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Preface

In 2008 I authored Martial Mechanics: Maximum Results with Minimum Effort in the Practice of the Martial Arts as a guide to using certain laws of physics and biomechanics in the practice of martial arts. Over the years that have passed since that time, I have met a great many instructors of karate, taekwondo, and various forms of Chinese gong-fu who were astounded by many of the principles discussed in that book. This book is actually a sequel to that one, and it delves deeper into one very crucial aspect of percussive martial arts: proper body structure.

This subject is frequently mentioned in various classical and very old gong-fu and taijiquan books and “songs,” but they have never really expounded on it. Without its application, biomechanics are of little use in maximizing the effectiveness of technique and movement. Proper structure remains one of the great “secrets” of traditional martial arts and is the main reason why the great masters of days gone by were able to do many of the things they did with seemingly little effort or strength.

So if you’d like to learn their secrets, pull out your sweat towel, and let’s get to work!
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Chapter 1

Hard versus Soft



Is your chosen martial discipline considered a so-called “hard style” or a “soft style”? Most Western practitioners of these disciplines are able to answer this question in a heartbeat. They may elaborate on the subject a bit, but they immediately understand the question and what it implies; hard styles rely on the development and application of muscular force, while soft styles emphasize relaxation, minimal muscular effort, and the utilization of qi (internal power). I remember when the terms hard style and soft style were first introduced to Western martial arts enthusiasts by the martial arts media back in the 1960s. I’d never heard of these odd phrases, and I asked my teacher, Master W. C. Chen, about them. I was astounded when I saw that he was every bit as confused as I was. These appellations had never been used in China or any other part of Asia. They were, as nearly as I can determine, created by the martial arts magazines of the day. Martial disciplines such as karate and taekwondo were regarded as “hard,” while Chinese forms such as taijiquan were considered “soft,” and a division between the two was quickly created. As time passed, this division turned into a rather substantial chasm, with some hard feelings developing on both sides. But magazine sales skyrocketed.

    Currently, some karate and gong-fu enthusiasts attempt to elaborate a bit further and explain that hard styles utilize techniques that travel in straight lines, and soft styles promote the use of circular techniques. I’ve never understood how anyone could accept this terribly flawed explanation, and when I would ask for some elaboration, the answers I received were almost comical. “We use straight punches,” they would say. I would counter this statement and remind them that the so-called soft styles utilize exactly the same type of fore-fist thrusts (figs. 1.1 and 1.2). Moreover, this type of direct punch employs a (circular) turn of the hips as well as a (circular) screwing motion of the wrist just prior to contact.


[image: Fig.1-1.tif]
Figure 1-1 . The typical punch used in karate and taekwondo.



[image: Fig.1-2.tif]
Figure 1-2 . The punch as used in the “soft style” of xingyiquan.


Not to be so easily dissuaded, they would argue that their kicks were directed along a straight path. They would happily demonstrate a front-snap kick and a side-thrust kick as proof of this. I countered easily and showed them that both kicks travel along arcs, as they must, since they are chambered from the height of the kicker’s knee. I would also show them techniques such as the sword-hand and back-fist strikes, both of which travel along semicircular paths.

Even so, they weren’t fazed. “Our blocking techniques are circular but our punches are straight,” they argued. I had to shrug my shoulders. There’s no point in quibbling with a closed mind. Their convictions were based on remarks made in their favorite monthly martial arts publications, so there could be no doubt as to their validity, right?

You bet.

These were the same magazines that asserted that “soft styles” such as taijiquan and baguazhang didn’t require the application of any muscular effort whatsoever. Many aspiring martial arts masters understood this to mean that any ninety-eight-pound weakling could easily become an expert at time travel by knocking his larger opponent into the next week. The few taiji schools that were available were soon packed to the gills with students, and the cash flowed quickly and easily. But the truth got lost somewhere.

Some karate practitioners prided themselves on practicing systems that were touted as being both hard and soft. Goju-ryu is a prime example. Go means “hard,” they would say, and ju means “soft.” So there you have it, right?

Not quite. Like the early practitioners of judo, who believed that the ju of judo meant “soft” or “gentle,” they didn’t bother to learn something of the Japanese language and culture. The term ju does not literally mean “soft.” Not by a long shot. Rather, it refers to the type of pliability we might see with the flexible limbs of a young tree. Push against it, and it gives way easily. It does not, however, collapse entirely. When you release it, the limb will snap back to its original shape. This kind of elasticity is what ju refers to.

All martial arts, from karate to kendo, aikido, gong-fu, and judo, underscore the importance of doing more with less. That is a fancy way of saying that one shouldn’t use any more muscular strength than is absolutely necessary. A highly skilled practitioner of karate, which is generally referred to as a hard style, will perform his or her techniques with celerity but without brute force. I have trained and socialized with some of the finest karate masters of the last century, such as Hidetaka Nishiyama and Seiyu Oyata. Their techniques were crisp and quick, delivered with minimal muscular effort. To the novice, such techniques would appear to be lacking any real destructive power, but those senior practitioners who had the dubious pleasure of being on the receiving end of those techniques knew better.

At the same time, I have known a great many practitioners of taijiquan who prided themselves on their ability to push a foe some distance. The fact is that their pushing technique was seriously flawed and was more what I call a shove rather than a push. In any case, I’ve never known a push to end a serious conflict. Taijiquan, as well as baguazhang and xingyiquan (the three classical “sister” styles that are generally referred to as “soft” or “internal”) utilize a wide variety of punching, striking, and kicking techniques that, when applied correctly, are terrifically powerful. But if you’re thinking of finding someone who can demonstrate such skill to you, you’d best plan to travel for a long time—such skill nowadays in the soft styles is extremely rare, even in China.

The terms external style or external school (waijia) and internal style or internal school (neijia) are often used interchangeably with hard and soft, respectively. Again, such phrases are rarely used in China. They were originally coined by a famous teacher of the neijia, Sun Lutang, back in the 1930s. Some people argue that they actually refer to where a given style originated; those that originated outside of China were called waijia, and those that were native to the China were referred to as neijia. Put simply, this argument is spurious.

Sun wanted to differentiate between styles that rely on the development of coiling power (such as chansi jin, which is translated as “silk reeling power”) and the manipulation of small, inconspicuous, internal tissues, and those styles that focus solely on the use of the larger, overt muscle groups. Such a distinction does, in fact, exist. Most contemporary karate styles do not utilize coiling power at all. However, my research indicates that some early Okinawan forms of karate did. Over the generations, most of this information has been lost or forgotten. However, this would seem to qualify such styles, as they were originally practiced, as forms of neijia! That statement probably won’t help me win any martial arts popularity contests, but it’s true.

So, hard or soft, internal or external, what counts is that you learn to perform your techniques and form correctly and learn to utilize proper body structure. We’re all built the same, with the same muscular, skeletal, and nervous systems. Through the practice of proper structure, hard and soft eventually become one. And that is where real skill lies.





Chapter 2

Going Straight



Correct spinal alignment is critical to the efficiency of your technique, but puffing out your chest, pulling your shoulders back, and standing squarely at attention like a young Marine who just graduated from boot camp isn’t quite what I mean.

The spine may be divided into five sections: the cervical (neck), thoracic (middle back or torso), lumbar (lower back), sacral (tailbone area between the buttocks), and the coccyx (the very tip of the tailbone). Correct spinal alignment is crucial to the effective application of technique, and there are several postural principles that affect it. It is therefore necessary to examine each of these separately.




The Cervical and Thoracic Vertebrae

The cervical vertebrae are probably the most mobile of all the vertebrae because they are almost always in motion; they are necessary for moving the head around. The full power of a blow cannot be focused unless the cervical vertebrae are aligned with the thoracic vertebrae. The neck must be properly aligned without being stiffened.

    There’s an easy way to do this: push the ears away from the shoulders! I don’t say that you should push the ears “up,” because you should practice to do it all the time, even when lying down. So, push them away from your shoulders. When you do it, you’ll notice that you suddenly become one or two inches taller. In classes that I teach, I often put my forefingers up alongside the tops of my ears (as if they were horns) and bellow, “tatonka!” This is an old Sioux word for “buffalo,” and I use it to remind students to keep their ears (horns) pushed away from their shoulders (figs. 2.1 and 2.2).


[image: Fig.2-1.eps]
Figure 2-1 . Push the ears away from the shoulders.



[image: Fig.2-2.tif]
Figure 2-2 . Tatonka!


Classical writings on taijiquan tell us that the head should feel as if suspended by a string. This is often difficult for students to imagine, so I prefer to tell them to gently push the ears away from the shoulders, which is often somewhat easier to visualize and perform. The effect is the same.

Your posture and your stability are adversely affected if the cervical vertebrae are not aligned properly. This will reduce your striking power and also slow down your reaction time. A couple of simple experiments prove this point.


[image: Fig.2-3.tif]
Figure 2-3 . Your partner’s position is strong and stable if his cervical vertebrae are aligned.


Experiment 1

    Have your partner stand in a forward stance and assume the position of a reverse punch. Grasp his wrist and try to pull him toward you as he resists. If his cervical vertebrae are aligned, he will be able to resist you without much effort (fig. 2.3).

Experiment 2


[image: Fig.2-4.tif]
Figure 2-4 . If your partner looks up, his stability is lost.


    Try the same exercise shown in the first experiment. However, have your partner bend his neck to look up or down. You’ll find that you can unbalance him easily because his posture is “broken” (figs. 2.4 and 2.5).


[image: Fig.2-5.tif]
Figure 2-5 . The same thing happens when he bends his neck to look down.


When you push your ears away from your shoulders, the thoracic and cervical vertebrae immediately align. Be sure that you don’t push your chest out, and make sure that you keep your shoulders relaxed. If the cervical and thoracic vertebrae are not properly aligned, the power of your technique will suffer.

    One bad habit that students often acquire when they first begin practicing a particular martial discipline is that of looking down. This is usually done to ensure that their feet are placed in the correct positions or because they are thinking about how to execute a certain movement. This easily becomes a habit that can be very difficult to break; students must learn to feel if their feet are properly set rather than having to look at them. I have even observed advanced practitioners doing this (fig. 2.6).

Not only does this seemingly venial sin result in loss of power and balance, it also slows you down—akin to applying the brakes. If you’re trying to move in any direction, it’s as if you’re pressing on the accelerator and the brakes at the same time. Your movements become slower and awkward, and in a serious altercation, this can be very costly.


[image: Fig.2-6.tif]
Figure 2-6 . Bending the neck and looking down is a common bad habit that “breaks” spinal alignment.


In a physical confrontation, looking down can also momentarily displace your physical and mental focus; instead of looking at and focusing on your opponent, you are studying your feet. Moreover, this particular “break” in your posture adversely affects your fighting spirit and sense of self-confidence. Looking down is a sign of submission, whether you are aware of it or not. This is true for animals as well as humans.


[image: Fig.2-7.tif]
Figure 2-7 . Round out the upper back.





Round Out the Upper Back

    In order to fully utilize the strength of the upper back, it is necessary to round it out. This is sometimes referred to as “maintaining a bear’s shoulders.” The upper back should not be forcibly hunched; it should simply be relaxed and brought slightly forward with the shoulders dropped comfortably (fig. 2.7).


[image: Fig.2-8.tif]
Figure 2-8 . Executing a punch in a nice square posture may look good, but it is actually a weak position for the proper execution of various techniques.


    Standing in the military-style “shoulders squared and back straight” posture may look very nice and squared away, but it actually results in a loss of power (fig. 2.8). Standing in this way causes you to expand your chest, and much of the power of your punch is generated by the pectoral muscles rather than the very powerful muscles of your back. The human body isn’t square or sharply angled; it is a curved structure.

Some contemporary martial arts historians have theorized that standing in a nice military-style posture actually evolved from the military’s influence on various martial arts just prior to and following World War II. Karate was first introduced to Japan in 1922 when the Ministry of Education invited Gichin Funakoshi from Okinawa to demonstrate the art. In 1924 Keio University established the first university karate club, and by 1932 many Japanese universities had their own karate clubs. During the escalation of Japanese militarism at that time, many young men sought to test their mettle in the coming conflicts. And like their military counterparts, they stood at attention and performed their techniques with ramrod-straight backs.

The first Westerners to learn karate were mostly U.S. Marines. Again, the influence of the military-style straight back with the shoulders held square and the chest pushed out was, and still is, obvious. It carried over into their karate, which they brought back to the United States.





Chapter 3

The Tortoise Shell




[image: Fig.3-1.eps]
Figure 3-1 . The spine typically resembles a rough S shape.



[image: Fig.3-2.eps]
Figure 3-2 . Round out the lower back to help straighten the spine.


When I was a fledgling karate student many moons ago, I recall how my teachers used to emphasize squaring the shoulders when we punched, and the importance of expanding the chest. It gave us all something of a military bearing. We were all uniformly square. My gong-fu teacher, W. C. Chen, corrected this error, telling his pupils that such a posture was grossly incorrect because it actually prevented us from generating maximum power.

When we are told to keep our backs straight, we usually puff out our chests and arch our backs. This may look and even feel correct, and it certainly pleases your military drill instructor or your gymnastics coach, but your back is actually far from being truly straight, and it certainly isn’t what we as martial arts teachers really want you to do.




The Lumbar Area

The lower part of the spine includes the lumbar vertebrae, the sacral vertebrae, and the coccyx. To fully stabilize your posture, these must all be aligned with the thoracic vertebrae, and to achieve this is really very simple.

    The spine is normally held in the rough shape of the letter S. To maximize striking force, it is necessary to slightly push out the lumbar area as shown in figures 3.1 and 3.2. This is achieved fully when the sacrum and the coccyx are slightly tucked inward and upward.


[image: Fig.3-3.eps]
Figure 3-3 . The area of the dantian.



[image: Fig.3-4.eps]
Figure 3-4 . The lower spine aligns with the thoracic vertebrae as a small compression is formed between the coccyx and the dantian.





The Sacral Vertebrae and Coccyx

    Contract your anal sphincter slightly and mildly tighten your buttocks. This will tilt the sacrum slightly forward, but don’t tilt it too far, lest you resemble an exotic dancer. This small action compresses the dantian (in Japanese, tanden) and aligns the vertebrae of the lower spine with the thoracic vertebrae (figs. 3.3 and 3.4).




The Tortoise Back

    Simply rounding out the upper back isn’t quite enough; you must slightly round out the lower back as well. This will actually cause your chest to become very slightly concave, which is exactly what you want (see chapter 2). I often compare this to the back of a tortoise as it suns itself on a rock. This removes the curvature of the spine in the lumbar area, and when performed with the rounding of the upper back and the tucking of the coccyx, seems to align the spine in the slight form of the letter C. However, be careful that you don’t lean forward or push out your lower back too far so that you appear hunchbacked or otherwise resemble someone who suffers from some kind of spinal malformation (figs. 3.5 and 3.6).

Whenever you execute a strong punch, strike, kick, push, pull, or any movement that requires power, be sure to mildly tighten your buttocks and slightly contract the anal sphincter. To be able to do this when performing a kick will require a good deal of practice.


