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The relationship between the martial arts and mili-
tary combat is as old as warfare itself. Before 
the advent of sophisticated weapons, individual 
martial skills were the foundation of military 

combat. As technology advanced, the need for hand-to-hand 
combat skills gradually diminished but never completely 
disappeared. The countless incidents of close-quarters 
fighting during the military actions in Iraq and Afghani-
stan offer ample proof of that.
Serious students of close combat know that Western mil-

itary trainers have always borrowed heavily from the 
traditional martial arts. They readily acknowledge the 
pioneers of modern combative methods like W.E. Fairbairn 
and Col. Rex Applegate, and they recognize the influences 
that Brazilian jiu-jitsu, the Filipino martial arts and 
other systems have had on the U.S. military’s current un-
armed-combat programs. However, few of them are aware of 
the dynamic changes that occurred in military combatives 
training in the late 1970s or the man who was the catalyst 
for those changes: Michael D. Echanis. 
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Birth of a Maverick
Echanis was born on November 16, 
1950, in Nampa, Idaho, and grew up 
in the small town of Ontario, Oregon. 
The eldest of two brothers and a sis-
ter, he was a natural athlete, an avid 
outdoorsman and an above-average 
student. He also had a serious taste 
for mischief.

In high school, Echanis regularly 
“made the rounds” with 10 to 12 close 
friends, pulling pranks and look-
ing for trouble. The members of the 
group knew their town and the sur-
rounding terrain well and took great 
pride in their ability to evade the po-
lice. In fact, their favorite stunts were 
those that proved serious enough to 
get the cops to chase them so they 
could challenge their wits and abil-
ity to evade capture. Those exploits 
not only satisfied Echanis’ taste for 
adrenaline but also gave birth to his 
skills in stalking and silent movement 
— talents that would later become 
core elements of his military courses.

Echanis attended high school at 
the height of the Vietnam War and 
was a passionate anti-Communist 
and patriot. He skipped graduation 
to enlist in the U.S. Army. After com-
pleting basic training, he volunteered 
for Ranger school and was ultimately 
assigned to the 75th Ranger Battalion. 
He deployed to Vietnam and in 1970, 
about four months into his combat 
tour, was severely wounded. He re-
ceived a Bronze Star Medal with “V” 
device for his heroic actions during 
that battle, which his award citation 
described as follows:

“Specialist Four Michael D. Echanis 
distinguished himself by valorous ac-
tion when the truck in which he was 
a passenger was ambushed in the An 
Khe Pass.” The truck had approached 
a sharp switchback, and he and his 
crew were greeted by heavy enemy 
fire. Echanis immediately returned 
fire. “As the truck rounded the corner, 
Specialist Echanis was wounded in 
the left foot. He disregarded the pain 
in his foot, reloaded his weapon and 
continued to fire on the enemy.”

The truck rounded the curve, skid-
ding into a ditch. Echanis, while re-
loading his weapon, was hit in the 
head by a fragment from a small-
arms round that exploded in the rear 
of the truck. “[He] was wounded for 
the third time when an AK-47 round 
hit him in the right foot and lodged in 
his calf.”
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The citation continues: “Specialist 
Echanis was then wounded for a fourth 
time when his continued resistance 
drew a hail of enemy fire. Despite his 
numerous wounds, Specialist Echanis 
continued to fight until the beleaguered 
truck was relieved. Specialist Echanis’ 
aggressive spirit and undaunted cour-
age were decisive in preventing the an-
nihilation of the truck and its person-
nel.”

Upon his return to the States, doc-
tors informed him that because of the 
seriousness of his wounds, he’d never 
regain normal use of his leg. Despite the 
grim prognosis, he was determined to 
prove them wrong. Through sheer de-
termination and willpower, he not only 
regained the full use of his leg but also 
returned to the practice of one of his 
passions: the martial arts.

