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Note from the author

For 2 ½ years I was a private student of Michael Martello Laoshi. My background is 
physiotherapy. I took extra courses in relaxation therapy and traditional Chinese medicine 
(tui na). The only martial art I’m practicing is tai ji. My main interest is the aliveness of deep 
natural relaxation.

I did my best to transcribe the recordings that I received from Michael Martello Laoshi as 
objectively as possible. Sometimes it was hard to understand him since most of the time 
he was driving a car. In some parts he talked about things I’m not familiar with.

I wanted the book to breathe his energy. The person who is talking is Michael Martello 
Laoshi. Some statements and sentences are typical of his mode of expression. Although 
it’s maybe not nice English, I preferred to leave it that way. You should read the book as if 
he is talking to you. Sometimes he  jumped from one idea to another.  While he was 
talking, ideas just came in his mind and he went on and on. Some parts might fit in 
different chapters of the book. They overlap each other. I did my best to make it as 
coherent as possible. Unfortunately some parts are not complete. I still preferred to 
incorporate them in the book so the reader would be able to think about it. The plans were 
to publish several volumes...

It was an honour to write this book and contribute to keep Michael Martello Laoshi’s  
name alive. To state it in his words:

I hope all can enjoy objectively.

Yves Verbeeck
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Disclaimer

Please note that the publisher and author of this book are not responsible in any manner 
whatsoever for any injury that may result from practicing the techniques and/or following 
the instructions given within. If you are in doubt as to how to proceed or whether your 
practice is safe, consult a trained martial arts teacher before beginning. Since the physical 
activities described herein may be too strenuous in nature for some readers, it is also 
essential that a physician should be consulted prior to training.
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Foreword

I met Michael Martello Laoshi during Chinese new year 2007. That day it was pouring rain 
in Antwerp. I couldn’t find the place where the celebrations with all kinds of 
demonstrations were going on. Although I couldn’t make it on time anymore and I almost 
gave up looking, something drove me to that place. I just needed to be there. When I 
finally arrived and entered the crowded room, I saw Michael Martello Laoshi in action from 
the back row. It just blew me away. 

I had been practicing tai ji for 15 years and was looking for a new challenge. I was in a 
transition period. I felt stuck in my training and somehow I knew there was more. There is 
the saying: ‘When the student is ready, the teacher will come along.’ Could I ask this 
person  whose tai ji looked so perfect to become my teacher? After the demonstration 
something inside drove me to him. I told him very briefly  my story, what I was looking for 
and asked for a lesson. He just looked at me and said he had time the next day...

We had a very nice talk. He wanted to get to know me first. That went well. He asked me 
to show him some tai ji. I will never forget his comment: ‘Your tai ji looks very nice, but it is 
empty’. I just didn’t understand him, which he noticed. ‘Don’t worry’, he said, ‘I will teach 
you.’ At that point I didn’t realise I was accepted as a student by  a very high level tai ji 
master. The beginning of a weekly private practice training.

Training with him was a joy and hard work at the same time. He clearly listened to my 
questions and what I was looking for. ‘You don’t need to learn another form’, he said. ‘It is 
not about form.’ I was so happy with that. Most of the time we practiced qi gong. He gave 
me directions, explained to me everything we did and made the internal more clear. Still 
there was something I couldn’t grasp. ‘I have to pull it out of you, it is something that you 
just can’t explain. It is a phenomenon.’ How he did that, I don’t know. He just did. While 
practicing and correcting. It is only after he died I began to realize and feel what he had 
done. Now, I understand what it means when your tai ji is empty and how it feels when it is 
alive.
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Sometimes I joined group practice. I was really amazed by the different martial arts 
practices he was teaching. When different groups were doing different arts, he could just 
walk around and immediately give in depth advice to all of them.  It was like he was a 
walking library of martial arts and he had immediate access to everyone of them.  I asked 
him about that. ‘Yes, that is what people want from me. I am a martial artist and they want 
me to teach the fighting aspect and the forms. But that is not what it is all about.’

During the 2 ½ years I was blessed with weekly lessons, we started talking regularly. He 
always made time for these talks. We started to become friends as well. There was 
something more than just practice. We talked about the possibility to put his knowledge 
and expertise on DVD and in books. ‘Do you believe in me to support me in this?’, he 
asked me. I was honoured. So, he went to his private room and 15 minutes later he came 
back with a CD. ‘These are some audio recordings and pictures. Listen to them. It was all 
recorded while I was driving in the States. I just let my mind go and talked in a recorder.’

There were hours and hours of recordings and over a hundred pictures. What a source of 
information. All about the common characteristics, what is underneath the form or 
application. I was so excited. The beginning of working together with an inspiration, a 
person with very deep understanding.

We started talking about it and became more practical. It would have been several books 
and DVD’s. Until...

On June 2nd 2009 I was practicing with a friend in the park where I usually practice. I 
received a phone call from Anneke, Mike’s girlfriend and one of my students. She hardly 
called me, so I was surprised. Her voice sounded very strange. I could feel there was 
something seriously wrong. She only said: ‘Mike is dead.’ I couldn’t bring out any sound or 
word. It seemed hours before I could say: ‘That is impossible, that can’t be.’ ‘Yes’, she 
said, ‘he is dead’. I was so lucky I wasn’t alone in the park. I needed my friend’s support 
intensely. Only two hours later I could leave the park. Only later I heard he had a 
congenital heart disease, Wolff-Parkinson-White syndrome. His sudden death could have 
happened at any moment in his life.
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A few days later I went to be with him for the last time. When I saw his body, these words 
just came out of my mouth: ‘I promise, I will keep your name alive’. 

During the ceremony in Belgium we walked around the lake where Mike Laoshi used to 
train. At his favourite spot we practiced and performed demonstrations. This is what he 
wants, keep evolving, keep practicing. I did a demonstration of a tai ji form together with 
Anneke. One of the most beautiful moments in my life.

One way or another, I just knew I had to do something with the recordings. This book is 
the result. This is a part of how I want to honour Michael Martello Laoshi and keep his 
name alive.

Yves Verbeeck
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Michael Martello Laoshi’s view of 
martial arts

1

The style itself is not the be-all and end-all of what people should be looking for in their 
system. Frankly, most systems don’t touch upon any of the ideas described in this book. It 
doesn’t mean that the system is bad. This is common if you want to enhance your style. 
This is not only for beginners but also for the more advanced student. I hope that whoever 
reads this takes to heart that this is not a subjective area that I will talk about. I will try to 
be objective and allow the students to explore, extract and utilise these ideas in their own 
style; to enhance their training and give their training a more rooted and stronger 
foundation so they can actually grow as martial artists.

This framework is laying a strong foundation, emphasizing the basics and then eventually 
getting to the style itself. Explaining and further expanding on the ideas of rooting, kao da, 
basic stances and so on.

How to build a strong foundation, how to think, how to keep the foundation and make it 
strong... What is common to northern styles and what can they do for you?

This type of knowledge is not so commonly spoken of and taught. It is a very interesting 
area of martial arts. I feel it is an integral part of martial arts, the martial arts community 
and training.

There are a lot of books that reiterate certain things we talk about and some things seem 
fairly obvious. A word of warning; there will be some ideas that people might not agree 
upon. This is a very subjective look into my experiences and training and how I am trying 
to bring this to people.
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These ideas and approaches that I am explaining are not explicitly from one system. They 
are from all my years of training and working with different masters. Some of these are my 
own I don’t want to say inventions, but evolutions. They are not making it better. But 
actually, I took a step back and made it more basic. I didn’t try to advance something but I 
tried to take a step backwards and focus on foundations.

I’m not trying to create my own style, not at all. I am looking into the training methods and 
how to benefit and teach Westerners the Chinese ways without having them to be 
specialists in Chinese language and culture. Some of these are my own designs 
extrapolated from years of training. I put them together and say: ‘This is important for 
training’. I’ve distilled from experience the most important parts of the process and 
tailored this to each individual and group of students. That’s why my training in Taiwan 
was so important when I met Kathy, teacher Wang, and some other teachers like the 88 
year old master of qi gong, tai ji, ba gua, ba ji, tang lang, and tong bei teachers... What is 
interesting is my thought process on how to train; the way I have been restructuring my 
own training is right in line with old traditions. It just so happens because I have studied 
not one style but more than 10 styles. These styles each have their own way of doing 
things. The common characteristics in training from style to style are so great that you 
don’t need to be style specific. But you can focus on the basics that build that common 
foundation. This foundation can then open the door to any style because you worked the 
wai gong, qi gong and nei gong, the soft and the hard, the yin and yang and the 
philosophy behind it all. You need a lot of time. And there are all these little layers that 
have to be touched upon. The stretching, the training, the correct postures, ...  everything. 
This is all so important. 

The important part is to understand that you need the overlapping of wai gong, qi gong 
and nei gong. If you want to be a martial artist, continue something that is very old and if 
you want to understand it fully, you have to take this path and walk these roads. You have 
to fully absorb the martial arts if you want to understand the essence.

It is all for building the jing. Basically practicing martial arts is to get in touch with who you 
are and to build your jing, your power. This comes from your essence, your qi, your intent, 
your will, your muscles. Total packages doing all of this will build your jing, qi and essence. 
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You will get in touch with yourself. This is the essence of what it is that martial arts do for 
you. It is an inwardly look to who you are, philosophy, changing your life and living life a lot 
better. Your martial arts can develop from this roadmap of foundation training and 
stretching and all these important factors. It sounds like a lot and sometimes it is 
overwhelming. ‘What do I train next?’ That’s why they say:’ Man man lai’. This means: 
slowly, it will come. Slowly, slowly. Meaning, you have to give it time. It will happen, not in 
one day. One day, in the future, you will have it. You need to go into these areas and 
practice. You don’t have to go 100% crazy in each area. You need to dabble and touch. 
You need to do the intermediate to advanced levels of each area. No one says everyone 
has to go to the advanced advanced because not everyone does.

If you can get to the base of the advanced advanced your gong fu is 90 times stronger 
than almost any persons’ natural ability to practice anything. At that point you are super 
strong, you are energised. It is retard strength. I don’t know how else to explain it. It is true 
martial arts.

With it comes pain, suffering, bruising, soreness, ... this is all part of it. 

The term martial sport can never exist if you are a serious martial artist. Sport and martial 
arts actually oppose each other, their paths follow different ways and their middle grounds 
do not overlap. Wushu as a contemporary martial sport is going to take a glorious past 
and it’s going to be lost.

For a true martial artist that follows the path of martial arts, sport is sport; martial arts are a 
very deep understanding to enlightenment.

Sport is basically good for building physical attributes of the body. It can enhance certain 
areas of the early stages of learning martial arts because athletic ability is important to a 
certain stage. After a stage of understanding athletic ability you are tuned to perform 
specific tasks, and you know your muscles. You can understand and develop your internal 
intent to beat your competition. As a martial artist it is different knowing what that internal 
intent is.
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Most sport people do not get past the muscle and the athletic physical ability. There is a 
deep understanding that a martial artist will surpass any sports person. This doesn’t mean 
endurance or strength. We are talking about an internal intent, an internal understanding of 
what and who you are.

It is difficult to understand, but sport and martial arts, they coincide. After a certain level of 
martial arts sport should be put aside if you want to achieve high levels of martial arts.

Not that sport isn’t great for your enjoyment; that it isn’t good for cardiovascular 
endurance and things of that nature which all people need. So, sport is great, but it has to 
be tailored to what you want to do, to the ends and the means of what your goals are.

Students need to touch many things in life to understand more deeply. To see what is in 
front of them is more deep and strong. E.g. a student who never touches anything bad will 
conversely never really understand what the difference of the yin and the yang is. Yin and 
yang is more than just soft and hard. The whole matter of life is yin and yang. I firmly 
believe it is easier for a student to reach higher levels if he touches bad first and then 
touches good in comparison to a student who always touches good first and then bad. I 
think he won’t  be as deeply enlightened  as the student who has grown up from a harder 
background to a more enriched lifestyle. It is like a poor guy who works hard just to put 
shoes on his feet, when he gets older the appreciation factor of life and hard work, 
determination and what it means to make something is much more whole and deep than 
for the rich guy who takes everything for granted. This is an easier round for students to 
gain higher levels. The point is, if you have a little rough first, you will be able to appreciate 
what you have later because it hasn’t been handed to you on a silver platter. You will know 
the difference between good, better good and excellent. And you will not be fooled any 
more.

Water is cheap. Get your hands dirty. Learn about what you are doing. Later on, you can 
always wash yourself clean. I touched a very good wing chun master in my early stages of 
martial arts training as a teenager. I never understood the true connection with martial arts. 
At that point I just liked it. He taught me good stuff. I didn’t really understand deeply. My 
next teacher taught me in a different way. He was not a good person per se. He taught me 
a shell and how to make a shell very strong and look perfect. The shell is the forms  and 
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the basic foundation. But they need  a good glue to hold it all together which, let’s say, is 
the internal intent. When I touched Wang Laoshi, I knew that this man’s glue could tie 
everything together for my martial arts sake and make everything come full circle for me. 
But even so, I still need to practice extremely hard to make that glue very strong and to 
bind all that I have learned in the past together.

I can see now the appreciation of my first teacher and what the value of his martial arts 
was. How strong a very positive foundation was. Then I went to a negative foundation. 
Then I came full circle and I am still making that journey after I met Wang Laoshi. This is 
how it made me understand martial arts more deeply. Conversely there are a lot of people 
who are quite lucky and they fall into good martial arts right of the bad. But their skill level 
never really grows very high. They attach themselves to things that are going to make 
them deeper. Since it is just handed to them and they don’t really understand.

It is really up to the persons themselves as individuals to make this path and distinction, to 
make that journey. Not just make the journey because anybody can walk a thousand 
miles. It is what that person gets out of walking these thousand miles.

Another example is the exercise of Americans today. They go to the gym, they sit on 
bicycles, they run on treadmills while looking at a television screen. They watch their 
favourite DVD while exercising. They don’t really realize that they exercise. As a peripheral 
exercise, this is fine, you are moving your body. But where is the connection between your 
body and your mind in the movement? This is a travesty. Actually, you are getting nothing 
out of it.

The person who travels a thousand miles and thinks of nothing, versus the person who 
ponders every step, every movement of his muscles and makes that next step will really 
benefit at the end of the journey.

Insights of a gentle warrior! 11



Introduction
2
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Common characteristics of Northern styles

There are common characteristics to most northern styles. They are all martial arts, they 
produce healthy bodies. What happens when you practice is more than just producing a 
healthy body.

Years ago, there was a clear distinction between soft and hard styles. Over the years a mix 
of the martial arts has led to these ideas developing inside most other arts now. Early on a 
student would follow one master and that lineage. Very few schools would introduce 
mixed lineages and styles. This new searching paved the way  to core foundation that you 
can see evolving into every style of martial arts. This is what we mean by common 
characteristics of northern styles gong fu. We want to bring out these common goals that 
are very important NOW and can be used.

I’m influenced by a lot of internal principles and how they are imbedded within the 
different styles of martial arts, and also how they SHOULD be imbedded in the various 
styles of martial arts. They should not be neglected. People should not practice martial 
arts for the sake of just being able to punch and kick. In the West there has to be a lot 
more enlightenment into what really is martial art. It is more than just an exercise and a 
sport. Yes, you can look at it as a sport, but I don’t. 

Chinese martial arts were created not as a way to cultivate spirit, but as a way of total 
efficiency in combat situations for the users survival.

I want to bring out some common characteristics. Just showing the pictures of me hitting 
a tree is very easy. Anybody can follow step-swing you arm-hit the tree with dead force 
but you have to make sure that it is alive, this is an easy picture to describe. But what is 
not easy to describe is all the mechanical and structural concepts that are going on within 
the body while rooting. If you would try to push me, you wouldn’t be able to. I would just 
go through with the technique regardless. So it is not that you’re just standing there. There 
is a whole explanation to it all. That  was all developed through the correct practicing of 
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the nei gong and the qigong, two  internal aspects, with wai gong being the external 
aspect. You have to distinguish these to make the body very strong. Then I talk about the 
conditioning aspects. You would think the wai gong could be part of the conditioning 
aspect, but really no. The external type is training the firmness, the rooting, the strength of 
the punching and all these  coincide. They all overlap. You have to follow the links. If you 
don’t follow the links, the chain breaks. We are setting up the formula to make each link in 
this infinitive circle, that when you add the next link, the link that you add is so strong that 
it won’t break. And then you can add upon the next link. You won’t have any weak links 
inside there.

As humans we always have weak links. And that is the beauty of martial practice. That is 
the beauty of the self awareness, looking inwardly to see those links.

Concerning the differences between internal and external styles, one should first recognize 
the important point that all Chinese styles come from the same root, they are born from 
the same mother. If they don’t share these roots or lineage than it is not a Chinese martial 
art.

The practice can be divided into two major traditions, hard and soft. Those of the hard 
tradition take the path to strengthen their practice like various schools of shaolin. They 
train ligaments, bones and skin. They train physical attributes. Very strong muscles and 
very rigid bodies. They produce a strength that actually anybody can produce through 
physical practice. This is just one area that is necessary to be trained, regardless of your 
external or internal. You must train this the physical way. It is a natural way of practice. 
People overdo it. It is when you overdo that you actually hurt yourself.

The soft tradition like tai ji take the path of victory through soft changes to overcome their 
opponents. They train the internal power of the qi. Also xing yi and ba gua use the 
combination of soft and hard, but have the same origin of tai ji. They all use skills to 
overcome the hard force of their opponent with the use of hard force with soft changes or 
soft force accompanied by internal strength.
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These are 10 internal points from the soft arts.

1. Use the mind, not force

2. Clearly differentiate between substantial and insubstantial.

3. Sink the shoulders and the elbows

4. Hollow the chest and allow the back to push out slightly

5. Empty the neck and suspend the head as if from a string above

6. Relax the waist and hips

7. Upper and lower follow each other

8. The inner and the outer are united with each other

9. Motion is continuous without breaks

10. Within motion seek stillness and within stillness seek motion.

These principles are of the tai ji classics. They are actually fundamentals to northern 
martial arts styles. You can see the  northern styles contain these shared principles if 
practiced with the correct knowledge base

In the beginning when you practice, when you raise or move your hands or legs, all 
motions should be relaxed and agile. All movements of the body should be continuous 
and connected from the beginning to the end. You should be aware of the flow of the qi, 
the breath inside the body setting motion to action. The spirit, will and focus outside the 
body should be brought inside directly towards the qi and dan tian allowing the whole 
body to move in controlled and harmonious way  with the external and the internal unified 
together.

This is basic for all movements and for the  thought processes behind movements even in 
combat situations. That has to be an unconscious reflection of your training.
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Every style, like tai ji, ba gua or tang lang, has its own set of codes and ideas built upon 
this foundation. A good martial artist would train and build these foundations before he 
even starts his chosen style. When he started his style, his foundations would be super 
strong and his  style would come easily to him. In China they still preserve this method of 
teaching and that is why there are still good martial artists there. In the West this is mostly 
not even known. Therefore in the West there is a lack of knowledge and true skill. Some 
people want to know how to end a fight in 2 seconds. You know, when you are 50 or 60 
years old, you can’t be rolling on the ground and try to end the fight in some wrestling 
match. It is not about the fight, it is about enhancing your life.

In China they still preserve these ideas in the basic foundations of the kids. If the kids 
choose to do northern styles, their basic foundation would be tan tui, which translates as 
long fist or spring legs. It is just a basic foundation into kicking and punching drills. Even 
though it is a style in and of itself, it is considered a rudimentary style that you would study 
before you would go into anything else. It is like algebra, which lays the foundations for all 
other maths. Even some old people still practice it. Once that foundation is laid it is easy 
to build upon and refine other foundations. In the West you don’t have these foundation 
and people start their practice later on in life. Their bodies are already sort of lazy and built 
into whatever they do. Or they are way too athletic and they only understand movements 
through the athletic use of the body, versus a different mode of thinking about movement 
which lays in the foundation of Chinese cultures.