[image: Fig.3-5.eps]
Figure 3-5 . The Tortoise Back. Slightly press out the lumbar area.



[image: Fig.3-6.tif]
Figure 3-6 . Don’t overemphasize rounding out the lower back or lean forward.






Chapter 4

Sink!



    As the upper back is rounded out, so the chest must naturally sink inward. This posture is very common in the short-fist forms of southern gong-fu such as Southern Praying Mantis, the various crane boxing styles, White Eyebrow style, and Dragon Boxing. These short, close-quarters styles were developed for use in the tiny alleys of southern China. I thought I understood what a “small back alley” was like until I actually lived in southern China; there, I saw alleyways that were so small I couldn’t fully extend both arms without touching the walls of opposite buildings. There’s absolutely no room for long arm movements, stances, footwork, or high long-range kicks. Fighting in such a place would require a high level of skill at close-quarters combat (fig. 4.1).

However, this postural adjustment is not limited to short-fist styles; they can and should be utilized by practitioners of the myriad forms of percussive martial disciplines.


[image: Fig.4-1.tif]
Figure 4-1 . Alleys in southern China can be very small!





Swallow the Chest

    When you drop your shoulders and round out your back, you’ll naturally “swallow” your chest. That is, your chest will become slightly concave. Don’t try to force it to become too concave, however. At the same time, remember to keep your ears pushed away from your shoulders. See figure 4.2.


[image: Fig.4-2.tif]
Figure 4-2 . Let the chest become somewhat concave; don’t force it.





Drop the Shoulders

    When the upper back is rounded and the chest is made slightly concave, the shoulders will naturally be pushed slightly forward. This is as it should be. You must also ensure that the shoulders are relaxed and dropped (fig. 4.3). Don’t push them down forcefully.


[image: Fig.4-3.eps]
Figure 4-3 . Make sure your shoulders are dropped and relaxed.



[image: Fig.4-4.eps]
Figure 4-4 . The yongquan point.





Sink through the Weighted Knee

    Ensure that your weight sinks straight through your weighted knee and through the yongquan point on the sole of the weight-bearing foot (figs. 4.4, 4.5, 4.6). This will assure stabilization of your stance, whatever it may be.


[image: Fig.4-5.eps]
Figure 4-5 . A forward stance. The weight must go down directly through the yongquan point.



[image: Fig.4-6.eps]
Figure 4-6 . The horse-riding stance. The weight is evenly divided and goes down through the yongquan points of both feet.





Drop the Elbows

    In performing various hand and arm techniques, the positioning of the elbow is vitally important. For instance, most karate, taekwondo, and gong-fu novices are taught to punch in the manner shown in figure 4.7, and that’s fine. They must first develop the proper coordination. However, most of them continue to execute the fore-fist thrust in this manner, not knowing that there’s a better, more effective way to do it (fig. 4.8).

If you look closely, you’ll notice that the elbow is turned out to the side. I can hear that reader in the back shouting, “So what? That’s no big deal!” And he’s wrong. It’s actually very important. You see, turning the elbow out to the side isolates the pectoral muscle so that the thrust is made with the strength of the shoulder and the pectoral muscle. This weakens the punch considerably.

Mind you, I’m not saying that everyone who punches in this way necessarily has a weak punch; but their punches would be much stronger if they executed them with the elbow in the proper position.


[image: Fig.4-7.tif]
Figure 4-7 . Punching with the elbow turned to the side isolates the pectoral muscle.



[image: Fig.4-8.tif]
Figure 4-8 . A stronger, more effective way of punching is done with the elbow rolled somewhat downward.


    The elbow needn’t be rolled so that it’s pointed straight down, but enough that it is nearly so. You may notice that this affects the angle of the fist: instead of a full 180-degree twist, it will turn about 150 degrees or so (fig. 4.9). This doesn’t affect the striking force of the thrust at all. With the pectoral muscle being free, it is possible to punch with the force of the hips, generated by thrusting the rear foot against the floor.


[image: Fig.4-9.tif]
Figure 4-9 . The fist may only turn about 140 degrees, so that the front of the fist is angled somewhat.



[image: Fig.4-10.tif]
Figure 4-10 . The vertical punch.


In the early days of karate, this simple adjustment remained undisclosed to most students (many of whom would go on to become teachers). I recall one day when I was training with the late Master Seiyu Oyata, a tenth dan in Okinawan karate. We were warming up with basic techniques, and he noticed that my fist was slightly angled when I performed the basic punch. He walked over, and calling me by my nickname, asked, “Pete—where you learn to punch like that?”

I feared that I was doing something wrong, but I answered him truthfully. “My gong-fu teacher showed me this a long time ago, sensei.”

He smiled broadly and gently patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone. It’s a secret,” he whispered.

    Punching with the fist held vertically is favored in some forms of gong-fu and even karate. This naturally places the elbow in a downward position (fig. 4.10), and great power can be brought to bear.

Experiment 1

To empirically test the importance of positioning the elbow, try this simple experiment. You’ll need a strong partner.

    Stand with your punch extended and elbow to the side. Have your partner place your fist against his chest. Resist him as he pushes straight forward with his full body weight (fig. 4.11). You’ll feel his force in your pectoral muscle, and your arm may collapse.

    Now, roll your elbow down and try again (fig. 4.12). This time, you’ll feel his force passing through your rear leg and foot (and into the ground). You’ll probably be able to fully resist his push, and your arm won’t collapse at all.


[image: Fig.4-11.tif]
Figure 4-11 . With the elbow pointed to the side, you can only use the strength of your pectoral muscle to resist your partner’s push.



[image: Fig.4-12.tif]
Figure 4-12 . When your elbow is rolled down, the force passes through your rear foot. You can easily resist his force.



[image: Fig.4-13.tif]
Figure 4-13 . The sword-hand strike is moving from the inside outward, with the elbow turned to the side.


    Although many striking techniques place the elbow in a downward position, some do not. In performing one particular method of striking outward with the sword-hand, most people have the elbow turned out to the side (fig. 4.13). The effect is the same as in thrusting; the pectoral muscle is isolated, allowing the practitioner to strike only with the strength of the chest muscle.

Experiment 2

    With your sword hand extended, palm down, and your elbow to the side, have your partner push against your arm (fig. 4.14). It will likely collapse. Now, roll your elbow down and try again (fig. 4.15). Your arm will be much stronger and you’ll be able to resist him without much effort.

    In the case of the high block, the elbow is often flared out to the side. This significantly weakens the technique. If your partner pulls your forearm straight down (or presses straight down), you cannot resist him (fig. 4.16). However, if you drop the elbow somewhat, he can practically rest his body weight on your arm (fig. 4.17).


[image: Fig.4-14.tif]
Figure 4-14 . If the elbow of your sword-hand strike is turned out to the side, the strike is weakened.



[image: Fig.4-15.tif]
Figure 4-15 . Dropping the elbow strengthens the technique.



[image: Fig.4-16.tif]
Figure 4-16 . If the elbow of your high block is flared to the side, your technique cannot withstand much force.



[image: Fig.4-17.tif]
Figure 4-17 . Dropping the elbow increases the strength and effectiveness of the block.


Experiment 3

    The same experiment can be performed with a high block or the taiji posture of ward-off. Many karate, taekwondo, and taijiquan practitioners perform these postures with their elbows turned out to the side. If your partner attempts to press your arm down or inward, you cannot resist him (figs. 4.18 and 4.19).

    If you drop your elbow a bit, you are no longer isolating and relying on the strength of your pectoral muscle. You will be able to resist him easily (figs. 4.20 and 4.21).


[image: Fig.4-18.tif]
Figure 4-18 . A “squared” high block is weak; your arm is easily pressed down.



[image: Fig.4-19.tif]
Figure 4-19 . If you drop your elbow a bit, you can easily resist your partner.



[image: Fig.4-20.tif]
Figure 4-20 . The taiji quan ward-off posture becomes weak if you elbow is flared to the side. Your partner can easily push your arm back.



[image: Fig.4-21.tif]
Figure 4-21 . If the elbow is dropped, your posture is much stronger.





Are Your Elbows Tucked?

    Standing straight, imagine a rectangle, as shown in figure 4.22. It’s important to keep your elbows and arms within the borders of this rectangle. The farther your arm, hand, or elbow deviate from this, the weaker your techniques become. In punching or striking, keep your arms tucked inside this imaginary box (fig. 4.23).


[image: Fig.4-22A.eps]
Figure 4-22 . Draw a rectangle going from your shoulders down to knee level.



[image: Fig.4-23.eps]
Figure 4-23 . When you execute your techniques, keep them inside this box.





Punch through the Elbow

My teacher, Master W. C. Chen, watched me intently as I performed my punches on his command. After scrutinizing me for a minute or less, he stepped up to me. “Punch through your elbow!” he said loudly.

How in creation do I do that? I wondered. The look of bewilderment on my face signaled my failure to understand what he wanted me to do. Tapping my punching shoulder, he said, “You are punching too much with your shoulder. Drop your shoulder and use your elbow.”

    It would be a long time before I understood what he wanted. Too often we think about executing the punch, or whatever hand technique we’re doing at the time, with the hand itself. This often results in unnecessary tension or causes us to strike with the shoulder. Instead, we should focus on using the elbow, which, in the case of a straight punch, works something like a piston; it drives the forearm and fist toward and into the target. The hip rotates 45 degrees forward and drives the piston forward. The feeling is that you are actually punching with your elbow (figs. 4.24 and 4.25).


[image: Fig.4-24.eps]
Figure 4-24 . Use the elbow like a piston. Focus on that, and your punch will feel a bit different.



[image: Fig.4-25A.eps]
Figure 4-25 . The hip acts like a gear that turns and drives the piston (the elbow) forward.


Experiment 1

    Have your partner grasp your wrist firmly and try to prevent you from moving your arm. If you think of moving your elbow like a piston, you may very well be able to overcome your partner’s strength (fig. 4.26).

    On the second attempt, use your hip like a gear, which turns and drives the piston forward. You’ll find that moving your hand forward is much easier (fig. 4.27).


[image: Fig.4-26A.eps]
Figure 4-26 . Focus on moving your elbow like a piston. Don’t push with your shoulder!



[image: Fig.4-27A.eps]
Figure 4-27 . Use your hip like a gear to drive the piston forward.


Experiment 2


[image: Fig.4-28A.eps]
Figure 4-28 . Drive your rear foot down, using the leg as a piston to turn the gear—your hip—forward.


    But there’s even more! In this test, stand in a forward stance. You will use your rear leg like a piston. As it drives against the ground, it turns the gear (your hip), which in turn drives the second piston (your elbow and forearm) forward. You’ll feel your buttock on the punching side tighten a bit as you drive your foot and leg (the first piston) against the ground. It is now much easier to thrust your fist forward (fig. 4.28).





Chapter 5

Level the Hips



    This hardly needs to be said, since most practitioners stand with their hips level. Even so, I have seen a few martial artists stand in postures and position their hips akimbo. Bear in mind that the structure of the body is essentially balanced on top of the hips. If one hip is held higher than the other, the integrity of the upper body is compromised (figs. 5.1 and 5.2). Because of this, they are unable to stand solidly, move easily or quickly, and are unable to generate maximum force with their strikes.


[image: Fig.5-1.tif]
Figure 5-1 . An off-kilter forward stance.



[image: Fig.5-2.tif]
Figure 5-2 . One hip in this empty-foot stance is higher than the other. The posture is very unstable.





Moving from the One-Point

Many, if not most, people tend to swagger when they walk, forward or backward. This is actually a very weak way of moving the body. There’s an easy way to check whether you are guilty of this. Stand several feet in front of a full-length mirror. Advance several steps toward it, walking as you normally do. Watch yourself and pay attention to your head; does it bounce up and down when you advance? If so, your hips are likely the cause of the problem, and you have a bit of a swagger.

The problem with this way of moving is that the body parts are all moving independently of one another. But since all parts of the body are connected, if one part is stopped, the entire body can be stopped.

Experiment 1


[image: Fig.5-3.eps]
Figure 5-3 . If you are walking with a swagger or bounce, your partner can easily stop you.


    Have a partner stand twelve to fifteen feet in front of you with one arm outstretched. You will walk as you normally do, and he will resist your forward movement with his arm. If your body parts are moving independently, he will be able to stop you dead in your tracks (fig. 5.3).

The only way of moving the entire body as a single integrated unit is to move from what we call the dantian (which I call the One-Point). Learning to do this isn’t necessarily as difficult as it sounds. Here’s a follow-up experiment in which you’ll practice moving from your One-Point:

Experiment 2

    Face your partner as before. However, place the back of one hand on the end of your sacrum and flatten your fingers against the coccyx (fig. 5.4). As you advance, push firmly with your hand against your coccyx. When your partner’s hand makes contact with your chest, keep pushing and advancing; be careful that you don’t lean forward. You’ll find that you can drive him backward without a lot of effort (fig. 5.5). This is because his arm cannot resist the strength of your entire body, which is moving as an integrated unit.


[image: Fig.5-3.eps]
Figure 5-4 . Place the back of one hand on the end of your sacrum and curl the fingers to touch the coccyx.



[image: Fig.5-5.eps]
Figure 5-5 . Push against your coccyx as you advance.


If you do this as you advance toward the mirror, you’ll see that your head doesn’t bounce at all, and your hips seems to glide as you move. In the Taijiquan Classics, we read about “moving forward through the back.” This is basically how it is done. It is the most stable and powerful way to move. You must practice moving through all the various stances of your chosen discipline in this way.




Pucker Up!

Although daily practice of the aforementioned method of moving from your One-Point is strongly encouraged, it isn’t at all suitable for practice when you’re at work or play. If you engage in it in public, you’ll likely attract the wrong kind of crowd. But there’s another way, an invisible and very effective way of doing it. In fact, it is this method that must become a habit.

    Simply tighten your anal sphincter a bit. Don’t tighten it fully, just slightly contract it as you gently squeeze your buttocks together. If you stand in front of a full-length mirror, you’ll notice that your lower abdomen (the area of the dantian) moves a bit upward. This aligns the sacral vertebrae with the thoracic vertebrae and enables you to move from your One-Point effortlessly. If you lean at all, you’ll feel it immediately and you can easily correct it (fig. 5.6).


[image: Fig.5-6.tif]
Figure 5-6 . Gently contract the anal sphincter and keep it contracted as you move.





Structure and Martial Arts Movement

    It’s one thing to learn to walk from your dantian, but how does it apply to martial arts movements? It’s exactly the same. Most martial artists advance by leaning very slightly forward and then going forward with their hips, legs, and feet (figs. 5.7 and 5.8). Every time they advance, their lower bodies are playing a game of “catch-up” with their upper bodies.


[image: Fig.5-7.tif]
Figure 5-7 . Most martial artists begin an advancing step by leaning very slightly forward.



[image: Fig.5-8A.eps]
Figure 5-8 . Leaning is risky and an inefficient way of moving.