Voyage of Self-Discovery
Echanis had studied judo since he was 
4 and trained in taekwondo during his 
military service in Korea and Vietnam. 
But after his combat experiences, his 
concept of what constituted a practical, 
effective fighting art changed. He was 
on a mission to find a true warrior art 
that offered the skills and the intensity 
necessary for combat.

Along with a close friend, former 
Green Beret Charles Sanders, Echanis 
traveled down the West Coast explor-
ing different martial arts. After report-
edly “trashing” a taekwondo school in 
Los Angeles, that school’s instructor 
presented him with a letter written 
in Korean addressed to Joo Bang Lee, 
grandmaster of the Korean art of hwa 
rang do. Echanis took the letter to Lee, 
who referred Echanis to one of his se-
nior instructors, Randy Wanner.

“Mike was an exceptional martial art-
ist when I met him,” Wanner said. “He 
only wanted to study the real stuff and 
had no time or patience for useless 
ritual or false respect. That’s the ma-
jor reason he was such a nightmare at 
the different schools that he dropped 
in on.”

Bob Taylor, who later worked with 
Wanner as a business partner, said 
Echanis received his initial hwa rang 
do training from Wanner. After Echa-
nis formulated a plan to provide close-
combat training to the U.S. special-ops 
community, Lee started to pay atten-
tion to the rising star. Echanis sailed 
through the curriculum, and Lee autho-
rized Wanner to teach him anything he 
wanted to know.

“As the American spokesman for hwa 
rang do, Echanis was titled sul sa by Joo 
Bang Lee, a ranking that carried great 
weight and one that Echanis was quick 
to use to his advantage when promot-
ing both himself and the art,” Wanner 
said. “Echanis’ in-depth background as 
a combat-blooded Army Ranger and 
his continued association with both 
the Green Berets and Navy SEALs well-
qualified him as a ‘knight of the night.’ 
Additionally, selective hwa rang do in-
struction in the highest and most dead-
ly techniques only fine-tuned what was 
already an impressive warrior.”

Perfect Match
Hwa rang do is often translated as “way 
of flowering manhood.” It’s the art of 
the Hwarang warriors, a class in an-
cient Korea similar to the samurai in 
Japan. Sul sa refers to the elite Hwarang 
operatives whose training, missions 
and accomplishments made them the 
equivalent of the ninja. Schooled in the 
highest skills of hwa rang do, the sul sa 
were also skilled in assassination, intel-
ligence gathering, ambushing, escape 
and evasion — all of which are of inter-
est to modern spec-ops personnel.  
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With his certification as a sul sa, 
Echanis formed the Special Operations 
Research and Development Group and 
began marketing his services to the 
U.S. Special Forces. He was featured 
prominently in Black Belt and Soldier 
of Fortune in 1977 and 1978. Accord-
ing to those articles, Echanis convinced 
the military of the value of his program 
by demonstrating the ki power he’d 
developed as a result of his training: 
“He let cars run over him; he hung 25 
pounds from a needle piercing his neck; 
he punched a volunteer 15 feet with his 
one-inch punch; he demonstrated his 
kicking, punching and weapons skills. 
The generals were impressed.”

The articles continued: “They gave 
him an assignment teaching a three-
week series of classes for Special Forc-
es at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The 
results were so impressive that Echanis 
was catapulted into military promi-
nence. Rangers, SEALs and various 
other commando units became highly 
interested in his teaching. He was asked 
to prepare a series of standard manu-
als on hand-to-hand combat — the first 
such manuals to be produced since 
World War II.”

Originally intended to be a nine-vol-
ume series, only three were completed: 
Knife Self-Defense for Combat, Basic 
Stick Fighting for Combat and the con-
troversial Knife Fighting, Knife Throw-
ing for Combat, also known as “the 
black book.” Because of the lethal na-
ture of its content, that book was avail-
able to the public for only a few months 
before it was pulled from the market.

