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Part | — Return

Chapter 1: Assumption of Finality

I walked into the academy with a cane.

It wasn’t symbolic. It wasn’t dramatic. I still needed it.

The mats were the same as [ remembered. The task hadn’t changed.

My body had.

I told the instructors I had some injuries and wouldn’t be able to do the normal warm-ups. [
didn’t give a long explanation. I didn’t want a speech about inspiration or caution. I just needed

Space to move at my own pace.

Years earlier, I had been a blue belt. I trained consistently and improved steadily. Then I
stopped to focus on school. Training faded. Life filled in the space.

That alone wouldn’t have ended Jiu-Jitsu for me. I intended to return after school was complete.
In 2014, I had a stroke. My vertebral artery dissected.

Shortly after, I developed hydrocephalus—the skull filled with fluid. That required a
craniotomy.

The cerebellum sits at the back of the brain. It coordinates balance, timing, and fine motor
control. It smooths movement. It allows you to shift your weight without falling and adjust
without overcorrecting.

I lost half of mine.

After surgery, [ used a walker. Then a cane. Walking felt unstable. My speech slowed and
slurred. Hearing changed. Simple movements required conscious effort. I didn’t feel athletic. I
felt mechanical.

At one point, I tried a forward roll.

It was automatic muscle memory from years before. Tuck the chin and roll over the shoulder.



I did one.

The room spun. The dizziness was immediate and overwhelming. I remember thinking: I can’t
do Jiu-Jitsu again.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was a practical conclusion.

BJJ depends on balance, coordination, and timing. Those were the exact systems that had been
disrupted. I accepted it. Some chapters close.

Years later, in 2021, I learned there was a tumor on the remaining side of my cerebellum.
Another craniotomy followed.

Again, I used a cane—this time for years.

Again, balance was uncertain.

By the end of 2021, I still didn’t feel normal, but I didn’t feel terrible either. I was moving.
Slowly. Carefully. Still, moving.

I decided to try BJJ again.

[ didn’t frame it as a comeback. I assumed I would be worse—limited, slower, confirming what
I already believed—that the sport no longer belonged to me.

I walked in anyway.
The cane rested against the wall while class started.

I couldn’t do the standard warm-ups. My movements were slower and deliberate. 1 conserved
energy. I avoided anything explosive.

When I finally sat on the mat and engaged with someone again, something unexpected happened.
I didn’t feel the way I used to.

I didn’t feel incapable either.

There was pressure. There was contact. There was structure.

For the first time in a long time, movement didn’t feel chaotic.



It felt anchored.
I had assumed BJJ was finished.

That assumption turned out to be premature.

Chapter 2: Regression and Rebuilding

Returning to the mat didn’t feel triumphant.

It felt inefficient.

I was slower. Not slightly slower—obviously slower. My reactions lagged. My balance
required conscious correction. Movements that once flowed now came in pieces. I could see
what needed to happen, but my body didn’t always arrive on time or the right place.

There’s a particular frustration in recognizing technique but failing to execute it cleanly. I
remembered positions. I remembered sequences. I remembered how to close space, but I could

no longer rely on athletic correction.

Before I stopped training years earlier, I could scramble. I could recover when slightly out of
position. I could rely on athletic ability to make up for small mistakes.

That was gone.

If I lost inside position, I stayed there longer. If I was late on a reaction, I paid for it. My
balance didn’t forgive sudden adjustments. Explosive movements were unpredictable.

So I stopped trying to move explosively.

That wasn’t philosophical. It was practical.

Early on, I tried to roll the way I used to. It felt wrong immediately. My body didn’t tolerate
chaos. Scrambles made me unstable and dizzy. Fast transitions created mistakes instead of
advantage.

I realized quickly that if I wanted to continue, the way I trained before wouldn’t work.

Being worse forced clarity.

I began re-learning fundamentals with a different standard. Not faster. Not stronger. Just
cleaner.



I focused on closing space. If space creates movement, eliminate space. Chest-to-chest felt safer
than open exchanges. Underhooks mattered more. Head position mattered more. Small angles
mattered more.

I stopped chasing techniques.

Instead, I tried to remove mistakes.

Instead of attacking quickly, I stabilized first. Instead of transitioning frequently, I held position
longer. Instead of scrambling, I flattened.

It wasn’t exciting. It wasn’t flashy. It worked.