Then you have to know how to punch and kick. If this practice was implemented at an 
early stage before you get to the style that you want to learn you don’t have to be taught 
how to punch and kick, it is a given. Every style has its own way of punching and kicking 
which is fine. However the foundation of punching and kicking and where it roots from is 
there. That is what is important. You don’t have to teach that. You just have to teach the 
specific ways of the style and from there take the essence and continue evolving. You 
need to have patience to learn.

In the  traditional northern schools the beginning student spends years developing the 
basic wai gong skills before focussing on the more refined aspects of the art. This doesn’t 
mean that the basic skills being trained are not internal. This training does involve the use 
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of internal principles, appropriate body alignment and natural body movement. It is simply 
less refined than the more advanced training. One cannot start with a physically weak, 
uncoordinated, unbalanced, unconnected body and hope to develop refined internal 
strength, power (jing) through the study of intermediate or advanced movement, forms or 
exercises. Today many teachers who gained skill through solid basic training and then 
later progressed to more refined aspects of the art, tend to forget where they have begun 
when they were beginning students and what their teachers taught them. They no longer 
like to practice the physical demanding components of the art that were so important in 
their own development or they find out that they are not to attract many students in their 
schools when they teach the same way they were taught by their teachers. As a result 
their students are being cheated and will never be as good as their teacher.

Of course it is very different from practical practice, that is where the truth comes in. You 
can read all you want and you can write it really well but never achieve it. Therefore, theory 
and  practice must go together. You must understand the theory and the practice, the 
deepness of it and not rush it. It has to be done over time.

Here we start training later in life. It is very important to balance this in our martial arts. 
People’s mindset is more mature and their time is shortened. Kids can physically train for 
many many years without having to worry that they don’t have time enough and end up in 
stages in life where your body can’t develop any more. They have plenty of room for 
development and changes in the body. When you are past 50, your body is pretty much 
grown. You can’t go and change it any more. You can make it a little more flexible and 
muscular, but for the internal ideas it will be very difficult to develop unless you plant the 
seed in your 20’s and early 30’s. The 30’s is the best time to plant the internal seed. Up 
until the 20’s is the best time for the physical seed to be attained and the forms. To learn 
the fighting, kicking and get all the aggression stuff out of the body. When you are in your 
30’s you can deepen that knowledge with the internal practice and begin developing the 
nei gong. Later when you go to your 40’s and 50’s you can go back to the forms again and 
refine them. You don’t refine them in just the physical aspect, but in the internal and 
spiritual aspect. That’s when you start to round out your martial arts and you begin to get 
essence. You begin to absorb form of the style. The style becomes style-less and 
formless. It takes time to develop all this and go through the stages. Most people don’t 
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want to become a master. The road to become a master is about going through these 
stages and developing and building them.

It doesn’t mean that a student who starts at 30 can’t become a master. My tai ji teacher 
started at 37 and is the top tai ji teacher in Taiwan. But she is limited to tai ji. Her kicking 
and punching abilities are limited. Her rooting and tai ji abilities are boundless. If she would 
have studied the earlier wushu arts, the more external arts when she was younger and 
then developed her tai ji as she did now,  she would have had the combination of the 
external and the internal evenly developed and her body would have been used to it. Now 
it is hard for her to grow into kicking and punching and learning those types of ideas, but 
yet her tai ji is still absolute top.

To be a well rounded master takes a lifetime of searching, questioning and self refinement. 
That is the key to becoming a teacher: self refinement and self awareness. Not questioning 
is this right or wrong, questioning to make yourself want to search deeper, to refine it more 
and find you not only have an answer to that question, but you have 10 answers to that 
question. You can refine those answers into the question that deepens it. This makes your 
understanding that much more deep.

Self awareness is very important in the early stages of martial arts and it is the key that will 
make you grow as a martial artist. For example, I constantly talk about your shoulders and 
how high they can drift. This is an area of meditation that has nothing to do with martial 
arts. You can be walking on the street, right before you go to sleep, work, ... and thinking 
of this. It has nothing to do with martial abilities. Self awareness has nothing to do with 
martial abilities, but with knowing who you are, being aware of your shoulders. When you 
sit and eat, just stop and freeze your body and see how high your shoulders are. When 
you walk on the street, just stop and freeze your body and say: ‘My shoulders, why are 
they so high?’ And relax them. See if you can drape them and drop them 6 inches and try 
to keep that as your standard. You can do this with many things of your body. Your hips, 
you can stand there and feel your hips and say: ‘Waw, why is my hip so tight? Why do I 
feel so much stress in the area of this hip?’ And release it. This is self-awareness that has 
to be trained. It has to be trained on a conscious level, but experienced from an 
unconscious level. Because in the basics without being taught this, you are not 
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consciously aware of it. You are just unconsciously stiff.  And making yourself consciously 
aware of the stiffness allows you to drop it, but then you have to become unconsciously 
aware and make sure that it happens automatically without being conscious.

That same awareness, that same roadmap or flowchart, you add to practicing your forms. 
When you practice your forms your mind is focused on the movements of the forms, your 
thought process is on the movement of the form. You want to get to a subconscious 
understanding of the movement of the forms. There is no thought process of what is next. 
It just happens. The form just flows. Within that flow you have to be conscious of your 
stiffness and correct wherever you are stiff, the rooting and the grounding of the body and 
the power of moving it. That is all through the nei gong, the qi gong and the wai gong. This 
self awareness combined with the three, in theory and in practice, makes you a much 
more stronger martial artist. After that practicing it, you have to take it to another level and 
apply it to the applications, to the partnering, to everything, to life itself and to every 
process of martial arts there’s a meaning to what you do.

When you’ve done that, you can continue to refine yourself. You go back to stage one, like 
you were in the beginning stages of training. Then start over again and refine. It is an 
endless loop, an endless circle, an endless way of teaching, of knowledge. It is an endless 
way to deepen yourself in martial arts and make you that much stronger and aware of 
what you are doing.
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Speed, power and technique

Old martial artists took their experiences and realised that in a fight there are 3 factors to 
decide the victory: speed, power and technique.

Speed is the most important because you can get in and out on your opponent fast and 
attack his vital areas. Even if your power is weak you can throw a number of techniques 
and you have a good chance of some landing and inflicting serious damage. So if you 
have speed, what you need to gain is power. With good speed and techniques, but 
without the power your attack and defences will not be as effective. You can meet people 
with great muscular strength and no martial arts training who are able to defeat skilled 
martial artist whose power is weak. That is bad training.

Finally once you have good speed and power, you can develop good technique and clear 
strategy. Then there is no doubt victory will be yours.

Therefore increasing speed, improving power and studying the technique are the most 
important points for Chinese martial arts practice.

In fact speed and power training are considered the foundation of effectiveness in all 
martial art styles.

It doesn’t matter which technique and style create certain basic principles and rules. e.g. 
all offence and defence techniques must effectively protect your vital areas such as eyes, 
throat and groin. Whenever you attack or defend you must be able to access your 
opponent’s vital areas without exposing your own.

The same applies to speed and power training. Although all styles have tried to keep their 
methods secret, they all follow the same general rules, e.g. developing muscle power 
should not be detrimental to your speed. Developing speed should not decrease your 
muscular power. Both must be of equal concern. You have to find the appropriate training 
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methods to the techniques and the characters of your style. For example, in crane styles 
the speed and power of grabbing are extremely important and should be emphasised.
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Traditional way of teaching

Traditional instructors were basically teaching very slowly. The training was very difficult 
and the teachers made high demands on the students. The most loyal student who is 
working hard and has the highest skills at the end earns the right to learn more or to 
become an indoor student or a lineage holder.

These teachers taught the information as soon as they saw that the student was ready to 
learn the next level. The student never asked the teacher ‘can I learn more?’. The teacher 
cultivated the student and gave new material when the student was ready.

The emphasis was on basic training, very heavy ji ben gong (basic skills). Advanced skills 
were only taught when these basic skills could be performed with a sufficient degree of 
expertise. And that means that basic skills could be performed for 5 years before they 
even learned anything advanced in nature.

And it makes sense.

After 5 years of teaching you basics and rooting ideas, it is so much easier to understand 
and grasp  when they teach you an advanced technique.

If the art  is not transmitted in these traditional ways, it will be difficult for future 
generations to build a correct foundation.

This doesn’t mean that old traditional ways can’t benefit from new insights into training. 
This is fine. Innovation and invention are great to enhance these training methods, but, you 
must follow the architecture of the old masters to truly transmit an art- form. It is time 
tested.

Time and patience, which is basically gong fu, will be skills over time.
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Probably one of the best ways of teaching is being able to teach and guide but let the 
students  find their own way in the techniques. Also let them find their own way with a 
good roadmap that allows them to find the right way. Without the roadmap the student is 
lost. You can teach it to them and let them go. They will think they do the right thing and 
they end up hurting themselves or learning the wrong way.

Attaining the early foundations of ji ben gong with the stretching, strengthening, relaxing, 
flexibility, pliability and then building strength are important ingredients before you have 
even truly started the style. Today everyone jumps into the style before they even train this, 
they have lost so much and they have gained almost nothing except some flowery form-
like movements. This is not to say that you can’t begin with the early stages of the style. It 
is not that you have to do 5 years of this and then you get to start the style. In old tradition 
days that is how it worked. 3 to 5 years this is all you worked on before you even touched 
the actual meat and potatoes of the style that you are trying to follow.

That time period gave the teacher a time to get to know you, to understand your essence, 
to see if in actuality you are a person worth teaching and giving this knowledge to. This is 
because afterwards, things move to a much higher level. That’s when you can start to hurt 
and kill people. To give somebody the foundation of this, teach him how to hurt people 
and then have him go out and be malicious and mean. This is not the kind of people that 
you want to have this type of skill. You want to have good people to have these skills so 
that it will be passed on and the family will continue.

Good skill training begins with an apprenticeship. Within that apprenticeship you follow a 
skilled master. You learn why he does it that way. What makes it that much better in his 
approach than in the approach of a guy down the block? The person you are following can 
build and hold a perfect hedge. This is why you need teachers. This is why you need a 
good schooling and practice; good and clear ways to think on how to approach your 
practice and build upon your practice.

The skilled master possesses the skill, the apprentice is exactly what the apprentice is: he 
is trying to learn those skills. What is it that you have to do, what is it that the skilled 
master has to teach the apprentice? Well, it is easy. The skilled master just goes about his 
business and does what he does. It is up to the apprentice to watch carefully and follow  
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every move, to mimic, to mirror, to do all the necessary things that will allow him to see 
what the skill is. The skilled master cannot inject the apprentice and say: ’Here you go, you 
have got skill, or you have got qi.’ It is up to the student to follow, be inquisitive, be 
curious, to want to learn, to practice hard.

The quote: ‘When you practice you will eventually feel qi.’ this is not correct. You can 
practice and never feel it; even though it is in you. Everybody possesses qi and the tools 
necessary to build it. It is how it is brought out, and that is what the teacher is important 
for. How to bring it out of the student because the teacher already brought it out of 
himself. The master practiced it until he  owned it. He is still practicing. So now it is up to 
the student. With qi building skills it is more than a trick. It is really something you have to 
be smart, clever and you have to make that connection to your body.

If everybody would make this connection to their body, self awareness and self 
enlightenment, martial arts would be at a much higher level, all types of skill would be at a 
higher level, the world would be at a higher level. Unfortunately, it is not. This has to be 
built up. It is a rarity when you find a teacher who is actually very good and understands 
his art form, skill, qi. You should follow that teacher. Take the time, because this is 
something that is dying. Masters leave China to teach but they are getting frustrated and it 
is very difficult to teach Westerners.

This is because their culture, the way they think is completely different. Chinese think in a 
different essence, more deeply. For Westerners it is not a cultural thing built into their 
fabrics, in their genes to think deeply. It just is. It is a phenomenon that is difficult to 
explain. It has to do with understanding about life and master life. The only things that are 
the masters of life are the natural elements. So it is very important to preserve these 
elements.

Because one possesses skill doesn’t mean you are going to be strong or skilful. Because 
one possesses qi doesn’t mean you are going to possess martial arts. You need to 
practice all the areas, you need to facilitate every level; you need to put it all together and 
work on it, cultivate it. That is when you start to have an art form: when you really possess 
and feel some knowledge. This is where it becomes interesting. You can take any martial 
art and understand jing, qi, essence, nei gong and all that and make the art form look 
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superior to the master of the art form. You have to go to China to touch these things, 
because that is the motherland.

An interesting philosophy in this regard is that nobody can own movement or a specific 
style. The interesting thing is that if you think you can own movement, you are shortening 
your own eyesight and you are shortening the eyesight of the people you are trying to 
teach. Movement is not something you can own. It is something that you can possess, 
learn, but you don’t own it. Therefore, when you teach, you should teach with an open 
heart, teach the movement so that it is not completely yours per se because everyone’s 
style is different in their body shapes. You want to teach it so that everybody can possess 
it. In this way you preserve the essence and the spirit.

One learns movement and skill and then teaches it for money. This is fine. But to teach it 
in a way that you have the rights to that movement is the wrong way to think about it.

This is why in China you have closed door students, bai shi. This is discipleship or in-door 
student. Bai means close, shi means student. This is how the style survives and moves 
forward with his essence and skill behind it. Before you can have a student bai shi, there is 
usually some money involved. This is because back then teachers who accepted in-door 
students didn’t live a lavish life. They were mostly not educated and they were poor. They 
wouldn’t work at other jobs to make money. The whole idea of bringing your master gifts 
and giving your master money, was for the survival of the teacher, to be gracious and say: 
‘Thank you for teaching me, I appreciate what you are doing and I know you don’t have 
anything. So here is something to help you out.’ That is the way bai shi and hong bao 
(giving money to the teacher) shows the master the loyalty of the student and his true 
essence or morality to really want to learn and keep the survival of the art form by keeping 
the master able to survive. Today teachers usually have enough money. It shouldn’t 
become a commodity like you go to buy something and just give some money.

Bai Shi is very important. It develops a very good base foundation for the master to then 
transmit higher-level ideas to students who already have a very good foundation in the 
style. This is a way to ensure that the apprenticeship is on a deep level; that you know the 
apprentice is bound to you and you know the bound will produce somebody who 
generally wants to put your art forward.
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Usually you don’t bai shi a student until after 5 or 6 years of knowing the student and 
having the student follow you. During these years you develop a relationship and you get 
to know somebody. You don’t know somebody in a year. It takes many years to see who 
people really are. It is very rare that somebody will show you his or her true-self right of the 
bad. Usually living with people is a good way to see their nature and truths about who they 
are, versus when they come and go for the hour class. They can be shiny and bright the 
whole hour, but when they go home they can be cold and ugly. You don’t know that.

Bai shi out of China is almost lost. There are some bai shi going on. Bai shi is not about 
business, it is not an attachment; it’s not to say: ‘Look, I am attached to a great master, so 
you should learn from me’. Just because the teacher is good and you are under his 
umbrella, doesn’t mean that you are good. This is an important concept to keep in mind.

A teacher said one day: ‘I’m good already. What about you? I practiced for 50 years. I 
know my stuff. Why do I have to teach you?’

Getting to know the student is very important and that goes back to martial morality. Then 
you start to see the full circle where these things are based upon.

The preservation of an art form is very important. In martial arts the true art forms are 
being lost. All these little things that add up to becoming a good well rounded martial artist 
and teacher are important to keep in mind. You want to be able to teach your students 
these moralities, cultures, ideas, the correct transmissions; and the correct way to teach 
transmissions to other students, not to be selfish and think that you are the end of all, 
because in the end you are not. There is always somebody better, with more knowledge; 
that is evolution, which is live. To preserve something and to keep it is a beautiful thing. It 
is nice to give something back to this earth. We are on this earth for so many years. What 
do you do in that lifespan to pass on to another generation when you die? Not everybody 
wants to do this. Some don’t want to live on, some want to live on in a very ugly way, they 
want their legacy to live on for e.g. murder or money or whatever. Then there are genuine 
people who want to preserve something and have that live on. Hopefully along the way 
their spirit lives on with it. You know, great people who have done great things, like 
Einstein where you attach E=m.c². A great mind has lived on, he passed something on to 
many future generations that enhance, help and make people grow. That way a certain 
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group of people want to do this also. It is a nice thing when you know that you are able to 
touch people and pass something on instead of just dying and leaving nothing behind.

People say you come onto this earth with nothing and you leave this earth with nothing. 
So play and work hard, that is a fallacy. On a physical level, as a touchable thing this is 
true. You come in as flesh and you die as flesh. But you can actually take something with 
you. If you can build your spirit, that goes on. During your life, do something that causes 
changes, do something that enhances your spirit and do something that will enhance 
future generations. This will carry on, even when you die as flesh and blood. You can only 
hope that the next person that you give this to will bring that foundation to as high 
standards as the teachers. If this wouldn’t happen, what happens to martial art in the 
future? It gets watered down? Wang Laoshi’s power is incredible. He knows how hard it is 
to get to this level of enlightenment, spirituality, of being happy and how to pass that on. 
Hopefully we can grow to that strength level and pass that on.

Be aware about going in to a cult. Subscribing to a cult is giving oneself to that cult. 
Subscribing as a bai shi or an apprentice you give yourself to that apprenticeship. But 
there is an abuse of trust, relationship that is present in one and not in the other. Even 
though every relationship has moments of difficulty, every relationship has this test built 
within it. As a cult it is sort of a blind faith. You have to be careful of these kind of people 
who can suck you dry of your money, spirit, emotions. They change you into an emotional 
person who is very narrow sighted. A good teacher will develop his students who are very 
open and far sighted, who views the world and everything around it. Not make a 
distinction of everything that is around it.

Fooling students and trying to make yourself as a God  is the wrong way of teaching. 
Making the students look like fools and lifting yourself up to a special level is nothing more 
than trying to own the martial art and sell it and be a cult.

Responsibility is a very big word for a teacher. They have a responsibility, not only for 
themselves and their teachers; they have a responsibility to the people that they teach. 
This is not to destroy lives, not suck people’s life out of them for your own pleasure either 
it is money or some out of balance emotion. It is a very scary thing. As a teacher you 
should enhance life. You have certain powers over students. I have seen students look to 
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the teacher as if they are God. It is scary how easily you can manipulate people, especially 
when you reach a level of fame. You can manipulate people’s minds. This is really 
dangerous stuff. There is no regulation, no qualifications. This is a phenomenon that 
happens. Anybody with charisma can suck people into their sick world. No one is to say 
that you are not a master. There are so many fake masters out there, who is going to 
question this? There is no standardisation. You see how martial or even just good old plain 
morality overlaps in this. How it affects students, masters and disciples for future 
generations. It is a very deep area that one must understand. It helps you to teach and to 
become a better teacher.

Typically a master takes on the image of his master. If his master was some type of cult 
figure or God then that will influence the next person’s ways of teaching. You can see this 
in their ways of teaching and their fabrics. If the teacher is very mean and teaches in a very 
hard and abusive way, the next generation will teach like this as well. They will think it is 
okay to abuse and beat up the student. This is very dangerous.

Also respecting power is very important. It is like riding a motorcycle. You just buy it; get 
on it and you become invincible. You can go very fast, take turns and you feel 
comfortable. And in the blink of an eye, you can lose control and your life is completely 
changed. If you don’t respect the machine that you are on, choose the paths of life and 
the powers that you want to gain and control; which goes back to a cult master for 
example, life just comes back and bites you in the ass. You realize how precious this time 
on earth is. Focus your power and energy on making your life so good and developing for 
other people because you don’t know. In a blink of an eye your life can be over. What do 
you then leave behind and what will you look forward to in spiritual life? The way most of 
us are undervaluing these types of loyalties and traditions that actually make people 
strong; it is very sad to see.