South of the Border
Based on the success of his program 
with the U.S. spec-ops community, Ech-
anis’ next goal was to take his training 
and skills abroad. By mid-1978, he and 
his group were recruited by one of their 
Fort Bragg students, Anastasio Somoza 
Portocarrero, son of Gen. Anastasio 
Somoza Debalye, then president of Ni-
caragua. Their mission was to provide 
close-combat training to Somoza’s elite 
bodyguards and to a counterterrorist 
commando unit called the Black Berets. 
Echanis also served as Somoza’s mili-
tary adviser and ultimately led coun-
terinsurgency operations against the 
Marxist Sandinistas who threatened his 
government.

Unfortunately, Echanis’ role in Nica-
ragua, along with the high profile he 
maintained there, established him as a 
target. On September 8, 1978, he, Sand-
ers and Vietnamese mercenary Nguyen 
van “Bobby” Nguyen were killed when 
their Aero Commander aircraft explod-
ed in midair and plunged into Lake Ni-
caragua. The plane was piloted by Brig. 
Gen. Jose Ivan Alegrett Perez, opera-
tions chief of the Nicaraguan National 
Guard, who also died in the incident.

Although many began speculating 
that Echanis had been assassinated, the 
circumstances surrounding his death 
remained unclear for years. In a 1980 
interview, Lt. Col. Alfonso Villa, a mem-
ber of Nicaragua’s Office of National Se-
curity, revealed that Echanis’ death had 
been the result of intrigue involving the 
Central Intelligence Agency, Somoza 
and Alegrett. An article in Black Belt 
(August 1988) explained the intrigue 
leading to Echanis’ death:

“According to Villa, the plans to assas-
sinate Echanis and Allegret (sic) began 
when Villa’s commanding officer, Major 
General Samual Genie, discovered that 
the CIA station chief was in discussion 
with Allegret, planning a coup to over-
throw Somoza’s regime.”

Villa and his men also obtained a 
recording of a conversation between 
the CIA station chief, known as “Big 
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ULTIMATE 
ECHANIS
The three completed works of Michael D. Echanis 
have been polished and assembled into one mas-
sive volume. Spanning 452 pages, The Complete 
Michael D. Echanis Collection contains all the 
text and photos from Knife Self-Defense for Com-
bat, Basic Stick Fighting for Combat and Knife 
Fighting, Knife Throwing for Combat. It includes 
forewords by his brother Cam Echanis, hwa rang 
do grandmaster Taejoon Lee and the author of this 
article, Michael Janich. $29.95, (800) 581-5222, 
blackbeltmag.com/echanis-collection

Bob,” and Alegrett in which Alegrett clearly stated 
his desire to replace Somoza with a government of 
national reconciliation. That made Alegrett a clear 
threat to Somoza and a target of Genie. Unfortunately, 
Echanis was serving as Alegrett’s bodyguard, making 
a conventional ambush impossible. Instead, Genie 
reportedly arranged for a bomb with an altitude-
sensitive trigger to be placed in the wing of Alegrett’s 
plane. The bomb failed to detonate on the plane’s initial 
flight, but on a later flight, it did go off, killing Alegrett, 
Echanis, Sanders and Nguyen.

Legacy
Michael Echanis was clearly a controversial figure 
in the U.S. martial arts and military communities. Al-
though his influence was short-lived, it had a dramatic 
effect on the direction of military combatives and our 
perspective of the modern combat applications of the 
traditional martial arts. Like the close-combat legends 
before him, he left a legacy and a set of teachings that 
have inspired — and continue to inspire — countless 
armed professionals, reality-based martial artists and 
self-defense practitioners. And that’s just the way he 
would have wanted it.  

About the author: 
Michael Janich was Black Belt’s 2010 Weapons Instructor of the Year. 
His books and DVDs are available from Paladin Press (paladin-press.

com) and Stay Safe Media (staysafemedia.com).
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