There’s something humbling about being a blue belt again—not in rank, but in capability. I had
been away for over ten years. The room improved. The art evolved. I regressed.

I didn’t resent it.
Regression isn’t an insult. It’s a starting point.

What changed most wasn’t skill. It was athletic ability. The small buffer that lets you get away
with imperfect timing was gone. That meant the timing had to improve.

I had to anticipate earlier.
I had to feel weight shifts before they became movements.
I had to move before the scramble began, not during it.

The fundamentals I once thought I understood now became mandatory. Frame correctly or get
flattened. Control space or lose the position. Protect posture or collapse.

There was no athletic bailout.

Strangely, that constraint simplified things.

The game narrowed. Fewer options. Fewer exchanges. Fewer risks.

In that narrowing, I began to feel something—not speed, not explosiveness, but structure.

I was worse, but [ was becoming precise.



Part [l — Constraint as Design

Chapter 3: Eliminating Unnecessary Movement

I didn’t decide to eliminate movement as a philosophy.

I did it because I had to.

Scrambles were unstable. Fast exchanges created hesitation. When the pace accelerated, I
lagged behind the moment. I could think clearly, but thinking a fraction of a second too long is
enough to lose position.

So I stopped trying to win transitions.

Instead, I tried to prevent them.

The simplest way to reduce chaos in BJJ is to close space early. Distance creates speed. Speed
creates unpredictability. Unpredictability favors the more athletic person.

If I removed distance, I removed the need for speed.

Chest-to-chest pressure felt different than open guard exchanges. When I flattened someone
from half guard, when I controlled an underhook and anchored my weight through my hips, the
room stopped spinning. The match slowed. My body had something to organize around.

Contact created structure.

I began prioritizing positions that minimized volatility. Half guard. Side control. Mount.
Closed guard instead of loose exchanges.

I stopped chasing movement. I started chasing control.

Avoiding scrambles didn’t mean avoiding engagement. It meant engaging earlier and more
decisively. If I controlled the head and inside arm before space developed, there was no
scramble to manage. A scramble means I lost control.

I wasn’t becoming passive.

I was becoming selective.

There’s a misconception that more movement equals more skill. That athletic dynamism is the
mark of advancement.



Movement isn’t the same as control. Movement must be controlled.

When I eliminated unnecessary motion: I felt more stable, not less capable.

Without the option to explode, I had to feel weight shifts sooner. Without the ability to rely on
speed, I had to anticipate direction before it happened. Without athletic ability, precision became
mandatory.

Chaos favors speed.

Structure favors anticipation.

By narrowing my game, I reduced the number of decisions required in each exchange. Fewer
choices meant clearer reads. Clearer reads meant earlier movement. Earlier movement meant
fewer scrambles.

The round felt slower.

It felt slower because I was ahead.

Closing space early became habit. If someone tried to create distance, I followed immediately.
If their hips turned, I followed the rotation before it finished. If posture rose, I collapsed it
before the attack formed.

I wasn’t eliminating movement entirely.

I was eliminating unnecessary movement.

In doing so, I realized something important.

What I had assumed was limitation was actually filtration.

Without the ability to rely on athletic correction, the game simplified itself.

The excess fell away.

What remained was pressure.

Chapter 4: System Over Speed

When speed is no longer reliable, you stop building around it.



Early in my return, I realized something simple: I couldn’t win races. If a position depended on
beating someone to a scramble, I would often lose it. If I waited to react after movement started,
I was late.

So I stopped reacting.

Instead, I started feeling.

“Taking what they give you” is often described as waiting for a mistake. That’s correct, but it
also refers to recognizing when structure begins to fail. Under pressure, something always
gives—an elbow drifts, weight shifts, a frame weakens. The moment structure breaks, you
move.

Every position contains limited exits. Every frame, every grip, every shift of the hips narrows
options. If you understand what those options are, you don’t have to move quickly. You only
have to move correctly.

From bottom, for example, I learned to feel when someone overcommitted their weight. I didn’t
need an explosive battle every time. If their hips rose slightly to adjust balance, if their shoulder
drifted, the back exposed itself. I didn’t have to force it. I just had to recognize it before they
did.

Foresight replaced speed.

I began thinking in sequences instead of isolated techniques. If I flattened someone from top
half guard and controlled the head, I already knew the likely reactions. Each reaction narrowed
the next step. I wasn’t inventing responses in real time. I was moving through a small tree of
predictable branches.

This reduced cognitive load.