You must respect life and the powers that are. You control what you do, who you are and 
the things that you want to give back. Be all you can be and don’t waste time in life. Life is 
short, so very short.
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Martial morality

It is called ‘wu de’.

It is a very important criterion for judging students and it is made an important part of the 
training. It includes aspects of morality of deed and morality of mind.

Morality of deed includes humility, respect, righteousness, thrust and loyalty.

Morality of mind is will, endurance, perseverance, patience and courage.

Traditionally, the students who have cultivated these standards of morality were 
considered to be worthy of teaching the deeper aspects of the art.

Morality of deed concerns a student’s relationship with their masters and classmates, 
other martial artists and the general public. Students who are not moral and whose actions 
are not worthy of being taught since they cannot be trusted or even respected. 
Furthermore they may abuse what you are teaching them; fighting and harming innocent 
people. Therefore masters normally watched their students carefully for a long time and 
have very strong standards of morality before they introduced serious training.

Morality of mind is the self-cultivation that is required to reach the final goal. Chinese 
consider two minds: emotional and wisdom. Usually people fail in something because 
emotions are dominating their thinking.

Keys to training: they lead students to a stage where the wisdom mind can dominate, sub 
cultivation, discipline should be the goal of martial arts training.

Insights of a gentle warrior! 29



Morality of deed:

• Humility

Comes from the controlling of your feeling pride. One would think very deeply, remain 
humble. There is no limit to knowledge; you are always practicing. No matter how deep 
you go, there is always a deeper level, there is always a man behind man, there is always a 
sky above sky.

• Respect

The foundation of your relationships: your family, teachers, students and classmates, other 
martial artists and people in society. Respect makes harmonious relationships possible. 
However, the most important type of respect is self-respect. You have to respect yourself 
in order to respect others and others respect you. Respect must be earned and you 
cannot request it.

• Righteousness

A way of life. If there is something you should do, you don’t hesitate, you take care of it. If 
it is something you shouldn’t do, you don’t get involved. Your wisdom mind is the leader, 
not your emotional mind. You can cultivate good thinking. Never let your emotions take 
you away, as most people do. We are definitely all guilty of that.

• Trust

Trust includes trusting yourself, developing your personality where people can trust you. 
Showing that you don’t take promises lightly or make promises lightly. You should fulfil 
and make sure your trust is good. You earn trust, you don’t ask for it. It’s the key to 
friendship and respect. Once you lose trust it is very difficult to gain it back again in 
people’s eyes.

• Loyalty

Loyalty is the root of trust. Be loyal to your teachers, friends, family and your blood. 
Loyalty must grow. It is crucial to be loyal between you and your master because there is 
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so much trust and stuff going on. Obedience is a way of loyalty but it is not demanded. It 
is a prerequisite to learning obviously because you have to listen and do. You must bow to 
your teachers mentally and spiritually and open up the gates of the trust for them. Loyalty 
is a very deep one.

The sum up on morality, it is the basic stuff that makes good people. Morality goes hand in 
hand with being a good, kind person. It is important. It is actually very easy but is also very 
difficult. It is up to the teacher who can actually separate good morality from fake morality, 
and people who give you a fake sense of security like they want to be your student and in 
the end they are actually there to steal from you.

Morality is important for a good student-teacher relationship. It shows the teacher you are 
a good person, your background is good and that you are willing to teach people 
goodness. And everybody has to learn. Morality for some people has to be worked on. It 
is not as easy for some people as for others. We come from a society that is in a way very 
disloyal. History has shown disloyalty time and time again.

Here is a little story. There is a father and his son who has anger management problems. 
The father sees this. The son asks his father things he can do to control his anger. The 
father says: ’Every time you get angry you have to stick a nail in that wall. This is a 
representation so that you realise that you are getting angry. So you stick a nail on the 
wall. You want to come to the point of controlling that anger.’

So, some time passes and the son says to the father: ‘I’ve got a handle on it. I can control 
my anger’. 

So the father turns around and says: ‘Well, now you can control it, every time you control 
it, pull a nail out of the wall. Every time you recognize that you control your anger, pull a 
nail out.’

After some time goes by, all the nails are pulled out of the wall.

The father says: ‘You see what is left behind, all those holes. That is what you do to people 
when you get angry at them and you cause conflict in their lives.’
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The basic is, no matter how many times you say you’re sorry, those holes are still there.  
And it takes a lot of effort to patch those holes up. It is not so easy for a lot of people 
when you get mad at them you leave all those scars behind. The scars are representations 
of the anger that was put on them.

It is an interesting, short little story but it can help a lot.
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Ji ben gong: foundations

A complete martial art system is actually systematic. Imagine building a house. You have a 
strong foundation, and you won’t get finished in a month. There are no missing pieces. A 
good teacher can actually bring you all the pieces into what you are training. That’s why it 
is a lifelong search and it is not just something that happens overnight. Following a 
teacher who doesn’t bring you all the pieces will lead you to no-where land.

Learning martial arts is a long path and it is basically a path of these little skills that you 
acquire and build upon. These skills interact in your everyday life and it gives you 
enlightenment in many areas of your life: not just fighting, form or martial art itself. It spills 
into other aspects of life because if you live the philosophies this will happen. If you don’t 
live the philosophies than you only take one little piece of the pie of martial arts to utilise 
just for yourself. Today, this is what a lot of people do and it is not wrong, people are 
hobbyists. They just want to practice it as sport or exercise. Not everybody is looking to 
become a master. But, there are a group of people who are the in betweens who want to 
get a handle on the martial art that they do. They know that they can never become a 
master. They start too late in life, they don’t have the right qualifications in the sense of 
age, body structure, they are limited because of their culture. There are all these different 
things that make it so much more difficult to become a teacher or a master. If you are born 
in China and you are subjected to this at early age and your family has it in their past, it is 
just easier for you to become more of an authority and become a master.

That doesn’t mean that their skill level is going to be great or high.

So you learn an art form e.g. tai ji. You are a student and you are learning. One of the 
things that you build up is your qi, your internal power. There are many masters who know 
the art form of tai ji and who possess decent qi levels. That doesn’t mean that they are 
actually proficient in what they do. It is a bit of a strange area.
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Having skill, having qi and understanding the essence of the art form, putting in the time to 
practice and training the philosophies behind it all will make  a good master in the future. 
The problem today is it that many people are mistaking this part. People teach tai ji and qi 
gong and don’t even know what it is to begin with. There are many people who teach qi 
gong, they do free flowing slow movements and they go inhale and exhale. They say it is 
qi gong because a Chinese master taught it to them. They practice it and pass it on to 
students. But what are they passing on?? They are passing on no-knowledge.

To possess skills that you can really interpret and teach qi gong, within a year the student 
of a good master who understands how to teach qigong and understands qigong will 
develop easily in certain basic levels of chi understanding.

Chi understanding doesn’t mean you have skill, an art form or that you can fight and beat 
an opponent.

When you understand your qi, even at basic levels you start to develop awareness about 
yourself. Then you want to start to quest further and deepen this awareness.

Skill is likewise. Because somebody teaches you a form and you learn all the applications 
of the form, it doesn’t mean that you can win with it or use it. Skill has to be built. Without 
the proper foundations of skill you will never understand the essence of the art form. 
Without the proper foundations of skill and nei gong you will never possess the true skill. 
This is very important. They all have to overlap in a way that is like building a skyscraper. 
You have to do it in a way that everything works together and builds upon each other. 
Then when you put each piece together, it makes the foundation that much stronger. It is 
one toothpick to hold up the house, or one million toothpicks glued together with super 
glue holding up the house. There is a huge difference there. That has to do with the way 
you are taught and practice your foundation skills.

A huge misconception in this area is that people feel that if they learn some skill or form 
for so many years then they can teach it. This is wrong. They are teaching stuff that is only 
going to hurt people, giving them a false sense of security and they are going to get hurt. 
You try to use it and you are going to get hurt. Or you try to use it and you find yourself 
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going right back to boxing skills, the basic slap boxing which is the natural instinct that 
comes out of your body.

That natural instinct is what has to be cultivated into a martial awareness of the style that 
you are doing. That natural instinct embodies the art form, the qi, the skill, the application 
and the philosophies. Then it will come out naturally. Even if you just use any movement, it 
will come out naturally and it will look natural, it will feel natural. It will look right. It will 
possess essence, skill and power. It will possess all that is necessary to feed it. That is 
when you know your skill level is very high and of a masterly level. Still, that doesn’t mean 
that you are a master yet.

This area of martial arts is so mistaken, it is so blown out of proportion that it is hurting 
and loosing the foundations of the art form. One should build and not destroy the 
foundation. You can build your foundation or you can have thousands of people build the 
essence of the foundation and give people a very good introduction to what it is all about. 
It is very important to keep a straight path. When you compile all those martial arts 
together, it is possible to lose sight of the essence of what you’re compiling. What do all 
these martial arts stand for? What is the point of it? What is the point of learning all of it? 
What is the point of wanting to be a master? 

That point is a personal quest to each and every individual himself. That quest is up to 
you. Do you want to be a part time or weekend martial artist or do you want to become 
more? That is completely up to you. So I leave that quest and what it is all about up to 
you. For me I know what it is about and I know what I have to do to get where I want to go 
and I will get there.

Ji ben gong are the basics to any style, the general basics and foundation to the style that 
you do. Ji ben gong for beginners, advanced and higher-level students are different, even 
though they are basics. As the students and their level grows, so must the basic. It doesn’t 
mean that the general ji ben gong basic is going to be changed any different than the ji 
ben gong basic of the advanced or the beginner. Take ma bu as an example. You have a 
beginner and an advanced student do ma bu. The ji ben gong is the same posture but 
what is going on with each student is completely different. That is where the level has to 
change. This is also true when you are practicing the moving kao da. This is also 
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considered ji ben gong. The basic student who does the movement 3 star arm-stepping 
forward-3 star arm versus the advanced student. It is the same technique and basic 
conditioning idea but the level of the philosophy, understanding, deepness, the depth of 
breath and the intensity is completely different even though it is the same technique. This 
is what I mean as I say the level has to rise as the student’s level rises. It doesn’t mean the 
technique or the basic gets more complicated.

Slowness is a key factor or ingredient to good gong fu habits, foundations and the 
patience and perseverance of the person. Stances or pole training are just of that. Stances 
are the foundation of forms, techniques, the style that you are practicing, the common 
characteristics of northern systems. Stances can be done high, middle or low. All three 
ranges have to be practiced. Your muscle memory must be tuned in; refined. The skill of 
the muscle memory has to grow. Muscle memory is not talked about enough in martial 
arts. It is very important for unconsciously going into postures when you are practicing 
your form. It is a large part of why you do a lot of foundation training in the stances. 
Muscle memory is a very important key factor in martial arts. It is to build up the muscle 
memory, to build up these postures and the memories of these postures throughout your 
muscles. Training muscle memory correctly is difficult because you don’t want to train bad 
habits. And what muscle memory turns into are habits. Once you have good habits your 
muscle memory allows you to jump into these postures and stances without even having 
to look. You know that your feet are in the right spot, that your legs are sunk, that the 
muscles are strong. Muscle memory is an unconscious effort that is consciously brought 
into an unconscious state through the low, middle and high stances. It  will be there 
throughout your entire life in martial arts.

There is a distinction between building muscle and muscle memory. Obviously building 
muscle is to become strong so you can stand in the low stance properly or hold it for long 
periods of time. Muscle memory is more than just being able to teach the muscle to be 
strong. It is allowing the muscle to memorize, to get used to a posture. If you only do the 
posture 10 times in a low stance versus 1000 times in the same stance, that muscle 
memory will be that much easier to move on to newer and higher levels. So, in time with 
slowness and deep burning in your stances, your muscle memory will attain itself. It will 
retain. You will be able to memorize without thinking. You need the guidance of a teacher 
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to correct you, to constantly put you in the right stance or in the right posture so that these 
things will be kept in your mind and good muscle memory will be learned.

Good muscle memory also allows you to look for defects and alignments in your body.  
Once you have memorized postures you will start to feel things, you will internally see 
inside through your body and you will know how to look for protrusions of your alignment 
and stances. Where your body should be aligned and where it shouldn’t be. That’s when 
you can start to correct yourself and advance further with your martial arts.

Subconsciously with most students, when you put them in ma bu for 5 minutes starting in 
a low stance they will be standing up without realising it. This is muscle memory and due 
to the exhaustion of the muscles. But to memorize it within the muscle itself is important. 
You can then draw it out at any point once you have memorized it. It is an unconscious 
draw out that you can consciously tap into. This is important for reflex actions, for your 
technique and for the life cycle of the martial arts.

Stretching the muscles is different from muscle memory. That goes to the nei gong. 
Muscle memory is part of wai, nei and qi gong. This is allowing you to relax throughout 
your body. Once you can relax in the right posture or stance, you can hold the postures 
longer without being constricted and feel that you have to stand up to relieve pressure. 
You can feel comfortable in a low stance and be able to move with agility like a bow or 
jump like a monkey. This is very important to be able to allow your martial arts to grow and 
be fluid and natural.
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Be still as a mountain and move as a great 
river

What you get from good training is relaxing and sinking. Relaxing is letting the body hang 
of its structure, but yet take control of the hanging. Sinking is the ligaments and the blood 
vessels that actually relax and the body sinks down. When you want to relax, you don’t 
want to float over the earth. It is standing like a mountain versus standing like a tub.

When good qi circulates through the body it should flow naturally so that the whole body 
is light, effortlessly agile and an immediate extension of the mind. When focussing the 
mind, the movements are no longer slow or clumsy. One has attained the skill of 
suspending the crown, as if the head is on a string, and being relaxed. Your movements 
will come alive and not dull. You will start to become as a spring and you will begin to have 
some essence within the movements.

When you can mobilize the qi, which is the energy, you can produce steel like strength and 
then you can refine it. This will enable a weak person who trains good to defeat a stronger 
opponent. External appearances should be like moving as quickly as an eagle seizing a 
rabbit, that accurately, or a cat that pounces on a mouse. It is very quiet and all of a 
sudden…boem. It explodes and has that accuracy and power.

When you are relaxing and practicing doesn’t mean that you are empty. You want to be 
still and heavy as a mountain. Emotion wants to be as a great river so that if anything 
touches you the flow of the river will just suck it in and throw it around but yet you have 
the heaviness of the mountain behind you which is very big.

Be still and heavy as a mountain and let your movements be as the current of a great river. 
These analogies are very important. You can see the stillness but inside it is like a wave is 
running through the arms and body coming up from the ground. Whatever is in front of 
that wave will be dispersed.
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Reserving and storing your qi, power or energy (fa jing) is like a great canon or drawing a 
bow. Than it is held. And all of a sudden you release it like shooting an arrow or a canon 
that just went off. The curve that you use in your body is to store up the energy. Even 
though the body may be curved the energy can be released in a straight line. The curve of 
the body is the essence why you store up the energy. But you don’t see the curves inside 
the body. That are  the spirals that are going on internally. The nei gong training is 
important for this area.  It is usually released from the spine. So the muscles around the 
spine must be understood. Those muscles also must be like a great river or a great canon.

Those all together can add to fa jing, to control the opponent.

Any change from the position of feet must be within the alignment of the body and your 
weight.

This type of practice is in all your movements. This is actually the core idea of what kao 
da, martial arts training and northern styles is all about.

Be as still and heavy as a mountain, the motion of a great river is flexible, pliable and 
moveable. But also powerful like a river in rapids. Sometimes that river is still, it doesn’t 
move and then you experience the water behind it and it floats. It doesn’t have any rigidity, 
there is no stiffness. Either it is soft or fast, it is still agile and flexible.

It’s like you stand there on a beach, waist deep. You have small waves coming by. A small 
wave can rock you, but you can stand there. All of a sudden you are not watching but a 
big wave about the height of your body comes along and you are being thrown around. 
There is no difference. You are in the same body of water. The same body of water did 
those two different things to you without you even knowing that it was approaching 

Your martial arts and you practice should become like that. When you are touching 
somebody your approach should be like a small wave and all of a sudden there is a big 
crushing wave and they don’t even know that it hit them. It is too late.

This is the type of training that you have to develop, when you practice kao da with 
somebody, or by yourself, or with some equipment like a tree or a heavy bag or whatever 
implementation you use. These are the methods, core ideas that you have to develop 
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before, during and after the practice of your martial art. This little section of the pie of 
martial arts is formless per se or stylistic without style. But it has the style essence of the 
style that you are doing. E.g. li-pi-quan is a form, I know the movements that you do. 
When you are practicing there is some form, some general coordination movements that 
you follow. It is not that you throw your body crazily. You have some type of form, but yet it 
is formless. You are practicing formless, but these core ideas have to be present to make 
that formlessness become full, be alive, have essence and energy. Learn how to sink your 
power, learn how to drive it through your legs, bones, veins, muscles and tissues. Make it 
extend through your fingertips and out.

It is a small piece of the pie to attain the greater picture of what your goals are in martial 
arts. After a certain time of practicing martial arts, after so many years of wrong practice 
there is some self enlightenment and you realise there is something missing. You learned 
all these techniques, you became good at fighting, but there is still something missing. 
And you don’t know how to put the finger on it. If you understand the common 
characteristics that we are talking about, this is a piece of the pie that is missing. When 
you start to find out these ideas and you feel them, you start to realize: ‘Oh, this is right, 
this is what I am missing.’

Throughout all this practice the waist is the commander of the movements and everything 
follows from there, bouncing the power through the body like waves of water. Definitely 
the waist is what drives, or the dan tian. Dan tian and waist are not the same, but they are 
the dominating factors in the building of the lower qi areas.

The abdomen is the inside, the waist is the outside. The dan tian is related between the 
belly button in the front, hui yin (a point between the anus and the sexual genitals) and 
ming meng in the back (this is the opposite position of the belly button in the back) and 
you make a triangle.

The kua is the lower waist. This is where the femur goes into the waist. The waist itself is 
that big bone, the pelvis. The abdomen or dan tian is that whole area.

To make this all work in one for you is very difficult. You have to have large amounts of 
correct practice. Without the oral guidance and demonstration of a teacher, coupled with 
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continued practice, the level will never get there. You need hands on by a master, 
explanations and demonstrations.

The keys to remember is the mind on the waist, but the abdomen or the dan tian must be 
kept supple. The breath must be natural and the chest must be hollow but not empty. 
Hollow and empty are two different things. The back should be out a little bit. These are all 
very internal nei gong and qi gong ideas. If you don’t have a supple inside and you don’t 
know how to use and control that supple inside, your connections will not be strong and 
your qi movement will be weak. You won’t have power like a great river throughout your 
body.

Without a strong waist and supple dan tian, which means the inside, your qi movement 
will be weak.

One must pay attention to the waist at all times. Your mind has to be focused. So pay 
attention to the waist.

Qi circulation through the muscles is like a tingling feeling. There is no: ‘Oh, I have qi 
feeling’. It is a tingling feeling. When you know it is present, you will know. Everyone has 
qi. It is not even like you don’t have qi. It is a natural thing we all have. The difference is the 
master understands his qi, as the student doesn’t. The master understands his life force, 
he has tapped into it, he recognizes it, he knows and deeply understands what it is, where 
as students don’t. This is a way of looking from inwardly outwardly whereas most students 
only see outwardly. This has to be practiced. This is not just a practice of breathing 
exercises or movements. It is a practice that has to be consciously unconscious. It’s when 
you eat, when you sleep, when you do your daily things. It is turned on and never turned 
off. And that practice than will become part of you. And when it is, than you start to 
understand what it is and how your body moves.