Leaning just prior to stepping in risky because your balance is compromised and your head is stuck out in front of you, making it an easy target. Moreover, this manner of moving is rather slow. So you’re moving slower than usual, you’re easily off-balanced, and your head is a very tempting mark.

    The fastest and most stable way of advancing is to do so from your One-Point. You can begin practicing as you did in the second experiment (figs. 5.9 and 5.10). Your body will move forward as an integrated whole, advancing in a unified manner from the top of your head to the soles of your feet.

    
        [image: Fig.5-11.tif]
        Figure 5-9 . With the anal sphincter and buttocks slightly contracted, advance forward quickly.

    
    
        [image: Fig.5-10.tif]
        Figure 5-10 . Give a strong push as you advance.

    

[image: Fig.5-9.tif]
Figure 5-11 . Begin in a forward stance and place the back of one hand against your coccyx.



    Once you learn to do this exercise well, practice advancing with your anal sphincter and buttocks slightly contracted. You will not need to push with your hand (fig. 5.11).


    Making a backward step or shift is equally simple. To begin, simply place your hand on your lower abdomen with the tip of your middle finger touching your dantian. As you begin to shift or step back, push against your One-Point (figs. 5.12, 5.13, 5.14). When you can move easily this way, do it without using your hand; slightly contract your anal sphincter and buttocks, and your whole body will move at the same time.


[image: Fig.5-12.tif]
Figure 5-12 . Begin with one hand on your abdomen. The tip of your middle finger will dig slightly into your dantian.



[image: Fig.5-13A.eps]
Figure 5-13 . As you make a backward step, push against your dantian.



[image: Fig.5-14.tif]
Figure 5-14 . Do the same thing when you shift back into another stance, such as an empty-leg stance.


This same simple technique can easily be applied to any movement; regardless of whether you are turning or pivoting, simply contract the anal sphincter and gently tighten the buttocks to ensure that your body moves in an integrated and balanced manner.




Don’t Look Down!

You see it all the time in the training hall. Maybe it’s you who’s gazing at the floor, your feet, your belt, or whatever. Students sometimes look down to ensure that their feet are in the right position, to avoid looking at someone in class, or to avoid noticing that the instructor is looking at them. They do it when they practice basic techniques, when they practice their forms, when they engage in freestyle sparring. Whatever. They do it all the time. And it’s a terrible habit to develop, one that’s fairly difficult to break, and one that can mean the difference between success or failure. On the street it can mean the difference between life and death, losing or not losing, and keeping all of your original teeth. Why?

Most instructors will immediately tell you that if you look down, you can’t clearly see your opponent. That’s true. I recall attending one of the early Gateway Open Karate Tournaments in St. Louis back in the 1960s. A number of my students entered competition for the first time. Most of the other competitors were tournament veterans, but my students had absolutely no experience in competition. One of them asked what he should do in order to score the first point. I told him to stop, stand up normally, point to his opponent’s crotch and indicate that his fly was open. And it worked: he pointed and motioned to the other competitor that his zipper was down (bear in mind that karate uniforms don’t have zippered fronts), but his adversary did what most men will do without thinking; he looked down to check it. And at that instant, my student scored with a classical punch to his face!

However, there are other problems that arise from this nasty little habit, not the least of which is that it breaks your posture. When you bend your neck to look down (or up, or tilt your head in any direction), the cervical vertebrae are no longer aligned with the thoracic and lumbar vertebrae. This means that your entire posture is unstable. You can easily be unbalanced, and you can’t issue maximum power.

Moreover, looking down has the effect of “slamming on the brakes.” That is, you are unable to move quickly when your neck is bent and your head is tilted. You may begin a movement and then glance down for some reason, and your forward action all but comes to a complete stop. It’s like engaging the brake and the accelerator at the same time. Instead of being directed at your enemy, your yi (imagination or intention) and qi are focused in another direction!

Oftentimes, when we are confronted by someone we fear, we tend to look down rather than making eye contact. This displays a clear lack of spiritual strength and courage. And because body and mind are inseparable (the body is actually just a reflection of the mind—they’re the same thing; see chapter 19), your broken posture reinforces the feelings of fear. You may know someone who just can’t look you in the eye when they speak to you or other people. Now you know why. It’s fear, plain and simple. It can easily be corrected by making them adjust their physical posture.

    Hopefully, you can see that looking down provides your opponent with a very large opening in your mental and physical posture, an opening though which he or she can enter and drive the attack home. If students do it in class, they’re often checking the position of their feet to ensure that their stance is correct. I always tell them that they must learn to feel the stance with their feet; they must never look down unless instructed to do so. Next time you’re in class, watch the other students and see if any of them glance down from time to time, especially when doing forms practice (figs. 5.15 and 5.16). Then check yourself as you practice. Don’t drive with the brakes on!

If you need to look up or down, do so by simply shifting your eyes rather than bending your neck.


[image: Fig.5-15.tif]
Figure 5-15 . Bending your neck forward and looking down destabilizes your posture.



[image: Fig.5-16.tif]
Figure 5-16 . Bending your neck backward has the same effect.





Use of the Kua


[image: Fig.5-17A.eps]
Figure 5-17 . A proper reverse punch with the kua fully open.



[image: Fig.5-17A.eps]
Figure 5-18 . In the horse-riding stance, the kua on both sides should be closed.


The kua—we often hear about it in the practice of neijia, but what is it, and can it be applied in other martial disciplines? I learned about the importance of the kua many years ago, when I studied under my gong-fu sifu, Master W. C. Chen. However, when I spoke with sensei Akira Hino (a world-renowned martial arts instructor) in Japan in 2016, he really stressed the importance of this practice and awakened many old memories within me. Who says you can get too old to learn?

    The kua is the inguinal crease, and in almost all movements it’s important to open one kua (that is, the inguinal crease on the left or right side) and completely shut the other. To do so will change the rotational movement of your hips ever so slightly, but enough to make a significant difference in your technique. For instance, when doing a right-reverse punch, the right kua should be fully opened (it feels like it’s being pushed or gently stretched open). When you do that, you’ll find the right buttock naturally tighten a bit. The left kua should be completely shut. Doing this may also make you slightly readjust your weight distribution. In a horse-riding stance, the kua on both sides should be shut (figs. 5.17 and 5.18).

Using the kua correctly can increase the power of your technique markedly, as long as you don’t resort to using brute strength. It sounds easy enough to do, but try to focus on it next time you practice a form.






Chapter 6

Hidden in Plain Sight




[image: Fig.6-1.tif]
Figure 6-1 . A proper qi ma-bu.


    It’s said that if you really want to conceal something, you should hide it in plain sight. And so it seems with one of the most fundamental things taught to martial arts novices: the horse-riding stance. Known simply as ma-bu (literally, “horse stance”) in Chinese, the full name is actually qi ma-bu, “horse-riding stance.” In Japanese it is referred to as kiba-dachi. This basic posture places the feet apart as if one is riding a horse. The knees are bent, and the back is held straight. It sounds easy enough to do, but if you look closely at how most martial arts enthusiasts perform it, it’s often done incorrectly. I believe that mastery of the horse-riding stance is crucial to mastery of correct body structure (fig. 6.1).

    The weight should be equal on both feet, with the weight held directly over the yongquan points on the soles of the feet (see chapter 4). The lower legs should be perfectly vertical so that the body’s weight falls directly onto these points. Many, if not most, martial arts practitioners fail to do this, and their lower legs are consequently angled. Because the feet are too far apart and the lower legs are cast out at angles, the muscles of the upper legs, hips, lower back, and lower abdomen must constantly struggle to keep the body upright. The result is a weak posture and considerable pain as the supporting muscles struggle to support the quadriceps muscles and endure the strain of standing incorrectly (fig. 6.2).


[image: Fig.6-2.tif]
Figure 6-2 . The stance is too wide.


Keeping the lower legs perfectly vertical also determines exactly how far apart the feet should be placed. Obviously, if the feet are set too far apart, the lower legs cannot be held vertically. This is the real secret to holding the horse-riding stance for any length of time: simply learn to stand correctly. Remember that gravity pulls straight down, not angularly. If you stand properly, gravity will settle your body’s weight directly over the centers of the soles of your feet.

Over the five-plus decades that I have practiced and taught the martial ways, I’ve seen many senior practitioners and teachers (some of whom were world famous, but I’m not going to mention any names here) demonstrate various techniques from a horse-riding stance. To say that the stance was often flawed would be a very serious understatement.

This is equally true for many practitioners of contemporary wushu (a Chinese discipline that combines martial arts with gymnastics and traditional Chinese opera); the ma-bu that they demonstrate often looks like someone trying to use a “squatter” toilet.

    Such a squat places excessive strain on the knees, and although it may look good, it has no real value in so far as martial application is concerned. You simply can’t move with much speed if you begin from such a low position. The depth of the stance varies from style to style but regardless of what style one practices, the buttocks should be held higher than the knees (figs. 6.3 and 6.4).

The back should be held straight, but not stiff. The buttocks should not protrude; rather, the coccyx should be slightly tucked, and the anal sphincter slightly contracted. This assists in maintaining alignment of the lumbar vertebrae with the thoracic vertebrae. The ears are pushed up away from the shoulders to align the cervical vertebrae with the rest of the spine.


[image: Fig.6-3.tif]
Figure 6-3 . The stance is too low and much too wide.



[image: Fig.6-4.tif]
Figure 6-4 . Proper depth of the horse-riding stance.


I am in agreement with those traditionalists who insist that one simply cannot acquire real skill until this stance is thoroughly mastered. Many traditional martial arts teachers encourage their pupils to stand in this stance for varying lengths of time. This strengthens and toughens the muscles of the legs, hips, and lower back. A dear friend of mine, who was the world’s foremost authority on Fut-Ga gong-fu, Arthur Lee of Honolulu, insisted that real gong-fu simply could not be learned until this stance was mastered.

Unknown to many practitioners, the regular practice of holding this stance also has a very beneficial effect on the breathing. Ancient texts tell us that practicing this exercise will cause the qi to gather in the dantian. This fosters the development of the so-called foothold—the ability to firmly root oneself to the ground—which enables one to generate tremendous striking power. Without a solid root, this is simply not possible.

Moreover, the correct horse-riding posture has a beneficial effect over the entire body, which includes not only strengthening the larger muscle groups but the internal functions as well. In times long since passed, gong-fu teachers would recommend holding the horse-riding stance as a form of health maintenance and for students suffering from various ailments.

Because this exercise is more than a little boring and uncomfortable, many contemporary instructors simply gloss over it. They fear that they’ll lose students if they require students to practice such routines. And they’re probably right. But then, martial arts isn’t for everyone, and a teacher who is true to his or her art will not compromise it for the sake of a few bucks.

So, there you have it. The lowly horse-riding stance is probably the most frequently employed posture in the martial arts, but within its practice lies many of the real secrets of martial skill. Most practitioners never really notice it because it’s been so well hidden—in plain sight.





Chapter 7

Anchor the Knees




[image: Fig.7-1.tif]
Figure 7-1 . Many gong-fu stylists practice the forward stance in this manner. Notice that although the front foot is turned inward about 30 degrees, the knee is forced to point straight forward.


Your knees do more than simply enable you to walk or fire off kicks; they act as anchors to stabilize your stance when you deliver a punch, strike, or kick. It is my opinion that too many martial arts practitioners pay very little attention to the proper positioning and use of the knee. They tend to use it in the same manner as kicking a ball. Doing this in martial arts kicks can result in knee injuries that can sideline them for a very long time, perhaps even permanently. So, pay attention.




Positioning the Knee

    The knee should always be aligned with the toes. Incorrect alignment places stress on the ligaments of the knee, and if this stress is too great or repeated too often, injury can result (figs. 7.1, 7-2, 7-3, 7.4).


[image: Fig.7-2.tif]
Figure 7-2 . A correct forward stance with the toes of the front foot and the knee aligned.



[image: Fig.7-3.eps]
Figure 7-3 . Contemporary wushu practitioners often allow the rear knee of their empty stance to buckle inward, out of alignment with the toes. This is a very weak position that can lead to serious injury.



[image: Fig.7-4.tif]
Figure 7-4 . A proper empty stance with the rear knee correctly aligned.



[image: Fig.7-5.tif]
Figure 7-5 . The yongquan point.





Anchoring the Knee

    Acquiring a proper and strong foothold is essential for the effective transmission of striking power, but just how do you anchor the knee? First, we must examine the proper placement of load on the weighted knee. Imagine a plumb line dropped from the weighted knee. It should be directly aligned with the yongquan point on the bottom of the foot (fig. 7.5). This is the first acupoint of the Kidney Channel.

    If the weight is placed evenly on both legs, both knees should align with the yongquan points. In other stances, where the majority of the weight is placed on one leg, the knee of the weighted leg should align with the yongquan (figs. 7.6, 7.7, 7.8, 7.9).


[image: Fig.7-6.tif]
Figure 7-6 . A horse-riding stance.



[image: Fig.7-7A.eps]
Figure 7-7 . Side view of the horse-riding stance. Notice that the plumb line passes directly through the yongquan point.



[image: Fig.7-8A.eps]
Figure 7-8 . Alignment in the forward stance.



[image: Fig.7-9.tif]
Figure 7-9 . Proper alignment of the weighted knee in an empty stance.


Note that the knee of the rear leg is slightly flexed, allowing you to press the rear foot against the ground. It is never locked straight, as doing so would prevent you from pressing the rear foot against the ground—stretched muscles can’t be tensed—and this will result in a serious loss of striking power.

    Aligning your weighted knee with the yongquan point may mean that your stance cannot be very low (I can hear you all cheering), lest your weight drops vertically over or past your toes. If this occurs, you are not stable and can be easily off-balanced (figs. 7.10 and 7.11).


[image: Fig.7-10A.eps]
Figure 7-10 . If the knee of the weighted leg is too far forward …



[image: Fig.7-11.tif]
Figure 7-11 . You can be pulled off balance with no difficulty.





Connecting with Your Toes

    The toes should lightly grip the ground so that the sole of your foot feels as though it is a bit suctioned to the ground. This is the final step in anchoring the knee. There are muscle connections that run between the toes of the foot and the knee, and this slight gripping of the toes helps drive the “anchor” into the ground (fig. 7.12).

Whether you are standing in a particular stance or moving from one stance to another, do not pull your toes back. I know it seems like I’m being awful persnickety, but pay attention anyway. There’s more to these small appendages that you might think.

    There are muscle connections that run from the toes to the knees. If the toes are pulled back, those muscles contract. Your stance immediately becomes unstable. Moreover, these are some of the very muscles that you must engage in order to drive yourself forward or backward; if they’re already engaged, you cannot use them to move quickly or powerfully (fig. 7.13).


[image: Fig.7-14.tif]
Figure 7-12 . The toes should slightly grip the ground so that the foot feels akin to a suction cup. However, don’t grip with too much force.



[image: Fig.7-15.tif]
Figure 7-13 . Do not raise the toes of either foot, ever.






Chapter 8

Opening the Nozzle



The human hand is an anatomical marvel; at once delicate and very sensitive, it is capable of a gentle caress and equally adept at issuing terribly destructive and even lethal force.