Instead of dozens of possibilities, there were few.

Instead of scrambling to recover, I positioned early enough that recovery wasn’t necessary.

If someone postured inside my closed guard, I didn’t rush to attack. I first controlled posture. If
they pulled an elbow back to defend, I noted which side became light. The attack didn’t have to
be immediate. It had to be timed.

Speed disguises imprecision.

Systems expose it.



Without athletic ability, mistakes became obvious. If my grip was shallow, I lost control. If my
hip angle was wrong, the sweep failed. There was no explosion to compensate.

That forced structure.

A system is simply a series of positions connected by predictable reactions. When you know the
reactions, you move before they do.

I began noticing something subtle. The rounds felt calmer. Not easier—but clearer. Instead of
chasing opportunities, I was setting conditions. Instead of forcing outcomes, I was narrowing

them.

When someone tried to create space, I collapsed it early. When they turned, I followed the
rotation before it finished. When they framed, I would change angles.

This wasn’t instinct alone.

It was repetition under constraint.
I didn’t become faster.

I became earlier.

Earlier is often enough.

Chapter 5: Strength Without Athleticism

I’m not athletic.
That isn’t false modesty. It’s observation.

I don’t move explosively. I don’t change direction quickly. I don’t recover from bad positions
with speed. If a round becomes chaotic, I'm at a disadvantage.

I’ve been told I am strong.
More specifically, my grips are strong.

Grip strength sounds like a minor detail. In reality, it’s an anchor. You’re only as strong as your
grips.

When you can’t rely on speed, connection matters more. A solid collar grip, a firm wrist control,
a deep underhook—these aren’t aggressive tools. They’re stabilizers.
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If the connection is secure, movement narrows.

Pressure became central to my game. Instead of floating over positions, I tried to root through
them. When I crossfaced, I didn’t chase the knee slide immediately. I flattened first. I made
their hips carry weight before progressing. If I mounted, I didn’t rush submissions. I settled.

Pressure isn’t about force. It’s about distribution and duration.

When your weight is placed correctly, the other person works harder than you. When your hips
are aligned and your chest is connected, small adjustments feel heavy.

This isn’t dramatic. It’s incremental.

Athletic grapplers often rely on transition speed. They move from position to position, creating
volume. That works—until speed declines.

Pressure doesn’t decline nearly as quickly.

Grip control, pressure, and weight distribution aren’t substitutes for athleticism. They’re
alternatives to it.

I began noticing that once I established connection, rounds slowed again. Not because my
opponent lacked skill, but because options diminished. If I controlled an elbow and collapsed

posture, they had to address that before attacking. If I pinned a shoulder, their hips followed.

Strength, in this context, was not about overpowering anyone. It was about making movement
expensive.

When movement becomes expensive, fewer people choose it.

When fewer movements occur, fewer scrambles happen.

This fed back into the system I was building. Reduced chaos allowed anticipation. Anticipation
reduced speed requirements. Grip and pressure stabilized the exchange long enough for
prediction to work.

The absence of athleticism forced reliance on structure.

What I once considered a limitation began to feel like filtration. Without speed, I couldn’t be
reckless. Without explosive correction, I had to be exact.

Exactness accumulates.
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Pressure accumulates.
Over time, I realized something I hadn’t expected.
I didn’t need to be more athletic.

I needed to be more deliberate.

Part Il — Neurological Adaptation

Chapter 6: The Role of the Cerebellum

The cerebellum sits at the back of the brain, beneath the larger hemispheres. It doesn’t generate
movement. It refines it.

It adjusts timing.

It smooths transitions.

It calibrates balance.

It helps predict the outcome of motion before the motion finishes.

You can think of it as a correction system. When you reach for something, the cerebellum helps
you reach the right distance. When you shift weight, it prevents overcorrection. When you
change direction, it coordinates the sequence. When you speak, it smooths it out.
Everything feels fluid instead of segmented.

You don’t notice it when it works.

You notice it when it doesn’t.

Before surgery, I never thought about it. After surgery, I thought about it at all times.

After my first surgery, walking felt mechanical. Instead of shifting weight naturally, I had to
think through it. If I turned too quickly, the room lagged behind. IfI rolled forward, the

dizziness was immediate and disorienting.

The forward roll I attempted early in recovery made this clear. It was a simple movement I had
done hundreds of times before. Tuck the chin and roll over the shoulder.
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Instead, the world spun.