Here is a quote of a classical philosopher called Lao Zi: ‘Those who are pliable and weak 
are alive, those who are hard and strong are dead’. This is a way to cultivate the desire to 
be supple. Weak doesn’t mean frail, emaciate, without muscle. He means there is no 
physical roughness that has been exerted.
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Lao Zi also stated: ‘The way to concentrate the qi is to develop suppleness’.

Qi is the breath and the natural power of the body.

People are basically the same. Why are their strengths different? Why can one person 
grab on to a dog while another person can lift a large stone or push a car? Sometimes you 
see a small person lift a heavy object and a big person who can’t lift the object. Strength is 
based on the qi of the breath, the internal vitality of the body. It doesn’t mean having 
bigger muscles. Some people have naturally stronger qi than others. This is because it has 
accumulated in their body. It’s like water that accumulates. If water is shallow, it is not 
going to be very strong. If your body is very dense with water, you feel a very great flow.

This basic idea, the accumulation of the qi, is actually very deep and dense. One person 
has different strength and can lift up or hold on to different things compared to other 
persons. Part of the idea of training martial arts is to condense that strength, dense that qi 
but make it supple. That is a goal of all martial arts to build up your strength. Otherwise, 
what is a martial art? A martial art is a combat self defence, it is made to make the body 
strong when you punch somebody, you hurt him. In any style, it is a matter of will and 
strength in all the end goals of what you are practicing.

A person who knows how to accumulate his qi in his body as in deep water, has unlimited 
force. His lifting up heavy objects becomes very easy. Displacing somebody becomes very 
easy. He is still and heavy as a mountain with the flow of a great river. Think of the 
Mississippi when it becomes enraged or you can look at a little stream. You can stand in a 
little stream that becomes enraged. The most it will do is to displace you a tiny bit. But you 
are in the middle of the Mississippi and that gets enraged. You are dead. That thing is 
going to crush you. That is the accumulation and displacement of the qi in your body, and 
of being supple. You don’t know you stand in a stream or the Mississippi when it becomes 
aggravated. But you know which is going to kill you. That is standing in front of a person. 
Standing in front of a weak person who has very shallow qi you know that this is very easy. 
This can be implied in anything in life, e.g. business. You go to buy something and this 
salesman has very strong qi. He will push you over. If the salesman has shallow qi, you will 
laugh and think: ‘Are you kidding me?’.
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You want to be strong, you will be strong. You want to be weak, you will be like that tiny 
little stream.

So, if a person knows how to accumulate his qi, his force is unlimited, his lifting, displacing 
and suppleness power becomes very very strong. The accumulation goes to the dan tian 
in the lower abdomen.

How do you start to accumulate the qi? This is through movement, nei gong, qi gong and 
wai gong. That is the answer to mobilising and accumulating your qi.  Without it, there is 
no doubt that you are going to live. People are alive. I look at some people who are in their 
very old stages of life, have never done any martial arts and they are living. So, what is the 
difference? The difference is how well do they live and how well are they strong, or what is 
the vitality of their body. I mean, some people are naturally vitalised. The common thing 
that they have is strong and dense qi. You will see that their body is full of qi, full of that life 
force and it is accumulated in them. Regardless of having martial practice. This is what is 
common to everybody. That is when I say everybody has it. We all do. Some people have 
it naturally stronger than others.

By accumulating and mobilising your qi, you fill up your blood vessels, membranes and 
the marrow. The fullness radiates to the skin and to the hair. This concentration of qi 
eventually can become supple as like swimming in water or like a river.

To cultivate the qi it is necessary to sink the chi to the dan tian. After the qi sinks to the 
dan tian, it becomes strong. When the qi is strong the blood is full. When the qi and the 
blood is full the internal organs benefit. This is because humans are upright with the 
organs hanging on top of each other, unlike animals which organs hang from their 
horizontal spine in proper order. When animals move, their organs can shake back and 
forward. This makes the connective tissues between the organs strong.  Most people 
don’t do internal movements to exercise their organs. Since we stand upright our organs 
hang on top of each other. The surfaces of the organs will stick together and there is no 
breathable space between them. This can result in some damage to the organs. Exercising 
the organs can be a way of longevity in your body.
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We have feet and we use them for walking. Walking does make you healthier. Everyone 
knows if you excessively walk or you walk on bad surfaces, it is good for exercise but it 
can hurt your ligaments. Some people’s legs aren’t strong. Walking is a good way to build 
up. Although your internal organs shake when you walk, they stick together because they 
are hanging on top of each other. They get to rub against each other, which has some 
beneficial contact. But the connective tissues and the organs are not exercised day in day 
out. The organs undoubtedly become weaker and the connective tissue will definitely 
become weaker.

So, special exercises and kao da do not just condition your body but exercise the internal 
organs in a way that builds up tissues and build them up stronger. This has to be done in a 
very slow process, not in a careless manner because then you end up getting hurt.

You need to practice in such a way that you don’t hurt yourself but you actually will 
benefit, strengthen and lay the foundation for a longer life.

As an example from our basic warm ups the process of turning the waist, activating the 
arms, depressing the chest, swinging the body,… These all make the internal organs rub 
against each other, it vibrates them. It is taking the steps to make them stronger and 
maintain the connective tissues actually very strong so that you don’t get sick. You 
develop a great energy, power. You sink your qi on top of all this. You feel energised, 
vitalised. You feel very, very good. In the early stages of the wai gong practitioners, they 
get a very cheap high, like drugs high because they lifted the weights. But that type of 
high, if you stop, can actually go away, you can lose it. A weight lifter has to maintain lifting 
the weights. But, once activated and understood in nei gong and the qi gong, it is 
continuous. You can maintain the process in a different aspect where you don’t have to 
exert the whole thing of the weight lifting. After you seek the basic external, it is better to 
seek the internal.

Closing and opening, floating and sinking, moving forwards and backwards are all 
movements like water, how bodies of water move, how your body moves. You are a 
contained bag of water, basically. You have a shell that is pliable, but your insides are very 
flexible. Why make the outside so pliable that you become stiff. That is what you don’t 
want. You want to make the outside and the inside become one so that they are 
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connected. From the skin to the marrow, there is no differentiation of what the connection 
is. Most people don’t even know. From the very outer of the hair on their arms to their 
inner marrow. We take that for granted. Who looks at himself and tries to figure that out? 
That is a phenomenon.

This is important in how to train correctly in ALL martial arts.
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Breathing

Breathing is a natural breath. There is no forced or special breath. You can only do three 
things with your breath: you can inhale, exhale and hold your breath. Some people say 
that you can swallow your breath, but that is basically swallowing inhaling, and you can 
stop breathing entirely. And then you are dead. You have inhale, exhale and hold. 
Eventually one of these has to come back into play. If you hold a full chest of breath, you 
are going to have to exhale eventually. If you exhale all the way out and you hold it, you 
are going to have to inhale eventually. So, either way, you have to inhale and exhale. You 
have to learn how to naturalise your breath. Don’t keep it forced or tense. There is 
definitely a special inhale, exhale, hold. For the beginner intermediate the breath is natural. 
There is no focusing on the breath otherwise he is going to be overwhelmed. He is going 
to lose his mind. He doesn’t know what he is focusing on at that point, is it his muscles, is 
it his breath, ... he has no control over his body.

Breath training is very important and certainly needed to be done when the person is 
sufficiently ready. Breath training in early stages is the natural way.

You can teach the student how to bring it up to the chest, how to continue it down to fill 
up the abdomen and then continue it down to fill the dan tian.

Breath training massages the insides of the body. The lung filling up and exhaling can 
massage the heart, liver and kidneys. How you do it is an important thing. Your body 
becomes like a balloon. A balloon is made out of a pliable, flexible material. If a balloon 
never was stretched either way it would never know how to stretch either way. If a balloon 
never was filled with air it doesn’t know what it is like to be filled with air, to stretch and 
extend outward to the point of popping and letting go to nothing again, to where the 
material is actually very thick. When the balloon has no air in it, the skin is thick. When you 
start putting air in the balloon, you start to stretch it out and the material gets thin, and 
thinner until it finally pops.  Your body is the same principle. You have these flexible tissues 
inside your abdomen and you need to exercise them. This is through your breath, pai da, 
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qi gong, two people hitting, you hitting the tree. Most importantly it is to learn how to sink 
and rotate your breath, how to feel your qi moves within your body. You need to stretch 
the body out with the breath and you need to contract. Expand and contract. There are 
special ways to do this breathing, to allow the body to become like a balloon or like a 
basketball.

Take a balloon and take a basketball and try to bounce the balloon. You will have a hard 
time bouncing the balloon. But the basketball will rebound like a son of a bitch. The skin of 
a basketball is thick, it is tough. It can take a bat being pounded to it and bounce it  right 
back at you. That is your body. You have to know how to do that. That is a level very 
difficult to get to but it is within touch. It is not magic.

Otherwise if you take the balloon and you hit it with a bat, the balloon will pop. Eventually 
the basketball will pop to, but it will take a lot of pounding. Your body can have that type 
of resistance and flexibility. It isn’t out of your reach if it is thought and explained correctly. 
Students can pounder about it and hopefully it will awaken and enlighten and then they 
can see. Without the correct training and methods this light will never awaken.

You can practice also with a belt. You can put a belt one node tighter around your navel, 
belly button area and practice breathing in and trying to push the belt outwards. This can 
force the breath to go below the belt or you can focus on the belt. You can put the belt 
lower. This is a qi gong method for stretching the dan tian.

You can put a heavy book on your stomach and do stomach rises with your breath, 
popping the book up and down, if possible. I have seen masters pop the book and throw 
it just by forcefully inhaling there stomach 2 or 3 feet in the air. It pops of their belly with an 
inhale explosion. This is a true way of practicing the forceful action of the dan tian. Another 
way is having somebody hold his hand with his fingertips or a half fist pushing it into the 
stomach. You will inhale and push his hand outwards. As you exhale his hand will go back 
in and repeat this like a bounce. As they go deep into it, you are pushing the deepness 
out. This is a way of practicing the dan tian for stretching and making it strong. If you have 
nobody, you can take your hands together. You can create two fists and push your hands 
in yourself. You can breathe out and in and push you own hands and follow your own 
breath. You know where the focus point is. How you are breathing and pushing the lower 
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part of the air deep down in the dan tian area. With this type of training you would typically 
use internal and topical medicines. Things that you would eat to help the internal organs 
grow and heal faster.

Through the breathing exercises and pai da with the mung bean all the way to the metal 
helps you to learn that  the body is like a basketball.

There are 3 basic ways to intermediate a higher level breathing. You have the inhale which 
can go to the lungs, you have the inhale which goes to the lungs and then to the middle 
abdomen and then the lower abdomen which is the actual dan tian itself, the very low part. 
The lungs is the middle dan tian. The dan tian is 3 inches below the navel. The inhale can 
expand your chest and you can expand your stomach. This is like blowing yourself up like 
a basketball. This is one way of breathing.

A second way of breathing: when you inhale your body is contracting instead of 
expanding. As you inhale your body sucks inwardly. This is a way of compressing the qi, 
which is tied to the breath, for peng jin or bouncing type of ideas. If you compress your 
body as you fill it up you are actually pushing it all into a point and you are ready to 
explode it outwardly.

These type of tension and releases coordinated with the breath, proper alignment, with the 
correct mind intent, the clearness and emptiness of the mind, the fullness of the body, the 
fire being built in the furnace is all very important in realizing one’s self and making the qi 
in the body strong.  

The third way is not to move the stomach and not to move the lungs. They will stay neutral 
when you breathe. You will not move them.

There are two other ways of breathing.

The fourth way is a very deep meditative, slowdown the metabolism way of breathing.

The fifth way, which is combined with the fourth way, a few different people talked about 
this it is being able to breathe through your skin. We know we breathe through our skin. If 
you would put a paper back around your body, you would die. We don’t know how to 
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bypass our lungs and actually breathe through our skin and not use our mouth and nose. 
You would stand there and hear inhales and exhales through the pores. There has been 
talked about: on a very high level qi gong masters and yoga masters can do this. Look at 
some history. People have been placed in closed containers, locked up, put under water 
for several hours at the time and have been able to lower their metabolism and breath. 
Does that mean they are actually breathing through their nose and mouth?  We don’t 
know.

These last two ways of breathing are very secret ways of breathing. You need a real 
master who has done this and has trained it to actually teach you this.

There are ways to breathe in through your nose and out through the mouth, in through the 
mouth and exhale through the nose, through the mouth and using mouth and nose as an 
exhale, through the nose and using mouth and nose as an exhale, there is inhaling and 
exhaling in both and there is the meditation that goes along with this. When you are doing 
some deep breathing exercises and focusing your qi in the early warm up stages of 
meditation when you focus your breath to the middle dan tian or lower dan tian you must 
think of a furnace that is on fire or think of warmth or fire.
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Meditation

Early morning, mid afternoon, afternoon, mid evening, evening and deep night. These 
periods of time during the day unlock or allow you to tap into different elements of your 
body. In the deep of night you would not practice the same as in the early mornings. You 
can do that if your lifestyle is adjusted to that and you are sort of connected with the 
elements in your surrounding area. Some areas have good, and some bad qi.

These practices can go a deeper in the philosophy and become a little sketchy, there is no 
prove. It is just something that has been existing within the cultures of Chinese martial arts 
and philosophies. The results are quite fantastic.

Morning times are very important to practice to get up early to do soft boxing, qi gong and 
some tai ji. Mid afternoon you can do more of the applications, processing of the 2 person 
body conditioning or the body conditioning by yourself. Mid afternoon to early evening are 
good times for some forms and some meditation with the sun going down. Night time is a 
good time for a different style of qi gong for pulling in the moon energy versus in the 
morning you pull in the sun energy. The moon and the sun have different effects on your 
body and how you take in certain energies. The night time is quite mysterious. It is just like 
in the ocean. If you would go scuba diving during the day and then you go scuba diving at 
night, it is a different world, there are different colours, animals, different everything. All of 
a sudden the night time opens up a door. These are the same in principle ideas. Day and 
night opens up different doors for your training. Your training should reflect those different 
times and door openings using the sun and the moon.

Also mountain regions are good places to explore some qi gong ideas.

Using the early morning sun coming up. It is important to watch the sun rise, allow it to go 
into your body and into your eyes. There is a window of opportunities that you can watch 
the full sun without hurting you.  This is a very important qi gong moment for a lot of 
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monks, high level martial artists who are very into the internal, watch the sun come up 
during qi gong and meditation practices.

Early in the morning is a very profound practice because you are waking up with the life of 
the trees and the plants. Whereas at night they seem to simmer down in effect of their 
power, of their essence. During the day it seems that the trees, plants and certain 
elements around you are more alive. At night certain elements that sleep during the day 
become alive. You have to get in touch with these. It is hard to explain what it is that 
comes alive. It is a phenomenon, as I say either things are phenomena that you actually 
can feel. You intuitively feel something around you and you can absorb it. It is hard to say 
what it actually is. It is spiritual, definitely,  something in the night that is conversely 
different than the day. The two need to be worked on. Seemingly as the sun rises you 
need to work on that area and as the sun sets you need to work on that area.

Another thing is the way the gravitational pull is affected by the sun or by the moon. Wang 
Laoshi has talked about it to me. The sun and the moon affect the gravitational pull 
differently to the centre of the earth. You are in between the two. There is a pull and you 
have to feel being pulled up and down.

You can also feel that 14 pounds/inch² pressure. Most people who stand are floating on 
top of the earth, like a leave on top of water. This is okay because you want to be able to 
be that mobile. Then there is the connection to the earth where you are 100 kilo’s standing 
there. If you would take a 100 kilo’s sack of potatoes and put it on your head, you would 
certainly know that sack is on your head. Why don’t your feet know, because everything 
from your ankle and above is the same principle of the 100 kilo’s sack of potatoes on you 
head,  there is a whole body mass pushing down on top of them. They are sandwiched 
between the ground and that body mass.

Do you ever feel it? When you walk, do you feel that sandwiching, do you feel the very 
bottom of your foot, do you feel it compressing in the earth because of the weight above? 
Have you recognized that when you move, step, stride, punch, accept and disperse force? 
One answer for the ankles not realising how much weight is on them, is that it lived with 
and above you. They got so used to it that they are unconsciously aware that there is 100 
kilo’s mass above them. But what is not unconsciously aware is the top of your head. As  
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soon as you put 100 kilo’s mass on top of your head the neck starts to say:’ what’s up 
there?’ But the ankles and the feet don’t say: ‘What’s up there?’ You get my point?

This is all interesting. Each joint on the body, right up until the hair follicles, you should be 
able to feel different weight transferences inside the body and control that weight. Be able 
to rectify and align it correctly in your body.

Do you feel the air 14 pounds/inch² around you? Do you feel that pushing you down as the 
earth is holding you down  and the moon is trying to pull you up. Or try to squeeze you like 
a balloon wants to get squeezed and popped. That force is around you.  You have this 
mass of air that you don’t feel because you are so used to it. The density of it, your body is 
expanded and it just stays that way. If you  actually have somebody push your chest and 
back at the same time, you would feel that. That is basically what the air and the outside is 
doing but you are so accustomed to it, you don’t feel it. Get in tune with that.

If you completely understand meditation, of course a serene environment without noise or 
noisy city life is fine, but the next best thing is to find this somewhat secluded area and 
use the naturalness of the area. The smells, the feeling of different surfaces, the air itself 
either is it cold, warm, dry, sharp, bitter, sweet stimulating in your mind. What colours are 
around you: greens, reds, blues, flowers, trees, bark? What elements are around you: 
wood, water, rock, earth, fire, moon, sun, concrete? These are all meditation devises that 
you have naturally in front of you and you develop and play with it. What works for you, 
works.

Not to say that if you are guided and pushed in the right direction; if you would go on your 
intuitions without guidance you would make mistakes. You do need to be guided and then 
you can figure out what works for you. Certain stimuli are different for other people. Some 
people are more attuned to different sounds, smells, elements, colours.

Meditation starts with clearing your mind. Being very focused, empty and full, clarity and 
calmness. Listening to your breath and being able to centre your focus.

When you close your eyes, a stimulus occurs: darkness. It is a stimulus that you are 
normally not used to as blind people would be used to. Just close your eyes and turn your 
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head left to right moving your whole body. You will feel a disorientation and you will 
seemingly see what is around you and you won’t even see it. Because your eyes were 
open and it is a last image that was in your mind. It is sometimes a good way to meditate 
on that image and also to clear that image and create your own. 

The centering of the body, the focus, calmness, the clear intent that you want to meditate 
is key ingredient for good meditation. No disturbances. Breathing is natural and your mind 
has to focus on your inside. A good way to warm your body up is to create a fire in your 
stomach. Create a spark, a flame and create a fire that builds. Feel it and breathe into it. 
Breathe deep, closing your eyes and thinking. Feeling that fire awaken. Feel that warmth 
come up to your stomach, lungs and mid section. Feel it go down to your legs, to your 
feet all the way till it comes out your toes. To the closest and the furthest regions of your 
body it comes out.  Keep the focus on the fire and keep this inside the lower abdomen, 
the dan tian and the stomach.

In certain types of meditation how you breathe and posture yourself is important. There is 
still, sleeping, walking with eyes open and moving meditation. There is all kind of 
meditation. You have to find out the meditation that is good for you. Then you can develop 
into higher levels. So you walk slowly and you develop deeper levels of ideas. Like any 
foundation, you have to start off slow and build.