It is essential to ensure that the position and form of the hand is correct whenever you deliver blows with them. Failure to do so can result in a loss of power or injury to the hand or wrist. Obviously, the objective in executing a strike or a punch with the hand is to transmit as much of your striking power as possible into the target. But consider that that’s a very large amount of force, right? Is your hand up to the task? Are you tightening the nozzle of the hose so that much of your power is choked off? Let’s examine this often neglected aspect of correct structure. Believe me, it can make a world of difference.




Catching a Fly

Squeezing the hand into a tight fist tightens the muscles of the wrist and forearm. Bear in mind that tensed muscles don’t move very fast, so the velocity of the punch is reduced accordingly, and that means a loss of power. Many practitioners believe that tightening the fist helps to protect the hand from injury, but that isn’t necessarily true; proper hand and wrist alignment are much more effective in safeguarding the hand against injury.

    Clenching your fist tightly causes tension in the muscles of the forearm, and it’s important to remember that tensed muscles don’t move very fast. Squeezing the fist reduces the velocity of your punch, and that translates into a loss of power. Rather than squeezing the fist, simply close the hand as if you have caught a fly (figs. 8.1 and 8.2). The fist is shut but not tightly clenched, lest you crush the fly.


[image: Fig.8-1.eps]
Figure 8-1 . A tightly clenched fist causes excess tension.



[image: Fig.8-2.tif]
Figure 8-2 . The fist is closed but relaxed.



[image: Fig.8-3.eps]
Figure 8-3 . With the wrist flat, the punching knuckles should be aligned with the shoulder.


    The alignment of the striking knuckles to the wrist and beyond is critical. The wrist must be held flat. The striking knuckles (the large knuckles of the index and middle fingers) should be aligned with the wrist and forearm so that straight lines drawn from them will extend directly to the shoulder. This helps to ensure that the wrist will not buckle sideways and striking force will be transmitted straight into the target (fig. 8.3).

    Moreover, the wrist is held flat lest the fist buckle down or upward. In some forms of punching, the fist may be held so that it is angled very slightly downward (fig. 8.4). This form is sometimes used when punching into the lower torso, requiring that the punching arm be angled slightly downward.


[image: Fig.8-4.tif]
Figure 8-4 . Some punches hold the fist at a slightly downward angle when thrusting into the lower torso.





The Sword-Hand

As martial arts devotees, we’re more than a little familiar with the sword-hand, also known as the knife-hand. But like the formation of the fist, it’s important that we scrutinize its formation.

The knife-hand (手刀) is known as shoudao in Chinese and shuto in Japanese. Part of the key to understanding this hand form lies in the characters used to write it. The character 手 is shou in Chinese and te in Japanese. Another Japanese pronunciation of this character is shu. The character 刀, dao in Chinese and to in Japanese (pronounced “toe,” one of several words for “sword” in Japanese), doesn’t really refer to a knife as we think of it. Rather it refers to a curved single-edged blade, like a Chinese broadsword or a Japanese katana. So the name is literally “hand-sword,” or “sword-hand.” But there’s more to it than just simple semantics; it tells you something about the technique itself.

    The character 剑 (jian in Chinese), for sword, refers to a straight double-edged sword, but this isn’t the character used for the technique. The Japanese use the same character. A dao is a curved blade. The key word in that statement is curved. If, when you execute a knife-hand strike, your hand and arm are aligned in a straight line, it’s wrong; it should be gently curved from the tip of the little finger clear to the shoulder, because your entire arm is supposed to represent the cutting edge of the curved blade (fig. 8.5). This curvature actually begets greater striking power. (8.6, 8.7, 8.8)


[image: Fig.8-5.tif]
Figure 8-5 . A Chinese broadsword.



[image: Fig.8-6.tif]
Figure 8-6 . The Japanese katana.



[image: Fig.8-7.eps]
Figure 8-7 . The sword hand and arm should be curved, like the cutting edge of a Chinese broadsword or a Japanese katana.



[image: Fig.8-8.tif]
Figure 8-8 . Many karate, taekwondo, and gong-fu styles strike with the outer edge of the palm.



[image: Fig.8-9A.eps]
Figure 8-9 . A few styles of gong-fu strike with the area of the hypothenar eminence.


    Because striking with the outer edge of the hand can result in an injury to the last metacarpal, some styles prefer to utilize the palmar aspect of the palm. This area is known as the hypothenar eminence (fig. 8.9).

    Some martial arts styles prefer to bend the thumb (fig. 8.10) while some forms of gong-fu insist that the thumb be held out as shown in figure 8.11. The important thing is that hand should not be tensed; doing so will create tension in the forearm, resulting in a loss of striking power.


[image: Fig.8-10.tif]
Figure 8-10 . A sword-hand with the thumb tightened back.



[image: Fig.8-11.tif]
Figure 8-11 . Some gong-fu styles prefer to stretch the thumb outward. The hand is stretched rather than tensed.






Chapter 9

Structure and Kicking



You may be wondering how all of this structure business applies to kicking. It’s really pretty much the same thing, albeit with a few small additional considerations. If we look at our bodily weapons in military terms, the hands are our small arms (no pun intended) and the legs and feet are the artillery.




Types of Kicks

    I will be discussing direct kicks here, which include the front kick, side-thrust kick, and back-thrust kick. Direct kicks travel in a straight line (or nearly so) to the target and involve using the knee to snap the kick out and retract it. Circular kicks are swung circularly at the target, relying largely on centrifugal force (figs. 9.1 and 9.2). Such kicks include the crescent kick, hook kick, and so on.


[image: Fig.9-1.tif]
Figure 9-1 . Kicks such as the front kick are direct kicks.



[image: Fig.9-2.eps]
Figure 9-2 . Circular kicks rely heavily on momentum.





Driving the Kick

Simply balancing on one foot and kicking with the other negates most of the destructive power that you could otherwise deliver. In performing a strong kick, it’s necessary to drive the hips and as much of the remainder of the body’s mass as possible into it. However, the main difference between kicking and punching—that is, the fact that you’re standing on only one foot—makes a significant difference in how this is to be done.

Just how do you drive your supporting foot against the ground when you have one foot in the air? You can’t! To drive one foot against the ground, you must be standing on both feet. This means that you must drive your supporting foot down before the kicking foot leaves the ground. In this regard, timing is extremely important.

    Remember that it is desirable to utilize as much of your body’s mass as possible; otherwise, you’re kicking with the strength of only one leg. As you shift your weight to the supporting foot, press it firmly against the ground as you shift your hip in the direction of the kick. This will cause you to lean slightly in the opposite direction, so it’s important that you maintain proper spinal alignment at all times, especially in the neck! Ensure that the hip is not shifted too far into the kick, lest it cause you to lean too far back (figs. 9.3, 9.4, 9.5).


[image: Fig.9-3A.eps]
Figure 9-3 . As you shift your weight onto your supporting foot, drive it against the ground.



[image: Fig.9-4A.tif]
Figure 9-4 . Shift the hips in the direction of the target. Some martial artists like to rotate the kicking hip toward the target.



[image: Fig.9-5.eps]
Figure 9-5 . Shifting the hips too far will cause you to lean too far back.


You may wonder whether it’s necessary to slightly contract the anal sphincter when you kick. Absolutely! Remember that this simple action unites the upper and lower body; failing to do so will prevent you from kicking with the power of your whole body. You’ll likely find that it’s a bit difficult to do initially. Take your time; this will require some practice.




Kick through the Hips

Remember the principle of punching through the elbow (discussed in chapter 4)? Well, it doesn’t work that way with the knee. The knee’s job is to direct and assist your kicking foot in moving toward the target. Instead of thinking about kicking with the knee, we’ll focus on kicking with the hip. The kicking hip will thrust slightly into the direction of the kick. Be sure that you slightly contract the anal sphincter as you kick.

Experiment 1

    Your partner will face you and use his palms to try to prevent you from lifting your knee as if to kick. If you simply lift your knee, he or she can stop you without much difficulty. However, if you thrust your hip into the direction of the knee, you can overcome the attempt to prevent you from lifting your knee (figs. 9.6 and 9.7).

    
        [image: Fig.9-6.tif]
        Figure 9-6 . If you simply try to lift your leg, your partner can stop you.

    
    
        [image: Fig.9-7.tif]
        Figure 9-7 . If you push your hip forward, your movement is much stronger.

    Experiment 2

    Try it a third time and drive your supporting foot against the ground just as you begin to push your hip forward. The rear leg acts like a powerful piston that drives your knee toward the target. This is a very powerful movement (fig. 9.8).


[image: Fig.9-8.eps]
Figure 9-8 . Use the supporting leg like a piston, driving the foot against the ground.






Kick Recovery

    In most forms of direct kicking, the foot is quickly snapped back to the initial “chambered” position immediately following impact. It’s not necessary to quickly withdraw the hips when this is done. In fact, doing so may cause you to lose your balance because you are pulling so much of your body’s mass backward (fig. 9.9).

    
        [image: Fig.9-9.eps]
        Figure 9-9 . Pulling the hips back immediately following delivery of the kick may cause a loss of balance.

    
When placing the foot back on the ground after delivery of the kick, it is essential that you do so in a balanced, controlled manner. Do not fall on your foot! To do so is very risky because your body is actually out of control and falling a short distance. A foot or leg sweep would bring you down very quickly.




Combination Kicks

Some martial arts favor the delivery of multiple kicks with the same foot before putting the foot back on the ground. It’s good to bear in mind that for the most part, this tactic was created to enable adroit competitors to score points in tournaments where the name of the game is “tag.” It’s a very risky maneuver in a real fight.

    One of the major drawbacks to using such combination techniques is that the hip(s) must be driven into each kick, and this isn’t always possible (figs. 9.10, 9.11, 9.12). There are very few kicking combinations wherein the hip that has been driven into the first kick can be smoothly rotated into a second kick. It can’t be driven directly into the second kick unless you withdraw it first. To do so is extremely awkward.


[image: Fig.9-10.tif]
Figure 9-10 . A popular combination begins with a front kick.



[image: Fig.9-11.tif]
Figure 9-11 . The supporting foot pivots as the hip is then rotated into a roundhouse kick.



[image: Fig.9-12.tif]
Figure 9-12 . A side thrust kick could easily be substituted for the roundhouse kick.


    Performing a combination of, say, two roundhouse kicks or two front kicks may score a nice point in competition, but in both cases, the second kick lacks destructive power because you can utilize only the muscles of the kicking leg (figs. 9.13, 9.14, 9.15).


[image: Fig.9-13.tif]
Figure 9-13 . The initial roundhouse kick can land with substantial force.



[image: Fig.9-14.tif]
Figure 9-14 . The kick must then be rechambered.



[image: Fig.9-15.tif]
Figure 9-15 . The second kick lacks real power.






Chapter 10

The Importance of Correct Breathing



Boring as it may be to practice, breathing is key to improving martial arts performance and effectiveness. Correct breathing can make a strong technique even stronger; enhance your “root” to the ground, which adds impetus to your technique; calm your mind and spirit; and help increase the velocity of your technique and body movement—everything that you want in your practice of martial arts. But there’s breathing, and then there’s correct breathing.

    Most martial arts teachers instruct their pupils to exhale, usually forcefully, when executing a powerful technique. What they generally teach is an exaggerated form of what is known as “normal” or “post-birth” breathing: as the breath is exhaled, the abdomen is powerfully contracted and thus hardened (figs. 10.1 and 10.2). This works well for those who are already quite physically powerful, but there is another method that will turn a weaker person’s technique into an explosive and very powerful force—more so than that of a physically stronger practitioner. It is known as “reverse breathing.”

Initially developed by Taoists in ancient China, this breathing technique was considered a great secret for generations, but as secrets tend to do, it escaped from its cage and it became fairly well-known. Many martial arts devotees practiced it as a part of their regular curriculum, but because it isn’t especially exciting to practice, it was gradually forgotten.


[image: Fig.10-1A.eps]
Figure 10-1 . In normal or post-birth breathing, the abdomen expands upon inhalation …



[image: Fig.10-2A.eps]
Figure 10-2 . And contracts upon exhalation.


It was even taught to the Okinawans who learned forms of gong-fu from their Chinese neighbors. I have long suspected that the original forms of sanchin kata utilized this form of breathing rather than the post-birth method of breathing that has been in use for some time now. The world-renowned martial arts teacher, master Akira Hino, whom I met in Japan in 2016, agrees with this theory.




How to Perform Reverse Breathing

    The Taoists reasoned that a fetus could not breathe through its underdeveloped lungs while still in the womb. They believed that it had to breathe through the umbilical cord, which was attached to the mother. It inhaled energy by contracting its abdomen. When it figuratively exhaled, the abdomen would be pushed forward to help expel waste. Followers of the neijia breathe in the same manner. Inhalation is made through the nose, and the abdomen contracts slightly. Exhalation is made through the mouth, and the lower abdomen is pushed forward not only in the front but also around the flanks and the lower back area of the acupoint known as mingmen (figs. 10.3, 10.4, 10.5). Additionally, the anal sphincter is contracted during exhalation.

Practitioners of all martial disciplines can take advantage of this unique breathing technique. If you need to exert a lot of strength for any given task, such as lifting, pushing, or pulling, reverse breathing should be employed. It will double your strength the first time you do it. Bear in mind that in cases of lifting, pulling, or pushing heavy objects, the exhalation needs to be rather long. But in the case of delivering a strong blow, the exhalation should be very short and sharp, with two-thirds of your breath being exhaled and one-third kept in reserve. The faster you can get the air out, the better; the longer it takes you to exhale, the more of a pushing effect will be generated.

If you’re sucking wind after a strenuous exercise, 3-4 reverse breaths will immediately stabilize your breathing. A similar number of strong reverse breaths can reduce the pain of being struck in the testicles.

Reverse breathing was once one of the great secrets of martial arts. Because it had been forgotten for so long, it became a secret once again—until now.


[image: Fig.10-3A.eps]
Figure 10-3 . The mingmen point.



[image: Fig.10-4A.eps]
Figure 10-4 . Inhale and draw the lower abdomen inward. Do not expand the chest. This is sometimes referred to as prebirth breathing.



[image: Fig.10-5A.eps]
Figure 10-5 . Exhale and expand the lower abdomen, the flanks, and even the lower back.





Breathing and Balance

There is a very real and close relationship between breath and what we call “balance.” Loss of one usually results in loss of the other. But let’s first examine just what we mean by “balance.”


[image: Fig.10-6.tif]
Figure 10-6 . Postures requiring a fine sense of balance are common in all martial arts.


    Balance, as I define it, refers to two forms of stability: physical and mental. Physical balance is pretty easy to understand. The body should maintain stability at all times, when standing still and when moving. As martial arts enthusiasts, we practice a variety of exercises that are intended to improve our physical balance, and quite a number of the techniques and postures that we employ require a rather fine sense of physical stability (fig. 10.6).

