the
attack comes, bang! You don’t think
you just react. Is that clear?”
On with the class. We are soon
jumping into attention stance, ready
stance and then fighting stance,
which is initially left foot forward with
right foot back. Raf would prefer my
feet to remain planted, rather than
bouncing from toe to toe like some
wannabe prize fighter. “Ten punches,
go,” he shouts. We must shout out the
count for each punch. This prevents
us from holding our breath. “Move
right, move left, move back, move
forward, duck, jump.” This has all
the hallmarks of a fantastic workout.
“Fighting stance,” cries Raf. “Change
legs.” And we rotate ourselves to land,
this time with the right leg leading.
“Ten punches, go.”
Another teacher, or sensei, takes
over. I attempt a front kick, aimed
at an imaginary groin, followed
by three punches. I then change
fighting stance so I can front kick
with my other leg. My punching
isn’t bad, but my kicks are rubbish.
Apparently I’m not bending the knee
enough before striking forwards.
We move onto roundhouse kicks,
involving a big swivel of the hip as
you bring the leg around from the
side. Sensei explains that it’s not

about how hard you kick, but how
accurately. Kickboxing, he says, is
more about skill than brute force.
Technique is crucial.
Time for some sparring. One of
the teachers helps me into a pair
of boxing gloves. Gulp! And my
ensemble is completed with funky
looking footwear, which are actually
kick gloves. We head back to the mat
where everyone is partnered up.
Sensei will be my partner and
stands to face me. He wears pads
on both hands, which are raised to
protect his head. I must strike my
right hand across into his right pad
followed by my left hand into his
left pad. And rather than making a
fist, I’m told to strike with an open
palm, which is stronger than a fist
punch and reduces the risk of broken
fingers. I then move in closer to
deliver a brace of elbow strikes.
Left palm strike, right palm strike,
left elbow strike, right elbow strike:
I practise this combination over and
over, quickening the tempo gradually
until I find my natural rhythm.
This is a blast. I’m a lethal fighting
machine. So long as no one hits
me back.
“Stop!” yells Raf. In an instant he
has us down on the mat. There must
be a knack to doing 10 press ups while
wearing boxing gloves—answers on
a postcard please. The fun continues
with 10 squat thrusts, then onto our
backs. Raf wants us to raise our upper
bodies and legs off the floor leaving
just our bums on the ground. Oh, and
we must hold this position. So this is
what abs are made of.
We jump back up onto our feet.
The next combination is a forward
skipping front kick on the first count,
with a skip back on the second,
followed by three rapid punches.
To describe my skipping front kicks
as awkward would make me the
master of understatement. I look like
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Left palm strike, right palm
strike, left elbow strike, right
elbow strike: I practise this
combination, quickening the
tempo until I find my natural
rhythm. This is a blast. I’m
a lethal fighting machine. So
long as no one hits me back.

a drunken morris dancer on May Day
who left his stick at the last pub.
Raf halts the class and tells everyone
to grab a swift breather and a mouthful
of water. One of his colleagues then
takes over while I become better
acquainted with Dai Master Rafael
Nieto, who doesn’t sound half as
Spanish as his name might suggest.
“I’m Spanish by birth,” he smiles. “I just
speak English very well because I’ve
been here since I was five.”
Raf was about 11 when he
stumbled into the world of martial
arts. “One day I was walking home
from school and heard all these
noises. And I followed them. I walked
up some stairs, opened the doors
and there’s all these guys in pyjamas
screaming, shouting and punching.
And I thought, I’m home. Like a mad
man going into the asylum.”
He went on to become a British,
European and world champion. But
all this might never have happened.
“I broke my leg at the age of about
26, and the doctors told me I would
never compete again. In fact, they
said I would never train again. And I
said: ‘No, that’s you who could never

do it. I will.’ I got back into training
and three years later I won the British
and world championships.”
Raf has always believed in testing
his limits. “I had both hips done and
to challenge myself, I decided to do
Everest Base Camp three months after
the op. You need to challenge yourself
at each point, because in life you live
on a razor’s edge. You don’t know how
long you’re going to be here. Enjoy
every second. That’s my philosophy.”
I had felt some trepidation at the
prospect of coming here tonight. But
instead of an intimidating macho
atmosphere, I walked into a safe and
welcoming environment. Raf nods
his head. “I feel that what we do here
is build people,” he says. “We make
them confident. Every time they leave
a little better than when they came.”
It would seem Xen-Do Martial
Arts attracts a very large female
following: in today’s class, women
outnumber men. “That’s the norm
not the exception,” says Raf. “Because
it empowers them.” As well as selfdefence skills, Xen-Do teaches
discipline and builds confidence.
As it’s a high intensity workout,
these sessions increase fitness, build
stamina and strength, help with
weight loss, increase flexibility and
improve muscle tone.
“If a car comes at you then you
will probably be able to get out of the
way,” explains Raf. “Why? Because
your reflexes are sharper. If you
fall over you may not hurt yourself,
because you will be able to move
that little bit better. By the time you
finish in here you will see better, hear
better, move better and feel better.”
The other key ingredients are fun
and friendship. “Here you become
part of the organisation, part of
the family,” says Raf. “You make
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incredible bonds. This is the best
networking area in the country.
I don’t make any exceptions; when
you walk in here and put on that
uniform you become one of us.”
Raf was presented the Henry
Cooper Award in 2012 in recognition
of his contribution to the inspiration
and development of young people.
“We have maybe 400 kids. I teach
them manners, discipline, how to
behave, how to treat others, how to
socialise, teamwork and confidence.
The martial arts is the hook to keep
the kids coming so I can teach them
all the other things.”
I re-join my class for more pad
work. My partner has me doing rapid
combinations of punches to the
sides of his head followed by knee
strikes aimed at his solar plexus. The
sound of glove on pad fills the dojo.
Raf then has us facing the mirrored
wall in two lines. “Attention stance,”
he shouts. “Feet together, chest out,
buttocks clenched. Are your buttocks
clenched?” My buttocks have been
clenched since the moment I arrived.
“Ready stance, fighting stance,
change legs, move right, move left,
move back, move forward, duck,
jump. Very good. Ten punches, are
you ready? Go.” We continue with a
combination of front kick, leg behind
and three punches, then fire off 10
rapid roundhouse kicks. Ladies and
gentlemen, I may be getting the
hang of all this.
“Stop!” cries Raf. And that’s the
end of the class. Everyone stands
sweaty and rosy cheeked, and there
are smiles all round. This kickboxing
lark is a real buzz. As I stride off along
Baker Street it feels like I’m walking
taller. They don’t actually do sand in
Marylebone, but if they did, nobody
will be kicking it in my face tonight.
But there’s something else, a
feeling stronger than the endorphin
high that follows any great workout,
and not one I’d expect to have
following a kickboxing class. I am
calm. Serene even. Funny how
incredibly peaceful a spot of violence
can make you feel.