You can follow your breath with your hands. As you breathe in, you can bring your hands 
down to the centre of the body, the stomach. As you exhale you can bring your hands up. 
You can follow this pattern moving the body, you can alternate the patterns, you can work 
with the extension and compression, the stillness and holding of the breath. These are all 
breathing techniques that help the meditation.

If you practice soft, you have to meditate with soft ideas, that you are completely relaxed 
as a bucket of water, a calm lake, cotton, jelly or a balloon. When you are practicing harder 
type of qi gong, when you first practice your meditation and you are ready to start doing 
your pai da or conditioning, you must think hard like iron and taste steel. You have to feel 
this. The tension of the body and the hardening of the bone sits in your mind. Play with 
your mind, allowing your mind to explore.
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Falling into a deeper sort of unconscious state of unawareness but aware. Then you can 
start a sort of dream but in a dream of controlling the dream. Some masters say that the 
highest level of meditation is dreamless because you are completely empty. You don’t 
have any thoughts. I don’t know, I never reached that state. I dream. I think what they 
mean is not that you don’t dream. I just can’t believe that is the full meaning. There has to 
be something else hidden in what they mean by you are dreamless. It comes to some 
certain awakenings and controlling your dreams.

There is also talk of focusing on the third eye and ringing the bells in your head. There are 
these golden bells that you can ring. Creating the ocean sounds by cupping your hands. 
Listen to your heart and breathe. There are ways of meditating with your eyes closed and 
covering your ears and breathing deep. You will hear your breath go in and out. You will 
slowly inhale and exhale. Some ways are with the teeth clenched and the tongue up. 
When you are meditating the qi and breath has to flow. When you bring the breath in the 
body, when you exhale, when you are in stillness, you have to move the qi about. When 
you are moving you want to feel stillness. When you are in stillness you want to feel 
moving. Yin and yang. As you deepen the meditation it allows you to get in touch with who 
you are, to explore your thoughts, your desires and awaken. Hopefully it is a self 
meditation, self healing, self awareness. If everybody would do this, some professions 
would be out of business.

There is even meditation of talking to yourself.

Getting in tune and sitting in the woods having water, snow, sun, moonlight, air drop on 
you. These little elements are important to get in tune with yourself.

There is meditation where you can use outside stimuli like gongs, incenses, woods and 
tree leaves that burn that give smell sensations, waves standing by the ocean... Slowly 
you have to do these types of meditations. You need to cross each road and do it. Go to a 
mountain and meditate.

Colours have a lot to do with certain qi gong practices. Greens and blues are good to think 
of in the early meditation. When you want some intent and more fire and dragon you can 
think of reds and blacks to make you more intense.
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Even sounds and smells can be implemented in qi gong.  Interesting is that these are all 
available to you without having to externally do it. That is just focusing on your natural 
environment. Smell if you can smell a pine tree that is 10 feet from you, hear a cricket, 
these are all elements that you can absorb as you are practicing qi gong. You don’t need 
any external helpers like bells, gongs, weasels, incense, ... it is all in front of you. The 
elements are all there. It is at your disposal. You just don’t realize it. But you definitely 
realize it when a bus passes and spits a black cloud of smoke. You realize you are 
breathing in some bad things. How many times do you realize you are breathing in good? 
And the good that you breathe in, how much are you processing it to vitalize the body, to 
suck in that air that is good and think about it and say:’ This is good air. This oxygen is 
going to vitalize my insides, my blood is going to flow extremely well.’

How much do you think about  the surface that you are walking on when you are 
practicing? Is it soft, hard, slick, water, mud,  does it have sand paper type of action so 
you stick to it, is it movable like pebbles underneath your feet or is it like grass that could 
slide from underneath you, is it sticks that roll,... These are things you have to focus on as 
you train, walk, as you walk through life. You walk through life when you touch the ground 
your face is touching the air. But do you feel the air touch your face? Or do you just take it 
for granted? These are things to meditate on. These are things to introduce to yourself as 
you go through life and go through your daily routines without the martial practice but yet 
it is embedded in the fabric of your everyday life.

After a while you take these little steps. These little steps become the nodes on your belt 
that you have progressed upon and added to your boiling well of the dan tian. They finally 
add up ending to something. The person who puts a little piece of it away each time is the 
one who in the end has a lot. Versus the person who says ‘I’ll do it another day’ or just do 
it a tiny bit (which is better than nothing). But you can see the adverse effect versus the 
person who diligently takes a small step a day, by the end of the month he’ll have a lot of 
steps versus the person who is lazy.

This all ties into  one major principle: the in depth understanding of who you are from the 
inside, looking inwardly. This is a very important aspect. The same for when your arm 
hangs dead or you raise your arm exactly with a right angle from your body and then you 
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drop it, how come your shoulder doesn’t feel the weight of the arm? These are all simple 
questions but they have in depth answers.

This is getting in touch with who you are and how to move. How to really understand your 
own body and build your body. Because we lived with our bodies for so long we don’t 
realize what  is going on. You just know that you can move and stand. You don’t truly 
understand why it is that you stand. This type of practice and martial art that I am talking 
about, nei gong, qi gong and wai gong, is an intense look into your internal or an in-depth-
look into who you are. You are, basically, sum it up,  learning, completely over who you are 
from the inside out. As a baby grows, cannot walk, then eventually can stand but falls. 
Then it can take its first steps, balance itself and walk. You are the same as that baby at 
this point going forward in your practice. You have to discard your complete body and 
start over. But this time you are not a baby who doesn’t understand. You are somebody 
who does understand, is searching and is actually looking inwardly. You have cognitive 
understanding and awareness of this. Now, when you begin to take your steps, your new 
balances, you take your first baby steps walking again, you are aware. This is a MAJOR 
principle in good foundation training,  martial arts, tai ji, tang lang and good everything.

Talking riddles like some Chinese people do, is useless unless you understand Chinese 
philosophy, language and culture. That is why I am trying to explain this stuff in a layman’s 
way and you can recognize and say: ‘Oh, I just was never aware of that or I never thought 
of that’.  In opening the door for you in layman’s terms with somewhat in depth 
explanation but yet not so laborious, technical. In a way that you talk about it and not 
understand it. Like one guy wrote: Qi is bio metaphysical energy. Now, does that help you 
understand qi?  If the guy just said qi is what your body’s energy is and you have it. It is 
breath. You inhale and exhale and you feel your chest expand, that is qi. If you hold your 
breath and push it down into your gut, that is qi. If he says: you inhale and exhale and you 
are able to push your energy around in your body, that strange tingling feeling, that is qi. 
To say that it is some bio metaphysical force that allows your body to live, that is  covering 
up what he doesn’t know. It doesn’t do anything for the martial artist but feed the ego. 

I truly believe, to understand something you don’t have to explain it in a way that is 
mystical. If you can explain it in your own words that is absorbable, attainable and 
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understandable, that is the key to really understanding, being a teacher and knowing it for 
yourself. How to build upon it.
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Equipment

First look at your shoes. There is great importance in having the correct shoe. Having a 
sneaker that is low profile, made out of a strong material, the rubber sole is flexible and 
doesn’t have a cushion type like a running shoe, otherwise the foot can’t feel the earth 
underneath it.

A low profile sneaker such as a Converse or a regular wushu shoe; the importance is the 
balance between you and the earth. If you put pillows underneath your feet, you are not 
going to feel where the earth is. You are not eventually going to be able to let the root sink 
through the shoes.

I have seen masters in Taiwan who practice with just regular shoes like running shoes on. 
Their skill is great and the shoe doesn’t make the gong fu but, conversely, tools of the 
trade are important. You don’t want to build a house using a rubber hammer the whole 
time. You need a steel hammer. Your tools are a reflection of your seriousness with the art 
form and what you are doing. It is also important to have a decently made uniform, or a 
uniform you put together by sweatpants or something. Although it doesn’t make the style 
any more advanced. The student and master are what enhance the style, not the outfit or 
the shoe.

For serious training it is important to understand, good tools can make a good product. 
Having low profile shoes that allow you to feel and grip the ground, that are flexible and 
yet sturdy but without causing interference between you and the earth. It makes all the 
world of difference in making your ankle stable or not, making your legs strong and not 
wobbly.

Therefore you should not always train on the same surface. It isn’t necessary to put 
cushions on your feet to make the surface feel different. No. You want to train on grass, 
concrete, asphalt, in dirt, gravel, sand, water, ... those are some of the basic ideas that 
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your skills are not just reliant on what is under your feet but you have to know what is 
under your feet and you have to make adjustments. Your body naturally adjusts to that.

Barefoot practice is even good at times. Most of the time though you will want to have a 
light shoe for protection.

Also a separate shoe for your training does two things for the school that you train in. One 
it prevents the dirt that you pick up on the street from being brought into the school and 
two it completes your uniform. You don’t have running shoes on with all these colours with 
a nice black uniform. It is good habit. You dress up in a suit, you wear the correct shoes.

You practice martial arts; it is good to wear the correct shoes.
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Conclusion

You can see that all the topics wai gong, qi gong, nei gong, morality, foundation, bai shi, 
… how it all ties together in developing a very strong foundation for a student to enhance 
his martial art and to grow as a martial artist. These are all important fundamentals that 
have to be built upon slowly because it is not happening overnight. This is what eventually 
can make good students.

I want to thank all my students for their efforts.

Most importantly I want the readers of this book to attain a basic deep understanding of 
the common traits of northern styles and also to be able to build their style and the health 
of their body on every level.
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Wai gong, qi gong, nei gong
3
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Introduction

A complete northern system is complied by a step-by-step progressive balanced 
curriculum, which expertly combines aspects of internal martial arts training. They are 
designed by good teachers, who will guide each student’s individual development in the 
appropriate and unique ways for that individual.

Complete systems will include a thoroughly and integrated curriculum which incorporates 
wai gong, qi gong and nei gong methods.

Even though these are commonly divided into three categories; they are mutually 
exclusive to each other. These three components cross over and help support the 
foundation of martial arts.

In the beginning these levels actually can seem to be isolated in various training methods. 
More advanced trainings will definitely contain all the elements, and even additional ones 
that we haven’t even touched upon, e.g. good solid wai gong training provides the 
foundation for nei gong and qi gong training. And good nei gong and qi gong training will 
give deeper insights to the wai gong training that you did before. 

These practices train all these components depending on the teacher and the methods 
but it is important that they overlap.

How do you  develop the conditioning, the strengthening  and the techniques of the gong 
fu in the body with the harmonisation of the internal and the external?

Insights of a gentle warrior! 62



Nei gong

Nei gong means internal work. Refers to the training of muscle groups, ligaments, tendons 
not usually in our conscious control and the refinement of the basics of the wai gong skills 
that develop the connections between the mind, body and spirit. It also refers to heart, 
liver, spleen, lungs and kidneys. External refers to mouth, eyes, nose, ears and tongue. 
These extremities coincide with the internal organs.

Each art or style possesses unique ways of training nei gong, jing and strategies. Common 
gates that connect three arts together are the most basic nei gong principles. The 
difference is that after that you are advanced . The fun thing is that you learn one art and it 
opens up understandings of other arts.

The beginner level of the nei gong training repetitive physical movements are combined 
with:

• relaxation of all muscles which are not directly involved with the particular action being 
performed

• breathing and coordination with the motion

• simple using your imaginary force or your imagination, use of intention

The combination of the relaxed physical movement, breathing and intention begins to 
teach the practitioner how to move in a highly refined manner and its facilities can develop 
supple strength and efficiency in the movement.

Inner practice uses the mind to direct circulation of the qi. Ones mode must be still and 
calm. Only then both qi and strength can gather and permeate the bones.

Nei gong is practiced through different ways of stretching the ligaments and building 
them. Then learning reactions that you basically don’t control but you will possess the skill 

Insights of a gentle warrior! 63



to internalise the controls e.g. if you touch the heart hard, you would instantaneously pull 
away due the nerves. This is an unconscious reaction. Nei gong can build unconscious 
reactions that you can consciously take over eventually.

Nei gong training teaches the individual how to use the body’s strength in the most natural 
and efficient manner so that is not clumsy, rigid, tense, not flexible, not pliable. Simple 
repetitive exercises, which teach the practitioner to coordinate mind, body and breath (yi, 
qi, li) is all there is required in nei gong. It doesn’t need to get fancier or any more 
sophisticated than that. After that you are just pulling the student’s legs. You are giving 
them magic, because that is what they are looking for. But, there is no magic in this. If you 
do the work, you can reach it.

Simple repetitive movements combined with simple imagination and execution of the 
coordination, the breath, the power and the Li (strength) is the most effective way to 
practice. Simplicity is the key to good nei gong. These nei gong principles are important 
because this is what makes you become alive.

You also practice through meditation and self awareness the density of the body, the 
bones and muscles and the agility. That density is like a raging river. This is a phenomenon 
that happens from it all but there is a lot of work to be done in between. One way of 
achieving this is through some meditation. Focusing your mind on bone structure from the 
marrow to the outside of the bone, your skeleton. Disregard the muscles and the tendons. 
In these beginning stages you should meditate on each bone of the body, meditating to 
make it denser, stronger and flexible, not brittle.

This is a deep way of practicing meditative nei gong. When you practice it, it is more than 
just movement. Like I said earlier, you can’t be sitting on a bicycle and watching a DVD, 
get your exercise and leave. The mental absorption is zero. You really need to mentally 
absorb what you are doing and focus the absorption to the areas of your body. This is how 
you make connection to who you are on the inside. Eventually you do this to each area of 
the body for practice, especially when you do pai da.

This type of meditation is actually important and it is not talked about much...
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There are many ways and techniques to meditate and there are different levels of 
meditation for reaching different goals. In the kou da, kou shou and pai da these goals are 
set through using that type of focus and using elements around you to help to focus on 
your body.

It is an important stage and way to grow into the art system, to make the art system 
strong. Whatever you are doing, whatever form or application, your rooting and 
foundation, your technique will be very strong.
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Qi gong

Qi gong refers to breath control, breathing the power of the body and moving the breath 
around in the whole body. Simple visualisation of techniques and exercises for various 
purposes including increasing circulation of blood and the meridians of the body to 
extremities, increasing the vital capacity, increasing the mental focus, increasing the total 
body strength, increasing the circulation of the power that you can produce, even into 
theological ideas.

Qi gong refers to the breath through movement of the techniques, building up the power 
and the jing, the vital capacity, the life which goes into the long life ideas.

There is a fine line between the qi gong and the nei gong; they overlap.

Qi gong which the internal martial artist must practice should be simple and the result will 
be attained gradually. This ensures safe practice. Any qi gong that promotes quick results 
is probably dangerous.  It takes time. This is not something that happens overnight.

Qi gong like iron palm, iron shirt, hanging weights from the testicles is the very worst of 
practices. This can be dangerous if they are not taught correctly and these methods 
actually can end up hurting you in the future and you will never even know that you hurt 
yourself and you might not equate it to the qi practice.

That’s why it is so important to remember that good correct practice uses safe methods in 
gradual time, and then you will gain. But it is not going to be a short run. It is going to be 
slow and gradual. It is going to take a long time of practice, correct practicing, correct 
balancing of the life. You just can’t eat, smoke and drink and then go practice qi gong. You 
have to take care of your body in all aspects. Qi gong doesn’t mean that if you have good 
qi gong you are going to expel all diseases. If you don’t take care of yourself, you can try 
everything, nothing will work.

Insights of a gentle warrior! 66



Wai gong

Wei gong is the external, visible work of martial arts training. Wei gong is the physical 
activities of moving in punching, kicking, conditioning (you can even practice with trees) …  
Firm balance, flexibility, agility, good posture, stance work, proper mechanics and 
structure alignments, coordination, stability, … moving in a physically strong body. These 
basic skills practiced in contacts develop all the aspects of fighting arts for the beginner or 
the early stages of the art form, foot and leg work, stepping, hooking, kicking, trapping, 
sweeping, throwing, catching,…These are all the foundations practiced very heavily in the 
first few years  while you slowly work on the nei gong. It seems to be isolated in the 
beginning stages especially for an early student. Because he doesn’t understand what it 
is. The wai gong is started to awaken that phenomenon in the body. So during the early 
stages of wai gong you are working on the internal at the beginner’s level because wai 
gong seems so physical. The beginning student doesn’t know how to separate, he  hasn’t 
been enlightened through the wai gong to actually separate and then combine the two.

What does this mean. When you are practicing wai gong in the early stages, you are 
practicing very deep stances, many repetitions that you get tired, soar, it seems your legs 
are shaking, … Why do you need to hold the posture for a long time or do a thousand 
kicks or punches, … This is to enlighten you and get you to a point of Tao, it’s an 
enlightenment. Once you reach a level after so many years of practicing it becomes 
nothing. You don’t even realise you are in the low stance at a point. Your body just 
naturally, unconsciously recognizes it. That’s when the nei gong and qi gong training really 
is developing and excelling. When you follow the same stages of  nei gong and qi gong 
training as you developed in the wai gong training, obviously it is done differently because 
in nei gong and qi gong you don’t train a physical stance, but yes it is physical. In the early 
stages of nei gong and qi gong training, of course you will shake, you’re going to do all 
these things and you are going to think: ‘Wow, am I enlightened?’ You don’t even know 
what is going on. After so many years of doing that you reach the point of unconscious 
awareness  of the body. This you will understand even deeper walking back the circle. So 
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you are taking a step backwards to go forwards. So even after you train your nei gong, qi 
gong and wai gong, you can go back to the wai gong and refine it. You don’t have to refine 
it in the sense of building the physical power of the body. Now you have something 
complete. You have something you really can begin to shape and mould.

These are the external structures, without them there can’t be any advanced work. Here 
you can see how it coincides with the nei gong.
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These three together

These three coincide, they go together with each other. This is the most fundamental and 
basic level of this practice. You have to practice these three together, the sinews, the 
ligaments, the tendons, the breath, the power and the jing understanding the flow of the qi 
and how to manifest it, to move it to each and every whole part, to the hair and the 
fingertips. Together with the actual practice of the wai gong and the external building of 
the muscles and of a strong body.

Interesting enough nei gong and qi gong coincide with each other, both of them need to 
be practiced in a way that you understand what you are differentiating between your ideas 
of building the body, e.g. you are practicing ma bu, but in ma bu you are practicing qi 
gong. Within that qi gong you are practicing nei gong. These all coincide and you have to 
know how to practice the three or more without losing the intent and gaining from it. This 
takes a lot of time and understanding.

If they are practiced separately, as a lot of especially external schools like to do, you 
become empty or you don’t really know who you are. When you stick your arm out, do you 
know who you are from the inside outwards? You are touching something, but do you 
touch it from the outside or do you touch it through your inside? It is a very different 
experience.

Learning internal practice must be conducted internally and externally, yin and yang must 
melt together. If one wants to achieve the internal skill, nei gong, one must first grasp and 
practice the methods conforming to the jiben gong, wai gong and qi gong but all three 
must be cultivated together. Usually students practice the external first to the internal. It is 
just more natural that way.

When one progresses in the nei gong and qi gong areas, regardless of their art, the basic 
and the principles that you learn open up the basic of other arts. You suddenly realize 
something that one movement pertains to any movement of martial arts in any art system. 
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You got the essence and the understanding of it. It doesn’t make a difference if you’re 
studying karate, qin na, baqi or taiji… Everything becomes natural. And natural is one of 
the elements what is so powerful, being very natural.

This is not mixing the arts. Mixing arts is ok, but for a beginning student it is confusing and 
they think they can use the mixed movements. What we talk about is completely different 
and it comes with great understanding after many, many years. And being able to 
distinguish between mixing but yet coinciding is something completely different. When 
you understand the essence and the root, the mixing part is peripheral. It doesn’t mean 
anything on that point.

From this you can see the nei gong is the root. It makes what holds the body together. 
Extremely important. The qi gong is the power and the wai gong connects from the bones. 
It all coincides. You can see the connections. One practice without the other leads to 
unawareness and empty practice.