The other form of balance, which we usually don’t consider, is mental balance. Just as the body must be stabilized at all times, so the mind must also be steady. Conditions such as extreme fear, (which seems to paralyze us), panic, and hysteria are obvious states of mind that involve loss of mental balance. However, the same thing holds true, although to a much lesser degree, for extreme anger, worry, and even joy. Carried to an extreme, they can destabilize the mind.

After one has learned reverse breathing, instability, whether physical or mental, becomes very unlikely. Reverse breathing fosters a strong physical root, so that physical balance is greatly enhanced and the mind is stabilized.

    Consider what most people do if they are suddenly frightened: they gasp for air, right? If a mouse runs across your wife’s foot, or her husband’s sandwich, she’ll likely place one hand on her chest and inhale up high in her chest. That causes an instantaneous loss of breath (breath control), and the end result is mental instability, which immediately leads to a weakness in physical balance (fig. 10.7). Her knees may become weak and her legs feel like rubber. This is loss of mental balance causing loss of physical balance. The two are interrelated. An unexpected fearful event such as a sudden startling loud noise or anything that may be perceived as danger can cause this to occur. We’ve all heard the expression “paralyzed with fear,” which is an extreme example of this principle.

    And when someone slips, on ice for instance, and loses physical balance, he becomes very fearful, and the same high, shallow breathing often occurs. This is a loss of physical balance causing a loss of mental balance (fig. 10.8).

Notice that there is a common denominator in both cases: the breath. The breath caused loss of physical balance resulting in loss of mental balance, and sudden loss of mental stability causing a loss of physical balance. In both kinds of situations, the breathing is high and shallow, usually coming in gasps.

However, in both types of situations, if the breath is dropped to the lower abdomen and a strong reverse breath is performed, loss of balance needn’t happen. Reverse breathing enhances physical and mental stability; when you begin to lose your physical balance, or if mental balance is starting to slip, execute a strong reverse breath and maintain your overall stability.


[image: Fig.10-7.tif]
Figure 10-7 . An unexpected startling experience can cause a loss of mental balance, which often results in loss of physical balance.



[image: Fig.10-8.tif]
Figure 10-8 . Loss of physical balance causes a loss of mental balance.


So there’s more to breathing than just making your techniques more powerful, and the masters of the past knew it. That’s another reason why they focused so hard on proper breathing, and taught their students to do the same. But breathing isn’t particularly exciting to practice, like kicks and punches are, and consequently, many breathing exercises were tossed by the wayside and forgotten. Some schools openly taught breathing as a method of enhancing balance, such as those that emphasize certain forms (karate’s sanchin kata, for example), while others taught physical balancing exercises—because great physical balance cannot be maintained unless one’s breathing is correct—as a way of teaching proper breathing to their unknowing students. The northern schools of gong-fu and the early school of Shorin-ryu karate were known for this. A number of styles practiced both breathing exercises and balance routines.

So what does structure have to do with balance? You’ll have to find out in the next chapter.





Chapter 11

Breathing and Structure




[image: Fig.11-1.tif]
Figure 11-1 . Many people expand the chest and throw their shoulders back when inhaling.


Proper (reverse) breathing can strengthen your body structure, while incorrect breathing can affect it adversely. Breathing and structure are closely intertwined and affect each other. Let’s look at how this happens.




Don’t Expand Your Chest

    In order to take a deep breath, most people expand the chest (fig. 11.1). They pull their shoulders back and may even arch their backs. While this is fine if you’re taking in a breath of fresh air on a sunny day, it is very detrimental to the structure of a martial arts posture.

In the practice of martial arts, inhalation should be done quickly; you are especially vulnerable when you are inhaling, so it’s important to take in air as quickly as possible. During inhalation, your reaction time is much slower than it is when you exhale, and you’re also more susceptible to injury if you are struck during this time. Inhaled air should be taken in through the nose with little more than a sniff. You must train yourself to do this; take in a full breath with a short sniff.

    If the chest is expanded and the shoulders drawn back, your upper body techniques will be performed primarily with your pectoral muscles, which may not be strong enough to execute an effective block (fig. 11.2).


[image: Fig.11-2.tif]
Figure 11-2 . Blocking techniques that rely primarily on the pectoral muscles are usually ineffective.


    Additionally, if you exhale with an expanded chest, you cannot properly “drop your breath” and expand the lower abdomen, which is essential for the powerful reverse breathing technique. This weakens your techniques because you are unable to properly utilize the muscles of the lower abdomen. Upper-body techniques will be forced to rely on the strength of the arms and shoulders (fig. 11.3), while kicking techniques will depend primarily on the strength of the kicking leg (fig. 11.4).


[image: Fig.11-3.tif]
Figure 11-3 . Exhaling with an expanded chest limits upper-body technique to the strength of the arms and pectorals.



[image: Fig.11-4.tif]
Figure 11-4 . Kicking and exhaling with an expanded chest forces the kick to rely primarily on the strength of the legs.





And Don’t Slump!

    When you exhale, make sure that you don’t allow your chest to slump or allow your upper body to tilt forward (fig. 11.5). Correct reverse breathing does not involve slumping in any way. When you’re slumped, your posture is compromised; the alignment of the vertebrae is “broken,” making your posture weak and unstable.


[image: Fig.11-5.tif]
Figure 11-5 . Slumping as you exhale “breaks” your posture.





Little Things Can Make a Lot of Difference

The xiphoid process is located just below the sternum. We very rarely pay much attention to it where martial arts movement and technique are concerned, but it’s actually a very important aspect of proper structure and breathing.

    When you inhale, you must not expand the chest (fig. 11.6). Rather, you should have the feeling that you’re lifting the xiphoid. When you exhale, don’t allow the chest to collapse (fig. 11.7). Instead, you must feel as though you’re dropping the xiphoid a bit (figs. 11.8 and 11.9).


[image: Fig.11-6.tif]
Figure 11-6 . Don’t expand the chest as you inhale.



[image: Fig.11-7.tif]
Figure 11-7 . Avoid collapsing the chest when you exhale.



[image: Fig.11-8.tif]
Figure 11-8 . It should feel as if you are lifting the xiphoid upward when you inhale.



[image: Fig.11-9.tif]
Figure 11-9 . When exhaling, it should feel as though you are dropping the xiphoid straight down.


You will find that dropping the xiphoid upon exhalation will provide you with much more power than if you exhale normally. This is a great secret to the correct practice of the body action known as “whip” (for an explanation of this unique body movement, refer to my book Martial Mechanics). Southern styles of gong-fu as well as the internal arts of xingyiquan and baguazhang are well-known for using this peculiar form of body movement in which the spine is whipped with a wavelike action.




Nice Tush, But …

    I have seen numerous martial arts practitioners perform various forms with their buttocks protruding out behind them (figs. 11.10 to 11.11, 11.12). This is a serious mistake; such postures may look nice, but the proper alignment of the spine is thrown completely out of whack, and exhaling using a reverse breath in such a posture puts a good deal of strain on the anus. Repeated often enough over a period of time, it can result in painful hemorrhoids. A world-renowned karate master used to perform the kata of sanchin in this way, and he spent many years having to sit on a doughnut-type pillow to ease the pain. Sometimes I would see one of my own students doing this. My reaction was to slap them on the backside and tell them, “Nice tush, but keep it to yourself.” That quickly corrected the problem.


[image: Fig.11-10.tif]
Figure 11-10 . This empty-leg stance may look very stylish, but it is grossly incorrect.



[image: Fig.11-11.tif]
Figure 11-11 . Protruding buttocks are often seen in novices when they perform the horse-riding stance.



[image: Fig.11-12.tif]
Figure 11-12 . Strong exhalation (as used in sanchin kata) can result in hemorrhoids if the buttocks are thrown back.



[image: Fig.11-13.tif]
Figure 11-13 . Leaning will destabilize you and prevent you from breathing properly.





Leaning

    Leaning the upper body backward has much the same effect on breathing as expanding the chest; reverse breathing becomes impossible. While it’s normal to lean slightly when kicking (a slight tilt won’t adversely affect the breath), avoid leaning too far back (fig. 11.13). Not only does it prevent you from breathing correctly, it throws the weight of your upper body away from the direction of your kick. That means that almost half of your mass is moving away from the target! You’ve lost most of your power, and your stability is severely compromised. You may well “kick yourself backward” due to the reaction force of your technique, and in a real skirmish, that will probably not end well for you.





Chapter 12

Structure Impacts Impact



Regardless of what your chosen martial discipline may be—karate, taekwondo, taijiquan, or any form of gong-fu—we must all adhere to certain laws of physics and kinesiology. There is no magic in martial arts that allows us to escape the realities of these laws.


[image: Fig.12-1.eps]
Figure 12-1 . Initial impact travels from your driving foot through your opponent and down through his supporting foot.





Initial Impact

    Newton’s third law of motion tells us that for every force, there’s an equal and opposite (reaction) force, right? Those of you who managed to remain awake during your high school science class should remember this. So when you strike something, like a bad guy, the initial impact travels from your driving foot (which is usually your rear foot) into your foe and down through his bracing leg and foot (usually his rear foot). That is, if I push you, you’ll feel the force going into your rearmost foot (fig. 12.1). It is crucial that you strike with maximum force, and bearing in mind that force equals mass multiplied by velocity, it’s necessary that you utilize as much of both as possible.




Body Like a Hose

I know it’s not very poetic, but the analogy is a good one: if we compare your force to water, your body acts like a hose through which the liquid travels. Like water, force always travels the path of least resistance. If a hose is curved, water can still pass through it rather easily. Kinks in the hose will result in obvious problems.


[image: Fig.12-2.tif]
Figure 12-2 . Punching with a squared chest actually prevents much of the force from striking the target.


    In figure 12.2 we see a bird’s eye view of a thrust. Note the path that the force takes. If he executes a thrust with his shoulders and chest presented squarely, the majority of the force travels from his back foot up through his leg, hip, back, and exits straight out as shown. However, he’s trying to get force through to his punching hand.

You’ll notice a 90-degree angle that is involved here. This acts like a kink in the hose. He is preventing most of his force from being transmitted to the target.

    In the next photo, the punching shoulder and hip are rotated about 45 degrees forward. You’ll note that there are no sharp angles through which the force has to squeeze. It flows smoothly, and although some of it is still lost, the amount is quite minimal. In the case of thrusting with the rear hand, this problem isn’t really encountered (figs. 12.3 and 12.4). However, a lunging thrust, unlike a thrust delivered with the rear hand, allows for more mass to be brought into play. This means that, done properly, a lunging thrust is considerably stronger than a thrust executed with the rear hand (often referred to as a “reverse punch”).


[image: Fig.12-3.tif]
Figure 12-3 . With the hip rotated forward, the loss of striking force is minimized.



[image: Fig.12-4.tif]
Figure 12-4 . Punching with the rear hand does not involve any sharp angles.





Reaction Force


[image: Fig.12-5.eps]
Figure 12-5 . Movement of the reaction force.


    But the effects of your blow don’t end with initial impact. Remember Newton’s law? Your force will “bounce” back up through your opponent’s rear foot and leg and be returned to you, where it will travel down through your driving leg and foot, which is usually your rear foot (fig. 12.5). This is the initial reaction force.

    When reaction force occurs, you’re going to lose power; it’s an unavoidable fact of physics. This is where you pay the piper. You must train to strike with maximum initial impact because you’re going to lose big chunks of power when the reaction force effect occurs. How much you lose depends on your structure and technique. If you’re off-balance or in a weak stance, your own blow’s returning force can easily cause you to lose your balance (so if you’re already off-balance when you deliver the blow, you’re in deep trouble), and the effect of your technique on your opponent in minimized. A flawed stance will also prevent you from generating maximum power when you initially execute your technique (figs. 12.6, 12.7, 12.8, 12.9).


[image: Fig.12-6.tif]
Figure 12-6 . Leaning too far forward will cause you to lose a massive amount of your striking force.



[image: Fig.12-7.tif]
Figure 12-7 . If you lean backward when you deliver your technique, you can easily knock yourself off-balance.



[image: Fig.12-8.tif]
Figure 12-8 . Leaning away from your target when you deliver a kick can easily cause you to fall backward.



[image: Fig.12-9.eps]
Figure 12-9 . If your rear heel is raised, the reaction force will drive you backward a bit, resulting in a loss of power.


    The slightest flaw in your technique will also result in loss of power and possibly injury to you. If your punching elbow is flared out to the side, if your wrist is not held straight, if your shoulder is lifted—there are countless flaws that may occur and rob your technique of its full potential (figs. 12.10, 12.11, 12.12, 12.13). The only way to minimize the possibility of such occurrences is through regular, repeated practice.


[image: Fig.12-10.tif]
Figure 12-10 . If your elbow is turned out to the side, you can punch only with the power generated by your isolated pectoral muscle.



[image: Fig.12-11.tif]
Figure 12-11 . If your arm is not sufficiently extended, you’ll deliver more of a “shove” than a punch.



[image: Fig.12-12.tif]
Figure 12-12 . A bent wrist can easily result in injury.



[image: Fig.12-13.tif]
Figure 12-13 . If your shoulder is lifted, you will lose much of your striking power.


If your stance, balance, or technique are flawed, the whole scenario ends abruptly with you absorbing most of the force of your own blow. The reaction force knocks you off-balance, or causes your elbow or wrist to collapse, and that’s the end of the exchange of energies (initial force and reaction force). If your opponent is fairly large and ill-tempered, he may make your family doctor or dentist very happy.

Looking at figures 12.6 to 12.13, another principle of structure may be scratching at the inside of your head, and it is this: keep the shoulders and hips aligned.




It Doesn’t Have to End There!


[image: Fig.12-14.eps]
Figure 12-14 . The secondary reaction force.


    So the reaction force has passed back through your body and down to your rear foot. Now what? Well, if you’re firmly pressing your driving foot against the ground, you’re creating a force, right? This means that Newton’s third law is still in effect! That force will produce a reaction force, which will travel through your body and into the target a second time (fig. 12.14).

At this moment, whoever is the least stable will absorb the vast majority of this secondary impact. This is why, no matter how hard you try to do everything perfectly, you hurt yourself when you punch a tree; you can never be as stable and as rooted as a tree. You are the least stable, so you get to eat almost all of your own power!

When you’re crossing fists with a human, however, it’s a different story. If your stance is firmly rooted and driving against the floor, it is at this moment that you produce what I refer to as “body shock.” It penetrates deeply into your opponent and figuratively explodes inside his body, wreaking havoc with his viscera and other tissues. It acts much like hydrostatic shock: that is, shock that travels easily through a liquid medium. And remember, the human body is about 60 percent water!





Chapter 13

It’s All in the Song



The revered founder of judo, Jigaro Kano, admonished his followers to apply several maxims to their training and to their lives. The best known of these is “Maximum efficiency with minimum effort.” He explained further that we must apply just the right amount of strength—never too much and never too little. Practitioners of martial disciplines other than judo may feel that this sage advice doesn’t necessarily apply to their respective arts. I disagree; I believe that it actually applies to all martial forms as well as to every aspect of daily life.

Unfortunately, Kano’s advice seems to have been tossed to the wind by many contemporary judo practitioners, especially those who seek to win trophies and medals in the competition arena. In training for these events, they often focus on developing as much physical strength as possible.