That wasn’t weakness. It was miscalibration.

Balance isn’t controlled by one thing. It relies on what you see, what your inner ear senses, what
your body feels, and how the brain brings that together. When one part is disrupted, everything
becomes less efficient. Movements take more effort. Corrections come late.

BJJ depends heavily on predictive timing. It requires you to shift weight before the other person
completes theirs. It requires smooth transitions under resistance. It requires balance in unstable
positions.

On paper, it’s a poor match for cerebellar injury.

That’s why I assumed it was finished.

Losing half of the cerebellum doesn’t remove movement entirely. It reduces refinement. It
increases noise. It delays correction. The ability for error narrows.

What changed over time wasn’t the restoration of what was lost. The damage didn’t reverse.
What changed was efficiency elsewhere.
Repetition under controlled stress sharpens remaining pathways. The brain isn’t static.

When asked repeatedly to solve a problem, it reallocates resources. It strengthens connections
that are used consistently and weakens those that aren’t.

Rolling created thousands of micro-adjustments. Weight shifts. Grip changes. Head
positioning. Hip position. Each round forced calibration. Each exchange demanded prediction.

The cerebellum refines movement.

When part of it’s missing, refinement must be trained more deliberately.

I didn’t experience a sudden return of balance. I experienced gradual reduction of chaos.
Walking became smoother. Turning became steadier. Driving felt calmer.

None of this felt dramatic. It felt incremental.

The cerebellum’s job is precision.
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Precision can be practiced.

Chapter 7: Use-Dependent Rewiring

The brain changes in response to use.
This isn’t motivational language. It’s biological fact.
Neural pathways strengthen when they’re activated repeatedly under meaningful conditions.

Movements practiced consistently become more efficient. Connections that are neglected
weaken. The system reorganizes around demand.

BJJ creates demand.

Not in isolated repetitions, but in unpredictable sequences under resistance. Every round
contains hundreds of micro-adjustments. Grips adjust. Weight shifts. Head position moves.
Hips rotate slightly. Each small correction provides feedback.

Feedback matters.

The nervous system refines movement through comparison. You attempt an action. You receive
sensory input. You adjust. When this cycle repeats thousands of times, refinement improves.

Rolling accelerates that cycle.
It’s constant pressure and constant information. You’re always in contact with another body.

That contact provides immediate data: weight, direction, tension, imbalance. The system doesn’t
have to guess as much because it’s receiving continuous input.

Repetition alone isn’t enough.

The repetition must matter.

On the mat, it does.

If your timing is late, you lose position. If your balance is off, you’re swept. If your grip is
weak, control disappears. The consequences are immediate and physical. That urgency sharpens

attention.

Attention strengthens learning.
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Over time, I began to notice something subtle. I was moving earlier. Not faster—earlier. I felt
shifts before they were fully expressed. I recognized patterns sooner. When someone attempted
to turn or frame, I was already adjusting.

This wasn’t conscious calculation. It was predictive modeling.

The cerebellum normally contributes to prediction by estimating the outcome of motion before it
completes. When part of it’s gone, prediction doesn’t disappear entirely. It becomes less
efficient.

Repetition appears to compensate.

By moving through similar sequences again and again—half guard pressure, closed guard
control, side control stabilization—the number of possible reactions narrowed. Familiar
reactions became easier to anticipate. Anticipation reduced the need for speed.

The rounds felt calmer not because they were slower, but because they were clearer.

Outside the gym, improvements were less dramatic but noticeable. Walking required fewer
corrections. Turning didn’t destabilize as easily. Driving felt less demanding.

Nothing returned overnight.

Refinement accumulated.

Use-dependent rewiring is real. It doesn’t restore what’s lost. It strengthens what remains.
Rolling—controlled stress under resistance—created demand.

Demand created repetition.

Repetition created refinement.

Refinement, over time, created stability.

Chapter 8: Euphoria and Functional Return

There’s a particular feeling that comes during a good round.
It’s not adrenaline. It’s not the rush.

It’s clarity.
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Movements connect without hesitation. Anticipation arrives early enough to matter. Weight
shifts feel deliberate instead of unstable. Transitions happen before they need correction.

For a few minutes, nothing feels fragmented.
That feeling stays with you. There’s a biological reason for it.

Part of it’s neurological. Intense engagement increases dopamine (reward) and norepinephrine
(focus). Focus sharpens. Reward circuits activate. The brain reinforces patterns that work.