Hence  practiced together you build up the body from the marrow outwards.

Basically, an untrained observer can’t see the difference in the apparent exertion of the 
deepened muscle nei gong training but the results can be clearly seen and felt. This is 
internal work.

The body’s qi (qi of the breath) that fills the bones, marrow and flesh so that it can 
enhance its own structure,  is the combination of nei, qi and wai gong. These three 
combined will make the body stronger, the bones denser, the blood flow better, the sinew, 
ligaments, the cartridges stronger and the muscles will become more pliable and feel like 
they have the strength of steel but yet the appearance of softness.
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Yi, qi, li

Three other important words are yi, qi and li.

Yi meaning Mind intent,

Qi meaning breath, breath power applied to the body

Li meaning power.

These three also coincide with each other, these three have to go together with everything 
else that you practice up to the point of the wai gong, qi gong and nei gong. Then you can 
use your yi, qi, li very effectively.

Mind and qi must shift agile inside the body so that the circulatory and the flexibility will 
develop. The results are better coordination and exchange of substantial and insubstantial 
or body and mind. Then one achieves some harmony within the movement.
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Jing versus Li

Jing is energy like steel, it is a natural by-product of the body. You can throw a rock. 

Li is core strength like iron. This is natural strength, it is also an inherent by-product of the 
body. You can naturally push a car, you don’t have to be told or build something up.

Iron that has been beaten, folded and refined changes its natural composition to steel 
which then is firm and flexible. Internally it is very strong, externally can be highly 
reflective. Iron by itself in contrast is actually porous and less flexible and the outside 
appearance is actually rough.

Jing energy is a refined Li strength. This is practiced through the nei gong, qi gong and wai 
gong.

When energy is manifested in the body it is more soft, flexible and strong like the refined 
iron to steel. Whereas when you manifest  core strength, you actually engage the body 
and make it stiff. Like when you push a car. You can’t be flexible when you push a car. 
When you touch the ground to the car and you are ready to push it, your body becomes 
sort of this stiff thing and then you can use your energy power to push the car. Here you 
can see that core strength and energy have two different distinctions but coincide with 
each other. Whereas when you manifest energy or Jing in a soft way, it can be very 
flexible, like throwing a rock or punching a bag. You have a flexible movement, it is not 
stiff. But at the end there is a lot of power coming out.

Really in martial arts, the beginner is refining what is always known, core strength. It is a 
natural strength that the body can produce. Everybody has this power, this type of Li. But 
to refine it through the martial practices and the martial ideas, philosophies,  even 
theological ideas… This is what the result becomes later as a very highly refined and 
skilled martial artist where he doesn’t need to use core strength at all. He just uses his 
intent. The strength is already present. In a way, unconsciously. It is at your will.
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This is the growth of the beginner to the advanced in martial arts. You can see what you 
need is a paradox with the athletic training in the early stages Then you can let go of the 
athletic stages for the later advancements of the essence or the enlightenment. Each of 
the ideas intersects and are building blocks to the goals of reaching higher levels.

For the early stages of training the concepts and student’s physical, they need physical 
actions and training, they need constant awareness to be aware of the unconsciousness 
so that they can start to understand what it is. Later on, after a student refines all these 
actions, you can naturally learn these correct manners in an unconscious transferring way 
so that it goes in all the other trainings and actions that you have done before. All those 
trainings and actions unconsciously are corrected. You start to be that self awareness or 
self enlightenment of what the goals and the end results are. Then you reach the next 
levels of training that you desire to get past those earlier bottlenecks that you just didn’t 
understand.

Insights of a gentle warrior! 73



Fa jing and sticking energy

Another internal aspect of yin and yang is called the fa jing, which is the explosive energy. 
The soft jing which is the sticking energy, softer principles on the inside. These are also 
built unconsciously into the training routines and that are able to give the student an 
explosive power like a canon.

When one wishes to use fa jing the body should be calm and completely relaxed. The 
Mind should be focused and undivided. You should be controlling your centre of gravity 
and the opponent centre of gravity or you should be aware of the centre of gravity of the 
object that you are going to strike or strike against.

One wants to cultivate his spirit, shen, his intent, yi, his breath, qi, his power, li, his energy, 
jing, his explosive energy, fa jing, his softness or suppleness, soft jing, together.

Developing bad habitual practices can lead to stiff and inflexible strength. These problems 
are very difficult to get rid of. You can practice correctly for long periods of times and 
internal strength nei gong and nei jing just will never happen. It will be out of your grasp by 
that time. Being able to understand high skills will be too difficult.

The elementary levels of the spirit, shen, intent, yi, the qi, li and jing, these coming from 
the mind, the consciousness. It is impossible to merge these movements and methods in 
one step. That is why early stages and students have to practice and attach the important 
and careful studies of the principles to build the foundations and the building blocks to 
eventually have the consciousness of the mind bring it all full circle.

This is extremely important to understand what one achieves doing the conditioning 
practicing. And what piece of the pie the conditioning practicing fulfills. That fulfilling the 
nei gong, qi gong and wai gong all together, they coincide. So to just practice kao da with 
a partner, 3 stars and to beat your arms into senselessness doesn’t make sense because 
you are only doing harm. You don’t do what the specific goal for the conditioning is to be. 
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It is not about bruising but it is about creating density, making the body pliable and very 
strong in its actions.

The conditioning of the kao da is unlike other conditionings of 3 stars hitting the arms or 
the body’s hitting bodies. There is a whole process of thought that is behind it. That when 
you practice it, it becomes alive. You have to understand the differences between nei 
gong, qi gong and wai gong before you can go into the actual applications of the basics to 
do the arm, body or head conditioning. However you want to condition. We are setting up 
the formula to good and correct practicing methods and trainings.
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Kao da: body conditioning with 
partner and objects

4
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Introduction

The basic idea when practicing kao da, or practicing any other style that conditioning, is 
that it isn’t limited to just making the muscles tough. There is a whole curriculum behind it 
that has to be followed that will enhance your martial arts, not just tackle on a badge, as to 
say: ‘Now I have a hard body. What is the next badge?’.

Kao da is basically a way to condition the body, it covers all aspects of basic of kung fu 
training in a very constructed and easy, step by step manner to teach the student that 
leads directly into applications and usage. It is more than just conditioning. Free fighting 
after you understand kao da very well, can be very interesting. You can really develop free 
fighting skills from this because you practice a range of motions, understanding of 
distance, timing, specific techniques in addition to the conditioning. Your movement will 
become more free and easy, like a monkey. It is an excellent and important part of training. 
I believe that systems that teach martial arts without practicing this type of training can not 
be considered complete.

Not to say that a person can’t become a good fighter without it. This is about what makes 
a good complete system and what is common to most northern systems. How deep do 
these systems actually go? This depends on how and what the original masters of the 
system transmitted and passed on. All northern systems should contain this idea and it is 
not only that you are doing three star conditioning, but with the nei gong, qi gong and wai 
gong we are tying it all together. When you practice these techniques, you can introduce a 
complete way of training that can enhance your martial abilities and the connection 
between your subconscious and conscious awareness. Besides, your level of skill 
improves.

In the early stages, kao da learns how to condition your body for physical movement with 
tension that you usually don’t get when you practice by yourself in the air. Working with 
different partners you get different levels of resistance, different body types and structure, 
reach, weight etc. and learn how to adjust accordingly in order to make the technique 
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work. These are some aspects of kao da that make the training very beneficial throughout 
your martial arts training.

This practice leaves zero empty spaces. it does take a teacher to correct and make sure 
the student isn’t physically overly stiff when he  applies the actions just to get an end 
result. The end result is a by-product of what the body conditioning is about. The end 
result of knocking the person down or blocking the arm is just a by-product. It is not the 
root of why you practice kao da (body conditioning).

What do I mean by overly stiff for an end result? The partnering is not about using too 
much power trying to force the technique that you want to work. Again, the end result is 
just a by product. What you learn in between is more important: understanding how to 
sweep the leg out or to block. That is where the teacher is important, to make the student 
aware that the body doesn’t move through the muscles. You want to move through the 
sinews. You want to exercise and vitalize the sinews and the tendons. That is the point of 
kao da. Again, the conditioning of the body, the muscle toughening, the bone becoming 
denser, these are really a by-product of the practice and not the main concern. 
Concerning the bruises that you can get from it, eventually your body sends those 
messages to fix that. The bruising part is just a part. It is not excessively bruised or 
bruising yourself on purpose to speed up the process. No, no, no. The bruising part is a 
natural process of the repetition of the hits. It is not about one large hit but about 
practicing one technique of the kao da hundreds or thousands of time in repetition of 
smaller, softer hits. Through these  softer hits you learn to build a very strong structure 
with a very soft holding of the structure. So, you don’t have to be stiff and tense to hold 
the structure, but actually completely relaxed. You can rest on a solid structure. Your body 
is falling to the ground like a waterfall falls downwards but you are standing there like a 
mountain. And your arms become like the branches of a tree that are flexible, have no give 
but yet are soft and can follow the flow of the resisting force. Because the key to real end 
result of the application is not bouncing the arm away but is learning how to have your 
arm so pliable that when the person strikes it, it  melts into the armature of the arm. The 
body  can keep moving however it wants in complete freedom and relaxation and execute 
the technique with flow.
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Flow is very important in kao da. It is not one, two, three. . The clashing of the arm and 
bouncing away for example is like a basketball. You hold it and you let it drop, it bounces 
of the earth and back up to you again. Your striking arm has to have the bouncy, inflated 
feeling. But also, when you drop a dead basketball, it shapes itself to the earth. It doesn’t 
bounce back up. Or take a dead basketball and make sure it is rounded at the outside, not 
completely depressed. It looks like it has air, but there is no air in it. Put a soda can on the 
ground and drop the basketball on the soda can. The soda can will get engulfed into the 
basketball and the basketball will go around it. That is what you want your body to be able 
to apply, like it becomes a jelly like substance.

In the early stages it is all about learning to develop your striking power, learning the 
technique and making the technique work. The meat and potatoes is not about the 
technique. Essence is the key. When you understand the essence you can make the 
technique work from different positions and distances and it will work. It will be there for 
you.

Kao da is a partnering exercise. As such, it is important to understand your own power, to 
build power and to know how much you need to get a results. If  the result is just to knock 
the person over every time than you are going to use forceful power and follow through 
power on every action and your practice will go nowhere. You only end up hurting each 
other. The idea is to use just enough power, not too much, not too little. Enough power to 
execute the application or the technique to a fifty to seventy percent level. Just without 
knocking the person over. This way there is a recovery from your training partner and 
return with a technique, recover and go out, then go to the next one. Recover and go out 
and return back to you. This way you get the flow of this conditioning.

You need the feedback of their arm resistance, their body weight, their muscle tension, 
their stiffness, hardness, softness, the way their feet are positioned on the ground, you 
need to be aware of the way their body rolls and turns or you move about your upper 
torso. You need all of these to work simultaneously together with all the essences that we 
talked about.

Unlike form, kao da can be very aggressive and fast or slow and passive. Forms are a time 
to reflect upon yourself in different areas of the martial practice. It is a meditative area. In 
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kao da your focus is slightly different. What you don’t have in a form is the feedback of 
angles, weight, stiffness, distance, timing and changes of the person in front of you. These 
are all awareness’s that you have to mentally project if you are doing a form by yourself. 
Partnering is a form of feedback qi gong.

With the partnering practice you have to be aware of each other’s centre and however the 
person is moving in relation to you. You have to be really focused and precise in your 
movement and your spirit should be alive and engaged. You need to stay very focused. 
Just as a tiger is ready to pounce on its prey. If that focus is weak, the aura and qi of it 
won’t be good. If you move like a dragon, your spirit should be like a dragon. You have to 
feel these spirits, these essences to take on the appropriate qi’s. When you focus your 
awareness so that there is a strong intent behind every movement you can feel your body 
and mind move together. You can than begin to feel the fullness of the body. This is very 
nice. Your legs are grounded, your arms and your waist is controlling it all and you know 
your movement is fierce and strong but at the same time supple and soft.

The flow of kao da is very important. You need to learn how to move smoothly and 
connected, how to pull in one direction and stretch in another direction, yin and yang. You 
need to know when to roll your waist like you roll a big concrete ball, you need to know 
how to incorporate this through your movements.

Kao da trains strikes, throws, locks and trapping using every part of the body. Punches 
with the fist or palm or the whole arm, kicks with the shin, with the ball of the foot, 
sweeping with the instep, throwing using your thighs or legs, pushing with the chest or 
back, crashing with the shoulders, slapping the back, gut or chest, ... these are all part of 
the conditioning. If you get punched  on the street and you have  never got punched 
before, you will not know what to do next. Through kao da you become aware  and it 
teaches you: ‘Oh, I got punched over here.’ So what. You go right through. You continue. 
‘Ah, I got hit over here. That is oké. I learned this. I can accept this and keep going in 
flow’.  This way your mind is very clear and open. Your mind stays relaxed under stressful 
situations when you are trained to being struck. If you never got punched, your mind races 
and your adrenaline pumps. You can easily forget your training. Kao da is important 
because it doesn’t just train the body conditioning, but the mind as well. It trains the body 
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to accept types of blows and how to repel. Systems who are teaching forms and 2 mans 
sets are really just teaching the esthetical of the punch but not the true control, rooting and 
purpose that comes with the kao da training. It is a way to develop very strong power, your 
forceful and soft energies. This is a time that you experiment with your partner and using 
your power in waves, quick strikes and follow through. Most importantly learning how to 
follow through. 

Beginners should not use follow through techniques. Intermediate to advanced and 
advanced and above are using pretty much follow through techniques with defensive 
manoeuvres. In the beginning you do ‘one, two, three’ and kick the outer thigh and then 
you change. In way advanced actions you are both clashing your arms one and two but 
when you are ready to kick the outer thigh the other person is taking a defensive 
movement, he can counter it. He is able get out of it making you react for another action. 
This is much more advanced and more complicated. These are general basic to general 
intermediate guidelines. More advanced is when one is the offense and one is the 
defence. Taking the defence  means not to allow that he sweeps his leg out. Therefore 
your technique has to be utilised correctly. Then it becomes almost into a free type of 
fighting. In the fight training is the conditioning. 

A good system that incorporates kao da training offers a variety of techniques ranging 
from striking, kicking, throwing, grabbling, countering, pushing, … even the head bud.

Footwork involves many different horse stances, ma bu, gong bu, xu bu, … and trains 
proper power generation along with rooting and transitions. In other words, you don’t get 
easily bored with it. It is a very important section of training, especially for middle level to 
the advanced students.

All the different levels (beginning, middle, intermediate and advanced) should train this 
section of northern style systems. This is very important. This has to be trained the same 
way as the wai gong, qi gong and, nei gong. You don’t just start practicing high levels of qi 
gong. If you haven’t gone through the basics, you can’t. Your body can’t take it.
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The proper kao da training in the different levels:

Almost all traditional schools have the 3 stars, 2 star arm impact drill, even as basic as the 
front of the shin and the back of the calf star impact skills of the legs. It is quite evident 
that it is more than just arm banging. When I’m teaching class you can see how alive it 
actually becomes with conditioning and timing, distancing, footwork, correct power and 
usages, proper grabbling, proper sensitivity, proper intent, everything. So it is a whole 
curriculum of techniques within the style.

Basically the four major facets are:

• Ti: kicking, leg sweeping

• Da: striking, punching, palming.

• Shuai: throwing, grappling

• Na: seizing, controlling, joint manipulation

All of these are the very important aspects that needs to be part of the kao da. Not just 
banging the arm or body, and think that you are going to get conditioned. This is how you 
get hurt.

More technically challenging is closing the distance and approaching the strike, body’s 
intersecting and hitting, blocking kicks and multiple punches or strikes using this kao da. 
In essence this becomes a very important part in learning the fighting applications instead 
of being scared of punches or kicks coming at you.

In the advanced trainings there are the countering techniques that deepen the training. 
Also you can begin to fa jin or release power stored in the body which is used as a wave 
and shuai or  a leg type of throwing. All these are being trained in the higher levels.

Kao da is an integral part of basic training in all the levels of beginner, intermediate and 
advanced Even in advanced stages there is this basic training. In each stage you have 
beginner, intermediate and advanced. e.g. beginner advanced, intermediate advanced and 
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advanced advanced. This is a roadmap to good training and a way of thinking to build 
your practice step by step.

So, for beginner stages of kao da, the ‘beginner beginner’ is an introduction to the arms 
clashing without using a lot of power. Unfortunately at this stage a lot of beginners want to 
show off or beat their training partner and they smash their arms together. And then they 
get bruises. Fine. Let them get this out of their system if they need to. Because once it is 
out, you don’t have to worry about it. But it isn’t a test of who is stronger or tougher. 
Gradually over time, using small, low impact hits with a lot of repetitions you will dense the 
bone, you will wash the marrow. The muscles and the tissues surrounding the structure 
will get stronger. You don’t want to desensitize them, they actually can become stronger. It 
has to be done through slow processes. Each stage in your progress has a way of training 
for that particular level and to move on to the advanced levels. Jiben gong or basic 
exercises of a system remain important throughout your development. Let’s compare a 
beginner and an advanced student when you show one basic movement, e.g. ma bu. 
They are both outwardly standing in ma bu, but there is something completely different in 
what the beginner is doing and in what the advanced student is doing. If the advanced 
student is still practicing the basic technique the same way as the beginner, he can not be 
considered advanced. He has followed and gone nowhere. His training has become 
useless. The beginner and the advanced can be doing the same technique but in 
completely different ways. This is very important. If the advanced student is exactly doing 
what the beginner is doing, it is wrong. Even though the technique or the movement is the 
same, the fundamental principle that is guiding, the intent that is moving, the power that 
you have accumulated over years of practice, is different. It cannot be issued the same 
way. It can’t. It is just not how it is done.

Likewise, the kao da changes with experience. When you are smashing arms or doing the 
2 star technique into pu dao shou (braking the blade) or deng pu, the beginner student is 
trying  to find out how to chop the leg away. The advanced student knows how to issue 
refined force through the root of his structure. He is looking for something completely 
different. He is looking how to decentre the person and de-root the person with minimal 
effort while keeping his structure aligned, his power completely engaged and energised 
but yet he is so supple that the opponent doesn’t feel the attack coming in until it is too 
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late. That is an advanced skill. Compared to a beginner student who using rough, muscle 
based force and still trying to whack the leg out from underneath the person like he is 
clubbing a golf bal of the range. Two completely different ideas, same technique.

It is very important to understand the stances that you are utilising while practicing kao da. 
The positioning of your stance to the next technique that you are going into. The bu fa 
(foot work) and shou fa (hand or arm work) are all extremely important. These has to be 
connected through an awareness of both structure and intent.

Kao da teaches many awareness’s that talu doesn’t. Practicing the talu form doesn’t teach 
you the right positioning to the opponent, it doesn’t teach you if their leg is in this posture 
what you have to do to get around it or move the first food in an angle that puts you in a 
superior advantage to using the next follow through technique. There are many 
awareness’s that you can learn in kao da. One is distancing, two is timing. Within timing, 
elements of pushing are needed, or pulling and pushing, or making circles. These timings, 
embedded in the distancing and the controlling is what makes you understand and learn 
how to use the techniques correctly. The feedback of the kao da is very good and it 
teaches you reaction. You don’t want  it in  ‘one, two, three’, but even though you are 
doing it at a slow pace there is still a certain reaction that you have to learn to move like a 
ghost. You learn how to move without the other person understanding what you are doing. 
Even though they are watching you they just don’t see what you are doing and then all of a 
sudden your technique is being evoked. The distancing, the timing, reaction and response 
comes together, the body is supple and soft but outwardly engaged. You have to maintain 
the flexibility and suppleness so that the body can change within the momentum and the 
movement. Momentum is also very important because you want to learn how to use the 
momentum against the other person to your advantage. And that has to do with 
controlling the distance and momentum.