I see this same phenomenon in various forms of percussive martial arts, such as karate, taekwondo, and gong-fu. Practitioners put their full physical power into every movement, straining every fiber of their musculature as they execute various kicks and punches. It’s my opinion that they’re really over-muscling it. As Master Seiyu Oyata, a tenth dan and well-known karate master of the last century, told me, “Any martial art that requires the development of great strength is not a real martial art.” Too much strength becomes no strength.




Not Too Much, Not Too Little

For example, watch a toddler try to pick up a pencil. She can barely do it. Her muscles haven’t been fine-tuned yet. She uses too much strength, and this makes the task that much more difficult. Can you imagine what would happen if she tried to pick up an egg? You can perform either of these tasks very easily because you’ve learned, after many attempts and a lot of experience, to apply just the right amount of strength. If you were to attempt to use all of your strength to pick up a pencil, you’d fail. And remember when you first learned to drive a car? What happened the first few times you applied the brakes? Probably the same thing that happened to me: I used too much strength and nearly put myself and my father through the windshield! But after a lot of practice over time, I learned to use just the right amount of strength: not too much and not too little.

In the application of martial arts techniques, what matters is correct body structure and alignment. If either of these is off base, you will be unable to utilize the strength of your entire body, and you’ll end up striking with only the power of your arm or leg. To the uninitiated, the technique might look impressive, but to the trained eye it is rather feeble. On the other hand, correct technique may appear crisp but devoid of power. It is, however, much stronger than it looks.




Song

The Chinese term for this kind of relaxed condition is song. It is mentioned repeatedly in the practice of the so-called “internal” martial arts of taijiquan, baguazhang, and xingyiquan, but it applies equally to any and all martial ways. The common translation of song is “relax,” and this has led to a great deal of confusion within the Chinese martial arts community. In the West, the confusion began when Eastern instructors taught their respective arts to Western pupils in a second language—English.

They stressed that their students must learn to relax, and the eager novices gave it their best; when they performed their sets, they looked like so many lifeless zombies. I remember watching a taijiquan demonstration back in the 1970s with Roger Dong, an acquaintance from Shanghai. The performer, a young woman, literally slumped and dragged her sword behind her as she entered the arena! She looked as if she was half asleep. Her form was executed with the same flaccid emptiness. Roger turned to me and said, “In China, we call this ‘dead man’s taiji.’”




Song Is Alive

The Eastern teachers actually wanted their students to learn song, which is not at all the same thing as being limp. It is alive. It is akin to the word ju as it applied to the Japanese martial art of judo. Ju refers to a state of elasticity and suppleness rather than an enfeebled condition. Song means that one should use no more muscular effort than is absolutely necessary to perform a given task. This is exactly what Kano indicated when he stated, “Never too much and never too little.” It takes time and a lot of practice to understand and then apply this idea to your techniques, especially when you’re moving at full-tilt boogie. This is one reason why taijiquan is initially practiced in slow motion. Most taijiquan practitioners never progress beyond this stage of practice, but to understand the true art, they must learn to do it at full speed. After all, it was originally designed as a martial art rather than a form of early-morning exercise.




Wuji

At the beginning of a taijiquan, xingyiquan, or baguazhang form, there is a time when the practitioner stands still, seemingly doing nothing. This is actually a posture known as wuji. I consider it to be one of the most critical, if not the most important posture of the set. Just what is it, and what does the word mean?

Wuji (无极, “limitless,” “infinite”) is a compound of wu, which means “without,” “not have,” “there is not,” “nothing,” and “nothingness,” and ji, which translates as “ridgepole,” highest or utmost point,” “extreme,” “earth’s pole,” “reach the end,” “attain,” and “exhaust.” An analogy with the figurative meanings of the English word pole, ji can mean “geographic pole” or “direction,” meaning the four corners of the earth or the ends of the earth.


[image: Fig.13-1.tif]
Figure 13-1 . Yin and yang.


    According to Taoist philosophy, wuji is what existed prior to the creation of yin and yang (fig. 13.1), which represent negative and positive polarities, respectively. It gave birth to yin and yang (maybe this is referring to the Big Bang) and consequently the ten thousand things (in old Chinese language, the term ten thousand refers to a number that is limitless).


[image: Fig.13-2.tif]
Figure 13-2 . Quiet standing.


    But what does this have to do with practicing a martial discipline? At the beginning of each form, the mind is to be calmed and the body must relax (in a condition of song). Tension is consciously released and allowed to figuratively pour out the soles of the feet and into the ground. This sets the tone for the remainder of the form, which is why I place such importance on it. I recommend beginning each form with a short time of quiet standing, during which the shoulders and upper back are allowed to relax and sink a little lower with each exhalation (fig. 13.2).

At this point, with the mind calmed, the breath dropped into the dantian in the lower abdomen, and the body properly relaxed (song, as opposed to being what I call “damp rag” relaxed), there is great potential. And that’s how I see wuji: it contains potential, which is something that cannot be weighed, measured, or held in the hand. This potential gives birth to yin and yang, which also can’t be seen or measured because they are abstract constructs, not things. Any unnecessary tension—mental or physical—will block much or all of the potential contained within the posture.

So, take your time and study your movements carefully. Are you using too much strength? One old Chinese master described correct punching and kicking as feeling “like an arrow released from a bow.” When you apply song correctly, you’ll understand.





Chapter 14

The Analogy of the Chain




[image: Fig.14-1A.tif]
Figure 14-1 . A coiled chain is soft and flexible.


    I often use a chain as an illustration of how a proper martial art technique should feel and how it is to be applied. A coiled-up chain can’t hurt anybody unless you throw it at them or shove it down their throats. My point here is that a rolled-up chain doesn’t pack nearly the wallop that it does if it’s used correctly. Coiled up, it is soft and flexible (fig. 14.1).

If you swing it around, it has tremendous potential energy, but if it doesn’t hit anything, it’s harmless. Actually, it is still quite soft, and isn’t stiffened at all—until it meets resistance in the target.




From Soft to Hard

At the instant of impact, it is the resistance, the target itself, that causes the chain to seemingly harden! The links align and for an instant—just an instant—and the chain becomes as a steel rod. If there’s a weighted metal tip on it, that tip becomes a lethal weapon that transfers every last drop of energy into the target. This phenomenon lasts only for a microsecond, after which the chain once again becomes soft.

Isn’t martial art technique the same? You will probably answer in the affirmative, but then consider and ask yourself if you start to tense up before your fist or foot makes impact with the target? Well, do you? If you do, you’re blocking the free flow of power to the target.

“So,” you ask, “should I stay relaxed until the moment of impact, and then tighten up my muscles like the chain?” And my smile would be followed with a thunderous “No!” Think on the analogy of the chain once again and reread the first sentence of the third paragraph. Let it sink in. Digest it.

Let the target—the resistance—itself cause whatever measure of tension is required; do not try to do it yourself. You’ll probably generate too much or too little tension, and in any case, the moment of impact lasts for such a very short time (measured in microseconds) and your timing will very likely be too early or too late. Just let nature—and physics—do everything for you. Your job is to ensure that everything is properly aligned, that all of the “links” in the chain are correctly aligned so that they all inter-support each other. Thus the (kinetic) energy is not completely lost. You’re going to lose some of it—that’s simply unavoidable—but try to lose as little as possible.

It sounds simple enough to do, but it requires a good deal of practice. Overcoming the inherent tendency to tighten up, making sure that the body parts are correctly coordinated and aligned; this takes a tremendous amount of practice. Even tightening your fist before impact will cost you power. Remember to make a fist as if you’ve just caught a fly but don’t want to crush it. No daylight seeps in, lest the fly escape, but it isn’t tight either. Impact will tighten it for you.

This is the secret of what is known as kime in Japanese (pronounced “key-may”). One taijiquan practitioner said that chansi jin (silk-reeling power) is actually generated by maintaining a relaxed condition until the instant of impact, and then the body is tightened for just a second. The man who spoke these words said that such was the instruction provided him by a renowned member of the Chen family, who practice Chen-style taijiquan in China and teach seminars worldwide. And he’s wrong. Real chansi jin is another story, but that’s outlined in my book, Developing Jin. Certainly the analogy of the chain is applicable, but there’s much more to it than that.

And, like the chain, you must not retain any of the kinetic energy once impact is made. You have to adhere to the old adage “Tis better to give than to receive,” and give all of it—every last micro-measure—to the intended target. To do otherwise means that your target receives less than 100 percent of the power that you can give to it. If you consciously tighten up, the time of impact is increased, and that reduces striking force considerably.

I’ve seen countless students and teachers alike who, after executing a punch, have what I call a “bouncing fist.” That is, the punching fist seems to bob up and down a wee bit after the punch has been performed. This is indicative of excess tension (energy) being stored in the arm and hand; it is energy that has not been transferred to the target. At the instant after impact, your bodily weapon should be totally empty.

To strike with real destructive force doesn’t require great strength. It requires correctness. There’s a difference.





Chapter 15

Little Fingers and Toes



The late great judo master Gunji Koizumi was once asked about the secrets of his art. “Little fingers and toes,” he replied with a smile. No doubt, this left the journalist who had asked the question more than a little puzzled, but to me it is a fine example of Koizumi’s genius and deep understanding of judo and, in fact, of all martial arts.

Judo practice begins with both participants grasping each other’s jackets and maneuvering for an advantageous position, trying to cause the opponent to lose his balance momentarily, placing him in an unstable or vulnerable position. I must note that this so-called “vulnerable position” is not limited to the opponent’s physical body, but to his mind and spirit as well.

There is often some maneuvering for the grip on the jacket itself, and this sometimes sophisticated struggle for one’s favored grip is more than just a gross placement of the hands and arms in preparation for a throw. It is also a placement of the spirit. The real technique of grasping the jacket is very subtle.

Modern judo is, in my opinion, not what it used to be. One of my most senior students has an extensive background in this fine art and often refers to the modern version as “brudo” or “brute-do.” Many contemporary judo practitioners focus on the development of great strength and seek to overpower their opponents with brute force. They seem to have forgotten that judo’s founder, Dr. Jigaro Kano, was a very small man even by the Japanese standards of the time, but his skill was truly extraordinary. Master Koizumi had studied and mastered the art under Kano’s instruction.




Real Skill Is Subtle

Koizumi’s reply is easily applicable to any martial art. The “secrets” are simple but also very subtle and not readily understood by novices. They are learned through constant training and study of the art. It isn’t enough to simply “go through the moves”; you have to study them in detail. You must take time to sit, think, and consider.

Beginning students start by learning the gross large movements. Until these are mastered, they cannot hope to understand the subtleties of the art. If their teacher has acquired a high level of skill with the more sophisticated aspects of the art, students can aspire to learn them as well, although they won’t even recognize them for some considerable time. Rarely are these delicate and inconspicuous aspects taught openly. Students have to watch closely, and they must have a good measure of experience and understanding themselves before they will be able to see these little “extra somethings.” Little fingers and toes.

There are small, seemingly insignificant details that accompany the teacher’s way of punching, striking, and kicking. It isn’t always seen in his striking hand or kicking foot. Sometimes it’s elsewhere. Sometimes it has to do with angles but even that statement is a gross oversimplification. In a sword-hand strike, the placement of the fingers, the angle of the strike, the angle at the point of impact—all of these are things that the beginning student will not notice. And even if he tries, he will not necessarily see it until he has mastered the basic strike himself. But I want you to be aware that these diminutive things exist so that you will recognize them when you’re ready.

Forms lend even more complexity to the situation. It is important for the student to do his best to imitate the teacher’s movements exactly. When the instructor stamps his foot rather than stepping down normally, there’s a reason for it. Sometimes his steps seem to glide, and at other times they appear to be quick and lively, or heavy. Watch for the tension in the legs as he moves. Does he make small, subtle adjustments in his structure? The placement of the hand, which is precise even though it may not appear to be, the rhythm in certain segments of the form, the breathing patterns and how they relate to the movements—there are many, many slight, almost imperceptible things that you must look for if you aspire to discover the real art and master it. Little fingers and toes.





Chapter 16

The Standing Postures



Beginning students of various forms of gong-fu and qigong often dislike having to practice the so-called “stake standing” (zhan zhuang) postures because they fail to understand their value and because training with the static exercises is not particularly exciting. But with the passage of time comes wisdom. These seemingly simple postures do more than promote the circulation of qi; they are also used to assist the development of proper bodily structure. No matter what martial art you practice, training with the standing postures can be very beneficial.


[image: Fig.16-1.tif]
Figure 16-1 . Make sure that your posture is aligned correctly.





When You Practice

    Begin in a half-horse stance (fig. 16.1). Make sure that your spine is aligned; gently tighten the buttocks and slightly contract the anal sphincter inward and upward. Be sure to push your ears away from your shoulders. Your shoulders must be relaxed and your chest slightly concave. Your feet should feel as though they are suction cups, slightly suctioned to the ground. Bend your knees a bit and sit straight down; don’t allow your buttocks to protrude out behind you.

Touch your tongue to your upper palate and perform a few gentle reverse breaths as you relax (you will be doing reverse breathing throughout the practice). Each time that you exhale, imagine all the tension and stress in your body leaving through the soles of your feet. You’ll probably find that your shoulders drop a little lower with each of the first half-dozen exhalations or so.




The First Posture

    The most fundamental standing posture is baozhang (fig. 16.2). Raise your palms as high as your mouth and turn the palms inward. Relax your wrists and drop your elbows. Open your armpits (imagine having a softball under each armpit). Your arms will look as if you are embracing a small tree.

    Begin your training by holding this posture for one minute. You may, and eventually you definitely will, experience some discomfort. For the most part, the annoyances and aches are caused by misalignments in your posture. Seek them out and correct them. Be sure that you don’t stand too low (fig. 16.3). Some instructors insist that students stand in a rather deep stance, but doing so interferes with the reasons for performing the exercise; ideally, your mind should be kept calm, but if your stance is too deep, pain sets in rather quickly, and where does your attention go? To your screaming, shivering legs. So I don’t advocate standing too deeply at all.


[image: Fig.16-2.tif]
Figure 16-2 . Baozhang.



[image: Fig.16-3.tif]
Figure 16-3 . Don’t stand too low.


However, even though you are standing a little high, your thighs will eventually become rather angry and you’ll feel their displeasure. Train yourself gradually so that you can easily endure holding the posture. Slowly increase the time that you can hold the posture, adding maybe thirty seconds every other day, until you can do it easily for fifteen minutes. Don’t try to hurry the process; this is going to take some time.

Upon completion of your practice, slowly lower your arms and step inward with one foot to a natural posture. Relax for several seconds and allow your body to settle itself before moving around.




The Second Posture


[image: Fig.16-4.tif]
Figure 16-4 . Fuzhang.


Yeah, I heard the young fellow in the back growling, “second posture?” Yes, that’s what I said. Actually, we’re going to use three postures. I’ll explain why in a short time. Meanwhile, be quiet and just do as you’re told! You needn’t practice all of the postures daily (I’m just showing three of the postures); just select one each day.