When attention is high and feedback is immediate, learning consolidates more efficiently.
There’s another layer.

Relief.

After brain surgery, many movements felt uncertain. Walking required attention. Turning
required care. Driving was demanding. There was always a small background awareness of
instability.

On the mat, that background noise diminished.

Not because the damage reversed, but because structure replaced uncertainty. Pressure, contact,
and constraint created stability. Instead of compensating for imbalance, I was anchoring into it.

Competence returned in a specific context.
That matters.

The nervous system encodes competence as reward. When an activity restores a sense of control
in a domain that once felt unreliable, the reinforcement is stronger. It’s not simply enjoyment.

I’'m still capable.

That realization doesn’t arrive as a dramatic epiphany. It accumulates quietly. A clean sweep. A
controlled pass. A round where balance holds without conscious correction.

Over time, the feeling extends beyond the mat. Walking feels less fragile. Driving requires less
effort. The cane becomes unnecessary.

None of this is euphoric in isolation.

16



When clarity replaces doubt in a system you believed permanently diminished, the effect is
powerful.

The euphoria isn’t about dominance.
It’s about things working.

For a few minutes, everything works.

Part IV — Longevity

Chapter 9: Sustainability Over Explosion

Athleticism is obvious.

Speed shows itself immediately. Explosiveness creates highlight moments. Rapid transitions
look impressive. Early in training, athletic ability hides technical gaps. You can be slightly late
and still recover. Slightly out of position and still scramble back.

That ability narrows with time.

Injury narrows it. Age narrows it. Fatigue narrows it.

Pressure doesn’t rely on that ability.

Pressure compounds.

When you eliminate unnecessary movement, anchor your weight, and anticipate reactions early,
the game becomes less dependent on physical peaks. The rounds feel steady rather than volatile.

Control becomes incremental instead of dramatic.

Explosion demands recovery.

Pressure demands patience.

One fades quickly. The other accumulates.

Returning after surgery forced me into a style that was sustainable. Not because it was elegant,

but because it was necessary. I couldn’t afford chaotic exchanges. I couldn’t rely on sudden
correction. I had to build positions slowly and hold them deliberately.
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Over time, I realized that this approach doesn’t deteriorate as quickly. If anything, it improves.

The longer you practice anchoring, the earlier you recognize imbalance. The earlier you
recognize imbalance, the less energy you expend correcting it.

Athleticism peaks.
Structure deepens.

This doesn’t mean speed has no value. It means speed is temporary. When it fades, what
remains is understanding.

Pressure-based BJJ isn’t dramatic. It doesn’t produce the loudest moments in the room. It
produces quieter ones—where movement stalls, options narrow, and transitions close before they
begin.

That quiet accumulation is sustainable.

The same pattern extends beyond the mat. Refinement gained under constraint doesn’t disappear
when adrenaline fades. Stability learned through repetition remains when intensity drops.

Longevity in BJJ isn’t about preserving athletic peak.

It’s about reducing dependence on it.

What began as compensation for limitation became a durable foundation.
Explosion is impressive.

Sustainability endures.

Chapter 10: Continuity Instead of Reinvention

There’s a temptation to frame any return after injury as a comeback.

A fall. A struggle. A triumphant rise.

That’s not what this was.

I didn’t reinvent myself. I didn’t discover a new identity. I didn’t overcome the damage.

I returned.
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BJJ was something I did years ago. Then it wasn’t. Then it was again.
The difference now isn’t intensity. It’s understanding.

I no longer train as if athleticism will correct mistakes. I no longer rely on scramble speed to
recover position.

I anchor earlier. I close space sooner. I anticipate rather than react. The game is narrower, but
clearer.

The neurological damage remains. The cerebellum doesn’t regenerate. Balance isn’t perfect.
Some days are worse than others. None of that needs dramatizing.

What matters is participation.

Each round reinforces the same simple fact: refinement is possible under constraint.
Competence can exist alongside limitation. Structure can replace volatility.

[ don’t train to prove anything.

I train because it strengthens what remains. The feeling that follows isn’t accidental. There’s a
biological reason for it.

Contact creates stability. Pressure clarifies movement. Repetition strengthens what remains.
There’s no sensational comeback.
There’s continuation.

The mats are still there. [ move more deliberately than I once did. I eliminate unnecessary
motion.

The difference isn’t that I returned to who I was.

It’s that I never stopped being capable of adaptation.
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