Important is the alignment of your body so that you are not sloppy. The stance work  
teaches that when you are rooting through your legs and arms, your skeletal alignment is 
in correct posture. After you have practiced thousands of repetitions you will naturally take 
the correct posture. Without correct postures you are instilling bad habits and mistakes 
and these are very difficult to undo.
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Natural breathing is very important in kao da. When the movement is effortless you can 
relax your breath to move in unison with your body and this will calm your mind and has a 
good effect on your health. You can build up a sweet heart beat and that is fine. But it 
teaches you how to be calm during stress. And stress is the other person who is 
advancing on you, and whom you apply the technique to or by whom you are getting hit. 
This is stressing your body, therefore it stresses your mind. When you learn how to relax 
through it, it even becomes enjoyable. You want to be hit with a hit that you can repel.
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Stationary

The stationary kao da is good for basic conditioning and suppleness utilising the engaged 
body with soft expansive energy. 

Unlike the 3 or 5 stars where you smack your arms, the more advanced skills are the 
mobile ones. These are a tremendous help in the advancement of footwork, speed, 
accuracy, timing, concentration, awareness of the body, focus and then the by-product is 
the actual technique that you are able to produce and the conditioning.

What is very important is the intrinsic knowledge that comes from the bodies colliding, the 
way that you progress through the practice and the idea and philosophy that is behind it. If 
I tell two people just to smash their arms and then I take another two people and I instruct 
them on the philosophy and the intentions of how to strike  arms. The people in situation A 
will get emptiness at the end of the 200 times of striking the arms. They will get bruised 
and a conditioning. Unlike situation B, who I have contemplated the philosophy and the 
intent, after 200 times, they will understand what it is really happening when the arm 
collides and feel it, and what it is when during the collide there is a moment of control 
where you can take over the other person. It is not an empty practice of just arm colliding. 
I feel this is something we have lost. There are no banging of the arms with the rolling of 
the body of the bu fa, using the legs, using the weight of the body rooted to the ground, 
going in and pushing the person away and changing to the other side for being 
ambidextrous in the technique. These ideas are foundations of skill. It is a way to build 
skill. This skill building,  is a kind of rudimentary skill building probably for the first 10 
years. It teaches you to be able to accept blows and block blows very strongly. But it 
doesn’t teach you the  intrinsic skill of  softness and  smaller circles. Then you need to 
practice a different way.

You can practice that with push hands having a skilled instructor who is able to show and 
teach you the rooting and the intent of push hands. Push hands practice is not limited to 
tai ji. There is mantis push hands, there are northern style push hands, there are bagua 
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push hands. Every system has a way of push hands. It just so happens tai ji is the most 
advanced in push hands, it has the most advanced actions. It is been around and has 
been utilised the longest and is way  more advanced. It is practiced more widely  than 
other styles of northern push hands. For example  mantis push hands or wing chun push 
hands are sort of aggressive. Here the arms are more quickly rolling and rolling, but there 
is no focus on supple skill, real rooting, it is more like a speed game. Whereas tai ji is 
sophisticated. A lot of other systems that I have seen are more primitive in this regard. The 
sophistication can lead to the next level of sophistication. That is what I try to explain in 
these levels of kao da. Your architecture in the beginning stages of kao da lay the basic 
foundations of conditioning. You want to refine it and make it more and more 
sophisticated... And there is ways along the next levels to jump to the next levels of 
making the sophistications more refined. This is through a teacher and I feel this way of 
practicing these kao da is being lost.

When there is no clear progression and refinement of skill you can end up hurting your 
body making it more stiff. Through stiff movement you make more tension, and through 
tense movement and blocking up the joints and the muscles you might think this is 
strength. That is basic, primal, unrefined strength. That is not sophisticated strength. 
Sophisticated strength is when 4 ounces move 1000 pounds. 4 ounces can deflect 1000 
pounds, 4 ounces can displace 1000 pounds. That is sophistication. That is a golden rule 
in tai ji. That principle is in the kao da. You need 4 ounces to deflect the oncoming actions 
at you. And that 4 ounces are yet so strong like steal. Steal that can be flexed and bent 
over and can be shaped, but it just can’t be broke. That is how you want to build your 
body, your mind, your intentions, your spirit, ... is what you want to build your life upon. If 
you can do that,  than you have reached a very high level. You are not invincible, but you 
have reached a very spiritually high level and now it will be easy to understand certain 
things. You don’t know but in a way you do know, it is very difficult. You see these levels 
that I’m talking about, you can deepen your philosophies and go into seclusion and then 
you can become a masterful philosopher. Hence, you see the monks going into the 
mountains and they don’t return for three to four years. They just meditate and pounder 
about things. You can take these little moments of time even while  you are waiting for a 
bus. It is an opportunity to expand and refine that sophistication and enlightenment. These 
are your little mountain times. Obviously we can’t go to the mountains any more. We don’t 
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have the luxury of not working. We do have moments of luxury and how we spend our 
time in these moments of luxury is  important. 
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Kao da with the use of equipment

Each area of practice, sand bags, trees, metal bags, people ... teach the student 
something different and important. They work a level and a skill, each one individually 
works a certain set of goals and skills. Flesh to flesh, flesh to wood, stone, sand, metal, 
water. These are all different areas and attainment of different goals within each area. For 
practice purposes and learning good conditioning it is important to touch each one of 
these in different aspects of your growth and your levels of kao da practice. Beginners and 
intermediate can use them all, advanced definitely use them all. It is the teaching process 
that is important to understand how to use each implementation correctly with the correct 
philosophy, psychology and intent. What to look for when you are practicing this. You are 
practicing the three: wai gong, qi gong and nei gong. The three have to overlap when you 
practice kao da or when you practice anything in martial arts. When these three don’t 
overlap, you might as well go dance, tennis, bicycle ride and watch a DVD as you ride 
because that is the effect you are going to get: emptiness. You get some physical 
attainment, that’s it.

This physical attainment lasts for as long as you keep it up. If you can cultivate the spark 
to growth. Just like a baby is born and it grows. That seed you plant in your body can 
grow with your practice over time, eventually you can stop these trainings and that seed 
will still grow. Whereas in physical exercise, once you stop that seed whatever it is grown, 
will wilt. Old age is wilting. Life, you are born as a seed, you grow and you wilt. And there 
is no doubt about that, you can’t stop this process. It is impossible. Even as a tree starts 
as a seed it grows, eventually that tree will wilt. It is a matter of time, that’s all. But there 
are trees that get petrified. I’m not saying petrify your body. But as you grow old, you can 
grow old strong. Even though you are wilting, you are growing old strong. And a prime 
example is teacher Wang. At 80 he is just a phenomenal physical specimen. At 80 the man 
is just amazing. And I am envious. That is longevity of martial arts.
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That spark with the correct training and essences, I firmly believe if you are into this and 
follow these paths, you will grow old with phenomenal qi, very strong internal power so 
that you become invincible. You know what you will have and how to tap into it.
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Kao da with bags filled with different objects

In the early stages you use a mung bean bag. This bean, when it’s grinded to a powder or 
when it is soaked into the skin, has effects on making the skin, the tendons, the bones and 
cartilages strong. Due to its helpful agents it helps making the body strong.

Beginners shouldn’t start by hitting a sand filled heavy bag. They should begin with a light 
bean, mung bean or rice bag. Something that doesn’t have too much of a resistance. 
When you punch a heavy 300 pound sand filled bag or you punch a 300 pound bag of 
beans, there is a complete difference of the shock that goes back to your body.

You have to build your training into hitting a solid object. That’s why the mung bean is very 
good for hitting. It is dense but yet it is light weight. It absorbs shock and allows you to 
relax your body and let your qi flow. And it can help the skin, muscles and bones to get 
stronger.

In the second stage the student can go to the sand filled bag. You can actually mix half 
sand, half mung bean. You have a little bit of the dense sharpness of the sand. Then go to 
the full sand bag in different seizes, small (palm bags, 80 pound bags), medium and large. 
It will develop the more hardening of the bones and the tendons.

More advanced levels are the steel pallets. This can be mixed with mung beans also. It 
develops the more intense hardening of the bones.

The advanced advanced can use solid objects: slaps with flatten slate for palming and 
steel plates or concrete walls  for punching and trees.

The most important part is allowing your weight to sink and your root to be driven into the 
ground. Your punching is being driven from the ground up through your legs and waist. It 
is about learning how to root and ground your power, bring your body into the ground but 
bring your power up.
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!    ! 

!    !
It is also important to hit without reserve. When you punch a hard object without training 
you tend to hold back. You would never punch it with full force. You would punch a pillow 
with full force without reserve but then you don’t get any feedback. Your hand just goes 
into the feathers.

Without reserve basically means being able to issue your power with a fluid momentum 
that has no protrusions, no emptiness and if you want to add, you can add. When we are 
doing the 2 partnering, you should be attaching to each other when you do the arm hitting 
or the leg contacting, to learn how to move without reserve. Feel that natural flow. How 
you can change your positions, allow your body to move, your feet to strike, your weight 
to lean through the object.
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Kao da with a tree

You can use a tree or inanimate objects that has some flexible movement in it. A young 
tree is very good. Not an old one. You want a tree that has flexibility. So, a good test is 
when you come to the tree and put your palm on it about your chest or neck level and you 
push the tree from the ground up like you would push somebody: if it has at least an inch 
of flexibility, this is very very good. If there is no movement at all, this is to rigid. The 
feedback will go into your body and is not good. You need some follow through. If you 
would charge and hit a person, you could move him. There is room for your power to go 
through. On the contrary when you go to a tree that is 3 feet thick that doesn’t move at all 
and you punch it. The feedback of that tree can hurt you. This is something that is not 
talked about or that people are not commonly aware of when practicing with an inanimate 
object as a tree. A soft tree with flexibility has room to repel you.

This tree has the ability to give you feedback in flexibility and suppleness. Being supple is 
when you push it, it is going to move away but is also going to return to its original 
position. That is a feedback in 2 directions. When you push it, you are pushing it away. 
You have the feedback of the fighting against being pushed away. And you have the 
feedback of the  returning. It has a push and a pull and a push and a pull all in one. And I 
said it twice. It is true. When you are pushing it, it wants to pull back. And when you 
release it, it is pulling back from the other way. That feedback is very important. You can 
learn how to root through your body better to the ground with that feedback.

It also gives room for follow through action. This gives the opportunity that your power can 
at least go through the intended area. Even in kao da it is very important when you reach a 
higher level that you are able to follow through with your action. You do it in a way that you 
don’t crush your partner but you do displace him, you follow through and it knocks him 
down. It is not a forceful or excessively violent knock down with excessive amounts of 
power. It is enough power used to displace weight, his positioning, his whole alignment 
and stance. The same thing as with the tree. Punching a solid tree that doesn’t move, the 
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reflexion of the power will end up being so sharp that it jumps right back into you. That is 
how you get hurt.

With a tree that has the flexibility of at least an inch or two, your power can follow through 
and can be released completely  to where you can extend your technique and your 
momentum without being cut off too sharply. It is allowing your body to open and 
completely let the technique go through. That is important when you are working with a 
tree. You don’t want it so rigid that you end up getting hurt. If you want to use more than 
just soft power, you can train with a tree. Sometimes you want to use 80% of your power. 
You can’t do this with a partner because you end up hurting him. With a tree you can hit it 
with up to 110% if you want. That is up to you. With a tree you can hit it with a good 80 – 
90% of your power and that flexibility will not hurt you. As if you would hit the tree that has 
no flexibility with 100% power, you are looking for trouble when you do it that way.

Another thing about the trees, you can go 360° around the tree and practice your 
techniques as you go around it. As if the person was there. Your footwork stays within 
range of the tree and it is as if you are moving around and attacking a person. You stay 
within the correct distance. The only thing you don’t get with the tree is the live action 
feedback coming at you. But that is not what a tree is for.

A beginner shouldn’t be hitting the bare bark. He should better attach the mung bean bags 
to the tree. This way there is the resistance of the tree and  the quality of the bag. You can 
do this way up until advanced levels using the metal beat bags.

!    !
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More advanced is hitting the tree itself.

In the middle to advanced levels you want to wrap the tree with rope. You can even soak 
the rope in the medicines so  that when you are striking it penetrates into the skin and the 
bones. The rope also absorbs some of the harsher impact of the skin to the wood allowing 
you to practice a little bit stronger without reserve, without getting splinters or damaging 
your hand.

The advanced stage is without the rope and you really 
learn how to use the equipment and the actual 
application of full force on the partner itself. The latter 
stage is when you are using peng in repetition to the 
lower centre of the tree.

Practicing with a person gives you the live feedback of 
the action coming at you. A sand bag is the 
conditioning practice of your mind focusing your intent 
as if you were going through it. Same with the tree. You 
can imagine those arms coming at you and you are 

moving them out of the way, striking the tree as the body, arm or leg of the person. Your 
imagination can do many things

There are different levels and stages and then there is partnering. Even beginners can hit a 
tree. This is fine. But you have to teach them how to hit the tree. And this is the most 
important part.
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Kao da with a partner

In the advanced stages of partnering you could do peng to the lower abdomen or chest in 
repetition. The last stage is that you actually release your power even more. With an 
untrained person one strike would be enough to knock him down. But in the situation 
when the 2 are trained you can release your power into the person. They will be able to 
absorb and gain from it also. Learn how to root and disperse the power. For the person 
issuing the strike, it teaches them, if somebody can absorb this type of power, how you 
can build more power to go through them. This is advanced advanced. It looks like you 
are beating up each other but you are not. This is reserved for closed door students that 
can accept these type of training.

The last level is the actual combat itself with no reserves at all. You just go. That is an even 
more advanced game. What you do in the air and practice in form can never take the 
place of actual combat, intent of the take down. Without this being practiced the gong fu 
is empty, it is just a dance. A lot of people don’t want to go to that level. It is a scary level 
to get to. You have to become fears like a tiger. You have to take on the essences of a wild 
animal. Piqua, mantis, tanglang have different styles, eagle, tiger, dog. You have to take on 
all these attributes.
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Weapons of the body

In the conditioning training you want to train the weapons of the body. What are the 
weapons of the body?

• Head

• Fingertips

• Palm

• Fists

• Elbow

• Hip

• Knees

• Shins

• Back of the calf

• Feet (heal, ball and side)

Then there are some in-between weapons:

• Chest

• Back

• Bud
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Without these weapons your gong fu is basically a dance. How do you build these 
weapons? Each individual weapon has a method to train it. Each individual weapon has 
different stages or levels, beginner, intermediate and advanced. Each can start with the 
mung bean getting the body used to the shock and repetition, hitting without hurting the 
body. Each weapon can move onwards in using sand bags, metal bean bags and actual 
solid objects ( soft wood, harder wood to metal or even stone and water). Just as you do 
with the early stages of the mung bean bag, you will still follow that roadmap, the only 
thing you change is the bag, the equipment. Your style doesn’t change. If you are using 
pai shiai (white eagle black eagle), front of the palm, back of the palm on the mung bean 
bag, you are going to use that technique all the way through till you get to the stone. There 
is no difference.

In the advanced advanced level you should be able to break bricks and medium size 
sticks or boards. Not that I believe that breaking bricks is a tool to say where you are in 
your training because in the end bricks and boards don’t hit back as Bruce Lee said.

There is also pounding your hands into a bucket with mung beans, heated sand, cold 
sand, metal beats, water and rock. It is important to put your hands through these stages.

There is some individualness in each weapon that you should understand how to practice 
or how to strike so that you learn how to build the power of the body.
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Preventive areas

Some of the preventive areas are kind of obvious. Don’t use muscle, don’t strike with all 
your force at one blow, be sensitive to your partner, if you need to use topical medicine 
like te ta yiaou and massaging your own arms ... These are all areas that are very 
important to the prevention areas. If you get a bone bruise, how to help the bone bruise 
heal faster.

When you are striking yourself or striking with a partner usually you get what is called a 
node in the bone or muscle. It will be this swollen little  ball-like node that pops up on the 
bone area where you feel the bruise or the pain. You have to knead this area and press 
down on the centre point of that node. Sometimes you use a coin or a piece of metal that 
you can put between that node and you and you press. You push that node all the way 
deep and you use the medicine to get that node out. This goes with tui na.  Tui na is the 
realignment of the bone, ripping of the muscles and going deep into the body. It is very 
invasive type of technique. It teaches a very deep massage.

Like rolfing, but rolfing is the very light form of tui na. There are different levels of tui na. 
They even scrape the body with these pieces of bone in the shape of a comb without the 
comb edge. They bring the blood to the surface. They believe this is expelling any bad qi. I 
have seen people get scraped so hard that is looks like they turn into red monsters. It 
looks like the blood is just busting and ready to poor of their skin. It is the blood coming to 
the skin and disperses eventually to create new blood.
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Warm up and stretching
5
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Introduction

In stretching you want to hold the stretch, but you also want to be like a rubber band. If a 
rubber band is held always in one stretch position, that rubber band will eventually dry out 
and snap. If you constantly have that rubber band being slightly stretched, relaxed, slightly 
stretched, relaxed,...  if you constantly are aerating and moving and giving the muscles 
and tendons a slight bit of tension and relaxation, you can elongate them. Eventually they 
can get used to this and become like rubber bands. As you throw your punch or whip out 
your body, you have this elasticity throughout your legs and your whole body. This goes 
into the idea of the wave. Your body has to be like a river and that flow of power has to be 
like a great river. That great river comes from these early stages of training. Eventually you 
get to that with the flexibility and bounce of the muscles.

As you are doing these exercises you want total relaxation. You actually want to let your 
body droop but you have control over that droop. It is engaged but through your control.

The elasticity of the rubber band and lengthening is very important. When you lengthen, 
you are going to grow in size and density. You don’t lengthen it and it becomes thinner. 
You lengthen it and it becomes thicker and stronger. This is the basis for all Chinese gong 
fu stretching ideas. They are all following this philosophy. Even when you are stretching 
according to these ideas you must internalize and try to bring out that, yes, you are 
stretching, but your focus has to be on thinking of the tendons and the muscles getting 
longer, thicker, denser, more strong and flexible, elastic and pliable. If you don’t think this, 
you are not going to achieve this. It is like riding the bicycle and watching a DVD. You have 
to focus. Part of the early trainings in martial arts is this focus which then teaches you to 
focus more strongly on the applications of the form and the higher level of the exercise 
and the foundations later on. This is an early stage for learning how to focus and correctly 
think about your training.

These exercises all have qi gong built into them with breathing as you do them.

Insights of a gentle warrior! 101



Learning good warm up and stretching is about the gong fu itself. The warm ups should 
not be jumping jacks, sit ups and push ups. The warm ups should contain the basic 
foundation of the northern systems. This is what breaks the person in for learning other 
styles. Learning how to do sit ups and push ups is not martial arts practice. Push ups, sit 
ups and these types of callisthenics have nothing to do with martial arts practice. Although 
they are important and will benefit martial arts practice. It is not martial arts.

Callisthenics are a part of the warming up. It is something you have to do to build the 
armature of the body. Without building the armature of the body you are not really going to 
build up the gong fu that well. Yes, it is part of it. But in a western sense of callisthenics 
when I say push ups, sit ups, jumping jacks, ... that is not the martial way. There are 
martial callisthenics. Those are of northern or martial ilk and are building the armature 
through a martial way. The warm ups should entail the basics of northern systems. Further 
warm ups as you learn the pliability, the stretching and the resilience are the foundation of 
the system. E.g. in mantis you do some warm up and then do some mantis techniques as 
warm ups. You will use the same philosophy in those techniques as you are doing the 
stretching for the lengthening, increasing muscle density and making it more watery, steel 
like and cotton like... All these little philosophies you have to embody.