    Stand as before but extend your arms in a lower position (fuzhang, fig. 16.4). Your palms face downward with the wrists turned about 45 degrees inward. Note that the elbows are bent slightly, forming a gentle curve. Once again, the armpits are opened a bit, as if holding a softball under each one.




The Third Posture

Be thankful if you don’t practice a gong-fu style such as yiquan, baguazhang, or yiliquan; they use up to eight or nine standing postures.


[image: Fig.16-5.tif]
Figure 16-5 . Tiaozhang.


    Stand in the now familiar half-horse riding stance. Extend your arms upward with your palms turned outward as shown (fig. 16.5). Don’t hold your arms straight up; they should be set slightly forward so that your hands are out in front of your forehead. The elbows are rounded and the shoulders must be relaxed. This is the tiaozhang posture.

In so far as cultivating proper alignment and structure of the body are concerned, the standing postures are without peer. That’s why you must hold these static positions until they feel rather comfortable; your body must become accustomed to maintaining proper structure at all times, regardless of where your arms are held—in a middle, low, or high position.




But Wait, There’s More!

    Once you’ve become acclimated to standing in the half-horse position, practice holding each posture in both a forward- and backward-weighted stance. In the forward-weighted position, you must ensure that your knee is properly aligned with the yongquan point on the sole of your foot (see chapter 7) and keep your rear leg slightly flexed. Again, your buttocks are slightly tensed and the anal sphincter is gently contracted (figs. 16.6, 16.7, 16.8). Your back must be straight and your ears pushed away from your shoulders. Seventy percent of your weight is placed on the front leg. And yes, you’ll gradually work your way up to holding this position for fifteen minutes.

    When using a forward stance becomes rather comfortable, practice using a back-weighted stance as shown in figures 16.9 to 16.10, 16.11. Sixty percent of the weight is placed on the rear leg. As with the forward stance, maintain proper structure. Don’t shift too much weight rearward lest your back leg burn out very quickly. Also guard against leaning forward; it’s not unusual for people who are unaccustomed to this routine to lean slightly forward, especially when the rear leg starts to tire and ache.


[image: Fig.16-6.tif]
Figure 16-6 . Baozhang in a forward position.



[image: Fig.16-7.tif]
Figure 16-7 . Fuzhang.



[image: Fig.16-8.tif]
Figure 16-8 . Tiaozhang.



[image: Fig.16-9.tif]
Figure 16-9 . Baozhang in a rear-weighted stance.



[image: Fig.16-10.tif]
Figure 16-10 . Fuzhang.



[image: Fig.16-11.tif]
Figure 16-11 . Tiaozhang.






Chapter 17

Now, Move It!



When you can stand comfortably with the static postures shown in chapter 16, it’s time to move on—literally. Standing in a fixed position and maintaining correct structure is one thing, but once that has been accomplished, it’s essential to learn to do it while moving. The martial ways are really a panoply of movement; there is often jostling and clashing. Weapons of steel, wood, or bamboo twitch and flash, hands and feet shoot out quickly, the quick jolts of the judo and jujutsu practitioners as they strive to take their opponents to the mat, the sudden thrust of the staff, the snap of the arrow from the bow—these are called yundong (“movements”) in Chinese and sabaku in Japanese.

Sabaku is not random motion; there is no nervous fidgeting or displaced movement such as we see in untrained people or in prey animals when they’re faced with the stress of an impending attack. Rather, the martial artist’s movements are calculated. He conserves his energy. Sabaku is the movement of the predator. Tigers don’t roar when they attack their prey; eagles, falcons, and hawks don’t flutter or scream when they dive down on their quarry. In the midst of chaos, fear, and mutual danger, they appear quite relaxed. Their actions are the essence of economy.

Could it be that the ability to relax, move easily and economically, and release energy only when it is required are the reasons that allow the advanced martial artist to continue to practice long after other athletes have had to shelve their chosen activities? Their movements seem almost leisurely, while younger practitioners exhaust themselves by exerting unnecessary power or effort in almost every movement. This enables older practitioners to continue practicing even into their golden years.




Moving in a Forward-Weighted Stance

    You should be able to move from your One-Point easily by now (see chapter 5), so it’s time to proceed to practice moving in the three postures shown in the previous chapter. Begin in a forward stance with your arms held in one of the three positions that you practiced earlier. As you advance, make sure that you move from your One-Point so as to maintain proper body alignment throughout the movement (figs. 17.1, 17.2, 17.3). Be sure to practice stepping rearward as well. Do not lean!


[image: Fig.17-1.tif]
Figure 17-1 . Begin in a forward stance.



[image: Fig.17-2.eps]
Figure 17-2 . Advance your rear foot …



[image: Fig.17-3.eps]
Figure 17-3 . Or step to the rear.





Moving in a Back-Weighted Stance

    You must, of course, practice moving from a back-weighted stance (figs. 17.4, 17.5, 17.6). Don’t use your hips to assist you, as doing so will likely cause your buttocks to protrude as you move, and this will compromise your posture and may cause you to lean forward a bit. Instead, contract the adductors (muscles of the inner thighs) to squeeze your front foot back.


[image: Fig.17-4.tif]
Figure 17-4 . Begin in a back-weighted stance.



[image: Fig.17-5.eps]
Figure 17-5 . Step your front foot to the rear …



[image: Fig.17-7.tif]
Figure 17-6 . Or advance your front foot.





Adding Footwork

Now, you must practice a variety of stepping exercises so that you can move easily in any direction while maintaining correct structure. Forms of footwork vary from one art and style to another, so I will present just a couple of basic exercises here. Remember to utilize the adductors in bringing your feet and legs together and to avoid leaning.

    The most basic footwork exercise is making a cross-step (figs. 17.7, 17.8, 17.9). Although I am presenting it only in a forward stance, it should be practiced with other stances as well.


[image: Fig.17-7.tif]
Figure 17-7 . Begin in a forward stance.



[image: Fig.17-8.tif]
Figure 17-8 . Step your rear foot in front of, or behind, the front foot.



[image: Fig.17-9.tif]
Figure 17-9 . Advance to another forward stance.


    A second exercise involves making a half-step (figs. 17.10, 17.11, 17.12). Although the illustrations here depict only the way of using a half-step as a form of forward movement, it’s important that you practice moving backward, too.


[image: Fig.17-10.tif]
Figure 17-10 . Begin in either a forward or back-weighted stance.



[image: Fig.17-11.tif]
Figure 17-11 . Bring the rear foot up beside the front foot.



[image: Fig.17-12.tif]
Figure 17-12 . Advance the forward foot again.



[image: Fig.17-13.tif]
Figure 17-13 . Stand in a forward or back-weighted stance on one of the four sides of an imaginary square.





Walking the Square

    There is one more basic training routine to endure (figs. 17.13, 17.14, 17.15, 17.16, 17.17). “Walking the square” involves stepping at angles and stance reversals, which is a bit more complicated than simply moving forward or backward in straight lines. You will imagine standing on one of the four sides of a square and moving along its borders. Practice moving in both forward- and back-weighted stances.


[image: Fig.17-14.tif]
Figure 17-14 . Advance 90 degrees to stand on another side of the square.



[image: Fig.17-15.tif]
Figure 17-15 . Reverse the stance to turn 90 degrees and stand on the second side of the square.



[image: Fig.17-16.tif]
Figure 17-16 . Advance at a 90-degree angle and stand on the third side of the square.



[image: Fig.17-17.tif]
Figure 17-17 . Repeat the stance reversal to end on the fourth side of the square, where you began.






Chapter 18

Using Training Equipment



Using certain common pieces of training equipment can help you better understand how proper structure is to be applied through your techniques and how it feels when you do so. Pay attention to the effects of reaction force on your body and balance.




Proper Use of the Heavy Bag

I’ve observed a great many martial arts practitioners hitting the heavy bag with a variety of punches and kicks and happily smiling as the bag swings out away from them. In fact, there’s some video footage of a well-known former gong-fu enthusiast performing a step-in side thrust kick against a large heavy bag. His kick caused the bag to swing out to a near-horizontal position, and viewers commented on the remarkable power of his kick. And they were completely off-base.

Consider this: if the bag moves away from you when you strike it, you’re pushing it! The farther it swings away from you, the more of a pushing effect you’re generating, and in the practice of authentic martial arts, we’re not interested in shoving things; we actually want to deliver what I call “body shock,” which is considerably different than pushing.

Watching the bag swing away from you certainly engenders a feeling of power and makes you feel all atwitter about the strength of your technique, but it’s an illusion. Although it’s fun to watch the bag swing violently when you hit it, its swinging reaction indicates that the force of your blow is being expended on the surface of the target instead of penetrating through it.

One well-known martial artist’s legendary “one-inch punch” sent his partner sprawling backward for some distance. At the risk of creating a whole new slew of antagonists, I will state for the record that this is indicative of a push rather than a shocking punch. A genuinely shocking blow would have dropped his partner almost where he stood. For this reason, I refer to it as the “one-inch push,” which, although it certainly looked impressive, was little more than a strong push.

A well-focused blow delivered with proper body structure won’t cause the bag to swing much at all! If you hold a .357 magnum against the bag, which generates more shocking power than any of your techniques can generate on your very best day, and fire it, what will happen? The bag certainly won’t swing away from the blast to any large degree at all. It might “scissor.” It might even jump a bit. But it won’t swing much. The same thing should occur with your technique, if it’s correct. If your focused blow generates shock that penetrates through the bag instead of spreading all over its surface, the bag won’t swing very much. The next time you practice with the heavy bag, watch what it does when you hit it forcefully. Don’t get caught up in the game of seeing how far you can move it. Try doing just the opposite.




The Water Bag

Unlike the early days of martial arts in the West, when I first began my own training, water-filled punching bags are now readily available. In my opinion, they provide more accurate feedback about proper technique than the cotton-filled bags. After all, the human body is 60 percent water, right? You can have a gutsy partner hug the water-filled bag to his chest as you strike it. If the strike is delivered properly, he should feel the shock pass through his body, He can act as a fairly accurate barometer by which you can measure the effectiveness of your blows.




The Wooden Teacher

    It’s your best friend, but oftentimes it seems as if it hates you and everyone else (fig. 18.1). It doesn’t care what style you practice; it hates everybody equally. But it will teach you a great deal in a very short time. If there’s a flaw in your technique or your structure, it’ll point it out to you in a way that you won’t quickly forget. Some years ago, I conducted a training session at my home, and everyone was politely introduced to my personal striking post. One student even started off by giving it a kiss and a hug, but it didn’t matter. It still bit him, but through its vicious exterior, it taught him.


[image: Fig.18-1.tif]
Figure 18-1 . The striking post.


The striking post, which comes in various forms, was once one of the most common pieces of equipment in most training halls and the homes of martial arts teachers. Whether they taught forms of bare-handed fighting or swordsmanship, there was almost always a striking post nearby, and if you think hitting one with your fist is a pain, try it with a wooden sword.

An old friend of mine, once said, “Any karate school that doesn’t have a makiwara [the Japanese term for the striking post, which translates roughly as ‘rolled straw’] in it is just teaching dancing.” It is my opinion that he pretty much hit the nail on the head. All hardcore, traditional karate dojos sport at least one makiwara, and its pad is often adorned with plenty of dried blood, which is a testament to the spirit of those who tempered their bodily weapons on it. Even in modern Okinawa and Japan, there is usually a makiwara in or near any karate dojo.

Trust me, if you want to know if you can really knock an opponent down with your thrust or strike, try it out on a striking post. The odds are good that you’ll find a flaw in there somewhere and that you’re not really hitting as hard as you thought. When you start out, don’t hit it with full power! If you do, you won’t do it a second time. Start off gently with, say, twenty-five good punches and strikes. Gradually increase the power and number of blows as you’re able. Take your time! When I train with my post, I perform five hundred thrusts with each hand per day. I also practice fifty to one hundred other types of strikes, which include the sword-hand and back fist. By the time you’ve worked up to a hundred strong thrusts per day, your punch will be stronger than you might think. When you hit an opponent, he’ll stay hit, believe me.

I have often heard students and even instructors of various forms of karate and gong-fu declare that one of the primary reasons for makiwara training is to develop thick callouses on the striking surfaces of the hands and feet (some traditionalists also practice hitting it with various kicks and even elbow strikes). This is usually their excuse for not emphasizing the use of this simple device: it’s not practical anymore because we don’t need heavy callouses with which to punch through armor. Horsepuckey.

Regular, correct use of a striking post will not necessarily build thick, heavy callouses. Rather, it will toughen the flesh on the striking surfaces of your bodily weapons, which reduces the risk of injuring yourself when you smack an assailant. The fact is that most martial arts practitioners are afraid to hit something with full power because they fear injuring themselves and the resulting pain of delivering such a blow. Oftentimes they’re not even consciously aware of this fear; it’s below the level of consciousness. Subconsciously, they know that if they ever hit anything with full power, they’ll injure themselves. Because of this, the mind simply does not allow the body to strike with full strength. It causes the practitioner to hold back. For obvious reasons, this can prove to be a real problem when the chips are down. However, a person who trains regularly on the striking post harbors no such fear and will happily strike his opponent with every ounce of power he or she can generate.

Some people fear that they will permanently damage their hands if they train with this piece of equipment. Certainly, I have known people who injured their hands on the striking post, and it is because they were training improperly. You can easily injure yourself lifting light weights, using a heavy bag, or even using a toilet the wrong way. If you’re going to use a piece of equipment, learn to do it right or leave it alone.

The main thing that the post teaches you is to strike directly through your target and to focus your power onto a single point. This sounds easy enough to do, but I’ve watched numerous senior martial arts instructors strike the post and discover, albeit very painfully, that their technique was incorrect. Oftentimes, their fists slid across the pad, which is wrapped in a type of straw rope, leaving some flesh and blood behind. With practice, you will learn to strike directly into your target flawlessly.

The striking post lets you know—usually in not-so-gentle ways—if you have glitches in your technique or structure. Hit it solid with a bad technique and it will immediately let you know that you have erred. For instance, you may be striking with the wrong part of your hand. If this is the case, you’ll find out about it in a hurry. If your shoulder, elbow, or wrist are out of line, it will let you know. It’s a painful, traumatic way of correcting your errors, but it works. Many times I didn’t even know that I had a bug in my technique until I hit the post. It didn’t whisper it in my ear either; it glared at me. Errors in your technique that are so slight that your instructor may not even notice are made glaringly obvious on the post.

The post also teaches you to strike with the force of your whole body rather than just your arm. You should feel the recoil clear down to the soles of your feet. If your stance is unstable, it will let you know about it.

The constant repetition of striking the padded post gradually causes the bones of the striking surface to become denser and denser until they’re like iron. This is especially true of the old Okinawan and Japanese makiwara, which is tapered at one end so that it flexes back when it’s struck. The vibrations from the flexible post travel up through the bones of the hand, through the wrist and arm, and to the shoulder, causing them to eventually become very, very dense. Think about this. A person whose weapons have been tempered on the striking post possesses very formidable weapons indeed. His knuckles are as hard as ball-peen hammers, even though they need not be heavily calloused, and the other weapons—the sword-hand and phoenix-eye (second knuckle of the forefinger), among others—are similarly tempered. If you get hit with one of these weapons, you’ll stay hit.

There are lots of different flavors of striking posts. For instance, the well-known wing chun wooden dummy is a rather extravagant type. At the opposite end of the spectrum are various forms of gong-fu that simply use a bare post. And while many contemporary practitioners of the traditional neijia, including taijiquan, xingyiquan, and baguazhang, insist that using this device is detrimental to developing internal power and can be injurious to one’s health, the fact is that their martial arts forefathers used various types of striking posts on a daily basis. If you dig deep enough into the history of these arts and the people whose skill in them became legendary, you can find numerous references to their use of the striking post. The Okinawan karate masters of times long past emphasized that training consisted of four parts, although most contemporary practitioners emphasize only the first three. These include kihon (basic techniques), kata, kumite (practice with a partner), and makiwara.

The truth of the matter is that most people simply don’t want to have to endure the initial pain and scraped knuckles of this kind of training. And too many internal stylists would rather intellectualize about striking with power than actually get off their duffs and put in the required pain and sweat. Actually, the pain eventually goes away as your weapons become better tempered and your structure improves, but the sweat will always be with you.

So, if you can, set up a striking post, but be sure to build it correctly. You must never, ever practice hitting something that doesn’t give. Your force will simply be returned to you, and you can injure not only your hands but your internal environment as well. So, don’t go out and start whacking the nearest tree. And don’t be a lazy cheapskate; build a proper striking post and do it right. You’ll discover that the striking post is a wonderful, albeit sometimes harsh, teacher.





Chapter 19

Mirror, Mirror



We’ve all heard the expression, “Body and mind are inseparable.” But how often do we really consider the meanings of this common axiom? Probably never, right? Oh, you might say something like, “Sure, I do! It means that we have to unite the body and mind … yada, yada, yada.” Actually, the phrase states clearly that body and mind are already united; they’re inseparable. They can’t become united unless they’re first separated. And that is impossible—until the moment of physical death. As long as we live on this earth, body and mind are inseparable. So, exactly what does this mean, and how does it impact your practice of martial arts and life? Body and mind are inseparable because they are essentially the same thing. The mind is formless; the body is the visible portion of the mind. They mirror each other.




Psychological States and Structure

Body and mind influence each other quite considerably. How a person stands, sits, and moves is a reflection of his or her state of mind. For instance, an obvious example: a student who keeps her hands too close to her body during freestyle sparring is “withdrawing.” She is afraid. Her fear is physically expressed by withdrawing her guard, as well as numerous other small and often very subtle bodily signs.

That’s easy to understand, but what may be surprising is that the positioning of the body or parts of it fosters and reinforces the “negative” mental condition, and changing the positioning of the body, or parts of it, can remove the negative mental condition. By changing the positioning of the body, you are simultaneously changing the positioning of the mind.

    For instance, when you are happy, your face beams as you smile, and your steps are light. When you are angry, your face is dark and your countenance is fearful. Your body tightens up and your steps are heavy. When you are depressed, you may resemble a whipped puppy; you slouch and shuffle your feet as you walk with your head bowed and your shoulders slumped. A person who is always unhappy looks and moves like it (figs. 19.1 and 19.2).


[image: Fig.19-1.tif]
Figure 19-1 . When you’re happy, you look and move accordingly.



[image: Fig.19-2.tif]
Figure 19-2 . When you’re angry, your body reflects your state of mind.


Certainly, these are rather extreme examples, but they serve to show how the body reflects the condition of the mind. There are numerous other mental conditions that produce slightly more subtle changes in posture and movement. Consider how your friends or family members look and move when they are fatigued, stressed, bored, worried, frightened, irritated, or angry.

Once your posture and the ways in which you move, such as walking, standing, running, and sitting, are ingrained, your body becomes a reflection of your mind. At the same time, your body reinforces the condition of your mind. The sagging posture, the drooped shoulders, the shuffling steps of someone who is depressed actually fosters the emotion of depression and assists in maintaining that mental condition, even after the cause of the emotion has been removed.

    And if the “new position” of the body is maintained until it becomes a habit, so does the mind “change” position. So, for instance, if you make the student extend her hands a bit in freestyle sparring and don’t permit her to withdraw them, you’ll notice that she becomes more self-confident and perhaps a bit more aggressive. But, of course, there will likely be other, more subtle incorrect or negative postural adjustments or alterations in her ways of moving that must also be dealt with (figs. 19.3, 19.4, 19-5, 19.6).


[image: Fig.19-3.tif]
Figure 19-3 . If the hands are withdrawn, it is often a reflection of fear.



[image: Fig.19-4.tif]
Figure 19-4 . If the hands and arms are extended properly, fear vanishes.



[image: Fig.19-5.eps]
Figure 19-5 . If the hips are withdrawn, it is an indication of fear as well as being somewhat unstable.



[image: Fig.19-6.eps]
Figure 19-6 . If the hips are pushed slightly forward, fear disappears.





Structure and Everyday Life

The old ways of standing, sitting down, kneeling down, rising up, walking, and so forth are the only ways that I have found that lend themselves to correcting bad mental habits, such as the development of a negative self-image, depression, and so on.

    Traditional Japanese martial ways such as iaido (drawing and cutting with the Japanese sword) and kyudo (archery) teach students to stand and move from the One-Point, as this enables them to maintain balance and poise. At least that’s what the instructors tell their students. What they often don’t tell them is that this kind of posture and movement also promotes a sense of self-confidence and fosters the development of a strong spirit, both of which are essential ingredients for the building of character and the development of a strong martial artist (figs. 19.7, 19.8, 19.9, 19.10).


[image: Fig.19-7.tif]
Figure 19-7 . Standing in a slumped manner isn’t conducive to the feeling and projection of self-confidence.



[image: Fig.19-8.tif]
Figure 19-8 . Standing straight with the body structure aligned exudes confidence, strength, and power.



[image: Fig.19-9.tif]
Figure 19-9 . One should not slump when walking.



[image: Fig.19-10.tif]
Figure 19-10 . Walking should be done in a balanced and controlled manner.


    Even sitting and standing up must be done from the One-Point. Besides how such everyday movements impact the mind, there are very pragmatic reasons for learning to do this. For instance, most people tend to allow their backsides to jut out as they sit down, and they then fall the last few inches, landing on their buttocks. If you observe how people seat themselves in daily life, you’ll see that this is true. The problem for the professional warrior of times past was that seating himself in this manner caused him to lean forward in an unbalanced manner, which left him vulnerable to sudden attack (figs. 19.11 and 19.12).


[image: Fig.19-11.tif]
Figure 19-11 . Leaning forward when sitting down leaves you vulnerable to sudden attack.



[image: Fig.19-12.tif]
Figure 19-12 . You must learn to sit straight down without leaning. This allows you to maintain your balance at all times.


Standing up from a seated or kneeling position must likewise be done from the One-Point. Once again, notice how most people rise up from a seated or kneeling position; they’ll usually lean forward initially. To the ancient warrior this could be a fatal mistake. It is still applicable today.

    Instead of leaning, the ears should be pushed away from the shoulders (remember “tatonka”?) as you rise straight up in a balanced, controlled manner (figs. 19.13, 19.14, 19.15, 19.16).

You must train yourself to make every movement from your One-Point as you maintain proper structure. From walking to running, standing, sitting down, and rising up, you must maintain complete control of your body and hence your mind and spirit at all times. To do these things in any other way can adversely affect your mind as well as your body and your ability to control it.


[image: Fig.19-13.tif]
Figure 19-13 . Most people lean forward when rising from a sitting position. This leaves them vulnerable to attack.



[image: Fig.19-14.tif]
Figure 19-14 . The same thing usually occurs when they rise up from a kneeling position.



[image: Fig.19-15.tif]
Figure 19-15 . You must practice standing straight up from a seated position. At first, you may need to place one foot just outside the leg of the chair as shown.



[image: Fig.19-16.tif]
Figure 19-16 . Rise straight up from a kneeling position.


These ways of standing and moving must be learned from someone who knows how to perform them properly. Understanding how they (and their opposites, the negative forms of moving and holding oneself) impact one’s mental bearing must likewise be learned from someone who has been trained in this subject.





Chapter 20

Yi, Qi, and Structure



Regardless of what your chosen martial discipline may be, your physical structure will impact your yi (意). Yi translates roughly as “idea,” “intention,” or “will.” This, in turn, affects your ability to extend qi (气; sometimes spelled chi; in Japanese known as ki), which can be roughly translated as “vital force” or “internal energy.” Yi directs qi. If the yi is not properly extended and focused, there is no movement of qi.




No Matter What Shape

Regardless of what martial discipline you practice, whether it’s karate, taekwondo, gong-fu, judo, or anything else, being able to extend and utilize qi, whether your particular discipline spotlights it or not, is crucial. It doesn’t matter if you adhere to the concept of qi or not; it’s there. To deny its existence is analogous to a fish refusing to believe in the water that surrounds it. It doesn’t matter what the fish believes; the water is there.

In fact, it doesn’t matter if you’re a martial artist or not; qi exists and everyone makes use of it all the time, every day. It’s not like some magical potion that only martial artists who practice certain styles can access. If you’re alive with a functioning mind, you use it constantly, because where your yi goes, your qi goes.




Yi and Qi

In order to use qi in any practical way, you must adhere to what I call the Four Principles. Let me elaborate on them.

Relax

Of course, this refers to song (see chapter 13). No unnecessary tension or muscular force is to be used to accomplish any given task. Pay special attention to tension that is often held in the shoulders, neck, and upper back.

Root

This has to do with maintaining proper structure at all times so that you are balanced and feel firmly rooted to the ground. It also has to do with correct reverse breathing (chapters 10 and 11). This assists your qi in sinking to your dantian.

Center

Standing and moving from your One-Point is critical (chapters 5 and 19). All movement must originate from your dantian as you maintain proper structure.

Extend

This refers to qi following yi. Remember that wherever your yi goes, your qi goes. And where your qi goes, your body wants to go. However, because you can consciously control your body, you can choose whether it will be allowed to do so. This is the principle that everybody uses, usually unconsciously, all the time, every day.

    If your structure is misaligned, you can easily become uncomfortable, off-balance, frightened, angry, or otherwise mentally or physically stressed or unstable. Then where will your yi be directed? Under such unsteady conditions, it is usually withdrawn, and we focus upon ourselves. Yi is not powerfully extended, so qi likewise cannot be extended, nor can it be focused. Qi follows the yi and withdraws. We become weaker and even more unstable (figs. 20.1, 20-2, 20.3).

Maintaining proper structure and moving from your One-Point at all time fosters mental and physical calmness, relaxation, and balance as well as a sense of confidence and a feeling of strength and well-being. You feel, and you are, in control of both your body and mind.


[image: Fig.20-1.tif]
Figure 20-1 . If you are unbalanced, where does your yi go?



[image: Fig.20-2.tif]
Figure 20-2 . If you are frightened, you will withdraw your yi and consequently, your qi.



[image: Fig.20-3.tif]
Figure 20-3 . Anger causes you to withdraw your yi.







Chapter 21

Baby Steps



Although the term gong-fu serves as a generic term for Chinese martial arts, use of the term in that regard is actually a misnomer. As many of you probably already know, gong-fu refers to a fine, high level of skill that is developed over a period of time through hard work. Thus, gong-fu can actually be applied to any martial discipline as well as many other activities that require rigorous and regular practice over a period of time.

Throughout the East, it is understood by most of those who endeavor to train in any martial form that substantial skill cannot be acquired quickly, and any teacher who promises otherwise is nothing more than a charlatan whose main interest and skill lies in separating a student’s money from his wallet. At the same time, there are those who come from the other end of the spectrum and insist that students must practice this or that training routine (and pay for it every month, of course) for an extraordinarily long period of time if he or she hopes to acquire a high level of skill. The truth, of course, lies somewhere in the middle, and students must be careful about selecting a good teacher.

In the West, we are accustomed to things being accomplished fairly quickly. We have microwaveable meals (which aren’t really food), instant entertainment (just turn on the television), quick diets (which don’t work), and so on. When we want something, we want it now. When martial arts were first introduced to the West, a number of enterprising instructors realized that a great deal of money could be made by shortcutting training routines and providing forms of “instant martial arts.” My own teacher envisioned this happening, although his young pupil (c’est moi) just couldn’t see it coming down the pike. But it arrived like a thunderbolt, and unfortunately, it’s here to stay.

No doubt, some of the old traditional training routines were extremely tedious, but they were necessary for the development of genuine martial skill (as opposed to what is presented nowadays as being martial skill). Westerners, being the way they are, sought to find shortcuts through much of what they regarded as unnecessary, old-fashioned, unrealistic training. Many honestly believed that they had found ways to shorten the training process but the truth is much different.

My teacher likened the process to making tea. To make tea the old way takes time, and any attempt at hurrying the process will only ruin the drink. To be sure, we now have instant tea, but my teacher couldn’t stand the taste of it. There’s tea and then there’s tea.

Even so, most of those who have undertaken the study of a traditional martial discipline with the understanding that it’s going to take time to develop real skill will still often catch themselves shaving corners and trying to take “big steps.” Such attempts at hurrying the training process and the evolution of genuine skill almost always result in frustration or injury.

I knew one young man who wanted to develop large callouses of his punching knuckles. He beat the living bejeezus out of his striking post (which was incorrectly made, and was akin to hitting a tree) and mangled his hands. He didn’t realize that hardening the hands is not the primary objective of training with this particular device, and he finally had to give it up. Of course, he then argued that training with the post was old-fashioned, unnecessary, and unrealistic.

Another fellow dreamed of being able to execute his form with the same precision, grace, and power as his teacher. He trained his form for two or three hours every day, suffering pulled muscles as well as numerous other minor injuries. He ultimately gave up, insisting that forms were old-fashioned, unnecessary, and unrealistic.

And yet another student envied the uncanny fighting skill of his seniors. He dreamed of becoming an invincible fighter and practiced shadow-boxing and sparring incessantly. When he engaged in freestyle sparring practice, he often went at it with a bit too much brute force and the wrong mind-set (he was determined to “win”), so, of course, he often went home with bruises, cracked ribs, black eyes, and many other injuries. He finally gave up, saying that traditional training was old-fashioned, unnecessary, and unrealistic.

Progress in real martial arts comes in what I call baby steps: little steps that are sometimes too small to even measure or notice right away. Regular practice is essential. After all, a toddler will never learn to walk if he or she only tries to do it once in a while. So if you train at home just every now and then, you can be assured that you’re getting nowhere. On the other hand, if you’re training at home three days a week or more, and you’re taking your time, you can be confident that you’re gradually developing genuine skill, and if you keep at it long enough you’ll develop real gong-fu.

In learning the material presented in this book, take your time. Don’t try to digest it all at once. Most practitioners spend many years learning how to apply correct structure to their chosen arts and lives. Remember, “baby steps.”
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