Warm up and stretching is to make the body stronger. This is natural. To make it more 
pliable. The way to do it... If a runner was to practice for his sport, he is not going to do 
mountain climbing or squats as a warm up. A runner wants to warm his legs up and has to 
be geared towards the style that he is doing. It is the same for martial arts. Your warm up 
should have the same foundation of what you are doing. Your body will warm up in 
function of what you are doing.

The warm up is needed for the general practice of making the tendons and the muscles 
more pliable, dense, elongated and stronger. Good warm ups and stretching can affect the 
way you live, longer and healthier.

Get into some physics of the body. When you have early stages of growing you are a baby 
and you grow into your body. You are not even a foot and you grow as much as 7 feet. As 
you get older you have completed your growth stage then you live.. After 70 you start to 
shrink. Throughout your life you want to grow and elongate. When you reach those ages of 
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regression where your body will shrink back, what does that mean? If you are a body 
builder you tighten and shorten the muscles and make them very wide, very thick, short 
and big. If you then become old and begin to shrink. What is going to happen to the 
muscles? The bone is only that long. The muscle has to match the bone. If you shorten 
that distance from the edge of the bone to the edge of the bone. When you grow older the 
muscle starts to shrink. That is when you start to see deformities in elderly people. You 
see them walking funny and they can’t bend here and there. That is because their muscles 
have shrunk. They are shorter than the length of the bones. I don’t know whether this is 
proven, but from my experiences, travels, meeting teachers, especially in their 90’s, and 
hearing them explain these foundations that the Chinese have believed for thousands of 
years and thought about this, for me it is proven. Even though it is not a scientific finding.  

The correct stretching ways are lengthening the muscles. So when you are 50 years old 
your body is that of like a 20 year old. When you are 70, your body is that of like a 50. And 
when the natural process of shrinking after 70 starts, you will retain the body of that of a 
50 year old. You will not become 70 and have major problems in your body. Not to say 
anatomy doesn’t go bad. You can still have diseases. I’m not talking about that. I am 
talking about the physical make up of the muscular, skeletal, tendons and sinews. Why 
martial arts make that so strong and how a person who is 80 years old can still perform, 
practice and fight like a 50 year old. Move like a tiger and a ghost. It is because of this 
foundation. Without this foundation, martial arts is empty. In the West this foundation is 
not talked about, not known, not discussed, I don’t even think it is discovered in most 
areas of martial arts.

This is a very important area for me. I would say a good 50% of my practice still is in this 
area because my body has not yet reached the full growth stage of 50 year old . I am very 
concerned about myself and these areas of growing, lengthening, becoming denser, 
making them heavy, thicker, pliable. Because I know when my body stops growing and I 
won’t be able to do this anymore, I will have achieved it. Then it goes with me when I 
change. But when you change and you grow into your 50’s and you don’t do this, it is 
impossible. You can’t do it anymore. There for your gong fu will always be so-so, you will 
never have high levels. I stress the importance of this. It is a really exiting area when you 
are a martial artist and into martial arts and the way the body moves. It is just intelligent.
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I still haven’t got to the forms or the style itself. I haven’t even got to the meat and 
potatoes of the skill. I am still in the foundation areas. You can see why it takes 5-10 years 
just to build these skills. A long the way you want to build the art and fighting skills. To the 
students who want it overnight, it is impossible. They get nothing.
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Natural stance position

!    ! 

!
These pictures show how you correctly open your positions for ma bu or just a position 
that is natural for you.

The basic thought is every person’s body is different in height and length. Each person’s 
bone length is different. My leg is shorter or longer than your leg. Everyone has his or her 
own roadmap on how to execute the correct opening of the legs for them.

A rule of thumb could be your shoulders. But some people have unusually broad 
shoulders. Shoulders are ok to use as a standard measure.
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When you see the first picture, that position from the knee to the toe stretched out with 
some space between the other foot, is a general rule of thumb for each person’s individual 
opening of their legs. Some feel more comfortable wider, some a little bit more closed 
depending on the style that you do. In traditional northern styles,  it is the width on the 
outside of the shoulders plus a little bit of room. You have to feel like you are riding on a 
horse.

Shaolin used to be quite wide. Tang lang uses a natural opening that is very comfortable 
and flexible for your movement. This is just the standing without going into other actions 
or stances yet. This is just preparatory.
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Waist and arms swinging horizontal

Using the natural opening, knees are slightly bent, not full ma bu but not standing straight 
up, relaxed, bent. The waist, arms and shoulders are relaxed. The waist is the driving force 
and the arms follow the waist. You are turning the waist but you are driving it from pushing 
through each individual leg up from the ground. You must feel your posture, from your 
head to your tailbone you should be relaxed but yet straight. Your body is engaged but not 
tense. You are swinging your arms like these pendulums or ropes. The momentum is 
driven from the waist and the legs and you are allowing the momentum to  go through 
without you stopping it but you guide and control it. Eventually you can start to feel how to 
engage it with the actions. In the beginning you just swing your arms or you flail your arms 
and you slap them side to side. This is fine. After a while you need to feel what is being 
engaged. It has to do with stretching, pulling apart the shoulders (there are meridian points 
inside the shoulder and those have to be opened up), the waist must be relaxed. It must 
be soft but it must also have engagement. You must feel if somebody was pushing you on 
the chest that you will not go anywhere. You are rooted to the ground. This is a basic 
exercise to relax the waist, the spine and the shoulders. Feel momentum shoot out the 
finger tips.

This is also spine twisting exercising. You are rotating on your spine. One way is to hold 
the head straight and the spine will twist back and forth. The next way is to turn your head 
with the body. So you pick a point behind you and when you swing your arms to one side 
you look at the point on the other side. The two are different even though the actions are 
the same.

The crown feels like it is suspended by a string and the body must feel that it is weighted 
and rooted to the ground. Your power is through the dan tian. The lower and the middle 
are guiding the power to the arms. The legs are driving the power up, the waist is rotating 
and your body is working in one unit.
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!    ! 

!    ! 

!    ! 

!
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The arms swinging and dropping have meaning also. Eventually you can feel a dead 
weight in the arms. As you turn your insides are not empty. Let’s say you swing and you 
slap your arms to the left, your arms are in the air and when you turn they have to  wind up 
and then they slap your body. That is a form of pai da conditioning where you are hitting 
yourself.  There are ways to breathe and hold your breath at the moment of the impact. 
You learn how to develop that basketball effect. There are higher level engagements of this 
that you can swing harder when you have control over the momentum and you engage the 
momentum. You can drive that momentum force and hit yourself with your own arms, 
continue and practice a sort of pai da.
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Waist turning and arms swinging vertical

!    ! 

!    !
You are swinging as if a monkey was jumping from branch to branch. Same relaxation as 
the horizontal arm swinging, but now you swing the arms on a vertical path. You can do 2 
or 3 swings, full circles and come back to the 2 or 3 swings.

All other things are the same as the horizontal swings.
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This basic exercise teaches to be relaxed and engaged when you bring your arms up. You 
can also learn how to twist out of the way and block. This actions lead into more 
advanced footwork with the action. It almost looks like you are skating side to side as your 
arms are swinging up. This can become more advanced and a lot of fun.

When you are coming up the hand comes through the centre and crosses the opposite 
side so it actually can engulf and block anything that it wants to. The palm will twist and 
face the sky. The arm will drop with the momentum of the waist guiding it, twisting to the 
other side as the other arm comes up and the other arms goes back. You are changing 
opposing left and rights. Relaxed through the spine as the top of the head is suspended 
on a string. It is good to feel that you are like a swinging door, your spine is stabilised while 
you are swinging back and forth and your torso is twisted left and right.
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Vertical body stretch

Stretching of the front and back chest, sinking of the legs, tucking of the chin and back of 
the head. The stretch starts out arms up, you sit down onto a chair or like you are ready to 
dive into a pool, squatting your knees and all the way down. Trying to keep the heels 
down. The body centred. The back naturally as straight as possible. Squatting. Lifting up 
through the legs. Tucking the head so the chin tucks. You want to feel the stretch ripple 
from the base of the head, the skull, all the way through the back to the coccyx. You want 
to feel the whole spine begin to stretch and pull open. Most beginners can only feel from 
the head to the neck through the chest till about the shoulder blades. When you can start 
to feel the stretch open all the way down to the lower back past the kidneys, then you 
have achieved some understanding of this exercise. You want to feel your hamstrings start 
to stretch all the way down to your ankles, the Achilles and the feet.

!    !
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!    ! 

!    ! 

!
Likewise for the front. When you squat back down and stand back up and stretch 
backwards, you are trying to tuck the back of your head to your back. As  you lean 
backwards you want to feel like you are rolling in a ball backwards. A big beach ball that 
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you want to lay on. Your body is taking the shape of that ball. You want to stretch the front 
of the chest. Through this you want to feel from the jaw through the neck, through the 
sternum into the lower diaphragm, into the stomach all the way down to the groin area. If 
you eventually feel that stretch into the groin area, then you can feel the stretch going to 
the legs and pulling all the way from the feet.

Your body relaxed. Feet and heels are together. Knees somewhat closed. You want to feel 
the alignment and the rooting of the body. Even though you are squatting down you still 
want to feel the rooting going downwards. Engaged. Feet are flat.

The breathing is natural. The tongue is to the top of the mouth. The teeth are closed and 
touching each other but not clenched and overly powered.
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Basic knee twisting

!    ! 

!    !
You twist your knees in circles.

First your feet are together and knees are touching. Your body is squatted down and you 
are circling your knees left to right. You want to do this in small circles to greater circles, to 
larger circles to as deep as you can make a circle.
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!    ! 

!
Second you open your legs shoulder-width. Not beyond your shoulders because you want 
your knees to come close as you circle the legs.

Basic warming up of the ankles, knees and kua (= lower hip) joint.
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Leg stretch

The front knee bent lengthening the back hamstring and Achilles through the front. Then 
sitting back onto the back of the heel, toes pointed up stretching the back but also putting 
the stretch in the compression of the back leg. Switching left to right. After switching you 
are in lower pu bu or what is called a falling stance. Your foot is flattened to the ground 
and your weight of the leg is not seated on the heel but the compressed leg has the thigh 
parallel to the ground. You are exercising a strong root in that lower posture. As a form of 
exercise you can hold posture, then sit down on your heel and push up until you are in the 
level of the thigh, sit down, push up, sit down, push up... Then change side. This is a good 
exercise for strengthening the leg.

Relaxed through the waist you have to lengthen and open the kua and the hips. You are 
working the ankle in three different directions stretching from the bal:

1. Your knee is stretching forward lengthening the leg on the ball

2. Relaxing it back stretching the back leg, sitting, squatting

3. Both feet flat to the ground parallel and ankles stretching on the sides
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!    ! 

!    ! 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Leg and forward bend

!    ! 

!    !
Hamstrings, Achilles, back, lower dan tian or kua and hip stretch. Weight is 70% to the 
back leg squatted where the front leg is lengthened. The toes should point to the ceiling. 
There should be a stretch back and feel the Achilles stretched very deep. You want to 
relax your torso and hang so that your elbow touches your toes. First you can relax and let 
it hang. Second you want to touch your elbow and third you can eventually touch your 
head to your toes in this posture. Without losing the stance turning both sides.
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Very good for lengthening the Achilles, dragon muscles of the ankles and upper foot. This 
means where you tie your sneakers, where the tongue of the sneaker lays on top . This 
has a muscle that wraps around it, usually called a dragon muscle. This is a very difficult 
muscle to exercise. Likewise the Achilles needs to be exercised.
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Waist twist

!    ! 

!
Basic letting the waist twist to relax the waist.
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Hurdle stretch

This is a very important stretch for martial arts. It is a sitting on the floor like an L with the 
back leg tucked so that the heel is touching. The foot is as if you are standing, you would 
not have your toes pointing, you would be on your heel. Your leg is tucked and the foot is 
actually going in the opposite direction. This causes more of a stretch. It is almost like 
flexing the foot at the time of squatting down. There should be no space between the 
compressed leg and the back of the heel which should be touching the bud and the toes 
should be pointing the opposite direction.

The stretched out leg is stretched out on the back of the heel and the toes are pointing 
straight up. There should be no angle to that. The hips should not be open and pulled out. 
You should be sitting above your hips. You want this leg suck  in through your hip so that 
your body is more compressed in the inside.

You want to stretch the waist side to side.

Bring your hands over your head to make the head go beyond the knee. You want to go to 
the middle of the shin with your forehead. The hands should be stretched beyond your 
foot.

You want to come up and stretch your waist again bouncing left and right.

Then you want to grab towards your knee and bring your head all the way across to the 
knee. You want the hands over your head stretching and bounce the way back and forth 
again.
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!    ! 

!    !
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After you  repeat this  a few times you want to grab the foot and pull backwards. It is like a 
hyper extension where you can lift the heel of the ground as the leg is straight. This will 
extend the hamstrings and the Achilles. It stretches one side and compresses the other 
way on the inside and outside of the ankle. Relax the knee down. Stretch as far forward as 
you can. Bring your head as close as you can to your toes.

Standing up you don’t want to use your hands. You bend your leg, use your leg and lift it 
up so your whole body stands up. You switch the weight to the other leg. Sit back down 
and repeat the exercise to the other side.

This exercise lengthens, stretches and opens the kua. The legs become more pliable and 
you learn how to stretch in a very long way. You should stretch beyond your knee trying to 
get your head to go as far forward to your toes as possible. Very important to try to get 
your head almost to touch your toes. Using a fist to your toes is a good rule of thumb for 
most westerners. If you can get within a fist of your toes, you are doing very good.

Repeat the process of the first side and as an exercise for strengthening the legs when 
you want to change postures, it is good to stand up on one leg with the hands above the 
head and change to the other side. Completely sit down and relax the waist. Lift your body 
again on the leg, shifting back and forward, standing and sitting. This will produce a very 
strong stance and body.
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Leg and chest

!    ! 

!
Very similar in stretching as the leg stretch. In this one you are using the stretching of the 
legs in a different way. You are stretching the chest and leg as you back stretch. You want 
to look at the back wall and bend the knee downwards. The other front knee is going as 
far forward as the toes. The stretch goes through the neck into the chest. You become 
stable through the legs, lengthening the lower waist region and the Achilles.
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When you are straight up you will inhale and bring your breath to the chest. As you stretch 
backwards you will bring the breath that you have in the chest down to the lower 
abdomen holding your breath for 2 to 3 bounces backwards. As you hold your breath you 
make your stomach go outwards. You feel it wrapping around through the stomach and 
the kidneys. You want to push it out. Then you come up and relax your breath. This is a 
form of qi gong in the lower abdomen in this exercise.
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Legs side stretch

!    ! 

!
Pu bu stance stretching your sides. Practicing the strength of the legs. One leg will be 
compressed as the other leg is lengthened. The foot is flat on the ground on a 90° right 
angle. Your hand going over your head and stretching towards your toes. You are 
stretching your whole side as you stretch for your stance. Keep the stance and the thigh 
parallel to the ground. You can touch your toes and bounce. Change sides.
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!    ! 

!
When you are in the squat position without leaning with your hand above your head and 
your back is straight, you can do leg presses in this posture. You can sit down on your 
heal, you can lift up slightly so the thigh becomes parallel and you can repeat this process. 
You can make the thigh and leg very strong.
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Kua stretch

This stretch has to do with a monkey lying out and stretching his arms and legs. This 
stretch makes the body very flexible and very low to the ground. The legs are in pu bu 
stretched, the hands are as wide as each foot. The object is to try to lay the arm and 
shoulder flat and try to lay your chest down to the ground. A good practice of the 
bouncing idea would be the arm that is completely stretched, lift the shoulder up slightly 
and bounce it back to the ground. You want to get the stretched out leg as low as you can 
to the ground. It is almost like you want your body to lay flat on the ground like a pancake 
even though one side is compressed.
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Preparation for split

!    ! 

!
Learning how to do a split you first do a half split with the leg tucked in front and the back 
leg stretched out onto the toes pointing. You lean backwards. There is no space between 
your genital area to the knee all the way back even though the front leg is tucked under 
you. If you can do this, doing a full split is nothing.
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!    !
After you do the full split you can work different ways of leaning into and stretching, 
maintaining the split.
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Sitting with legs in V

As your legs are in a V to warm up the legs themselves you take your fist and pound the 
inside, outside and above thigh all the way from the kua to the foot. That will help relax 
before you do these stretches.

Sitting down with the legs in a V and stretching from side to side and to the centre. There 
are different ways to stretch side to side and to the centre. One is grabbing the foot and 
stretching. You are not actually stretching the side but more the frontal chest area. 
Stretching to the front there is  space between the chest. It is like leaning forward on a 
basketball. This is the warm up way.

The advanced way would be completely side stretching. You would put your hand as far 
as you can or in the same level as your legs and you side stretch. Your shoulder would be 
on the inside of your leg trying to touch the ground so that you are really stretching your 
side. After you do that you are going to stretch to the front laying through your lower dan 
tian. Then to the stomach, middle diaphragm, the chest and finally your head will touch 
the ground. This is a good relaxation stretch. Qi gong is involved. Your breath is very 
important to be aware of. Toes are pointed to the ceiling. Back is straight but yet flexible 
and pliable.
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Sitting legs straight

!    ! 

!    !
Pulling your feet together and stretching completely forward.

Then lay on your back and do inverted stomach stretch, like somebody pulling your 
stomach to the ceiling. It is to round out your body and strengthen.
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Bend forward

!    !
Standing up, palms to the ground bringing your body down as far as you can and relaxing 
after that.
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Turning connective stretch

!    ! 

!
From the leg stretch is a way to rotate over your body till you get to a seated squatted 
position. You can stretch your lower back and crack your back if you really want it to. It is 
a connecting type of exercise. It is ingenious how they connect.
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Stance training ideas and 8 stances
6
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Introduction

Stances are very important because it is the foundation of the system and northern styles. 
The stances may seem very boring in the beginning because you are standing there. 
Eventually they start to shift, cover space, bounce forward and backward, retried and 
advance, ... so the stances become mobile and alive. In the beginning the student has to 
learn stationary standing for building up the wai gong, qi gong and nei gong. This is an 
important part of the early stages of the training and the foundation. If you skip it, you are 
skipping a very important part. You are weakening the linkage of what you are learning and 
your foundations. Eventually you are not going to have a strong connection because you 
have weak links. With one weak link in a chain, the chain can break.

Meditation is very important inside all this, especially when you are standing. Early 
students can’t think of anything but the burn and the muscle power. Advanced students 
can relax into it and start to meditate. The meditation part allows you to do the soul 
searching, breathing, it will make your qi flow, you will be more aware of the qi flow, the life 
force and power within the body. Then you will be able to move it. The beginner student is 
holding for muscle power where the advanced student is actually moving his power 
through his body. Trying to push an advanced student in qi ma shi, you will feel that he is 
stuck to the ground like a wall. A beginner will be struggling and fighting even to hold his 
posture because he doesn’t understand how to relax and how to do the muscle memory 
and relax into the earth. Once you start to realize these things, you start to bring out the 
essence of gong fu. Then you can shape and mould new levels in your practice and use 
these ideas to get over new bottle necks of higher level skills to move forward.

Stretching makes all this that much easier. If your body is flexible, your muscles will 
become pliable, your body will become resilient. You will be able to move more cat and 
monkey like. Your strength will be able to rebound through your body.  You will be able to 
throw it like water and move like a fast river. But be flexible like a tree in the wind and 
springy like a car spring can bounce.
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Strength therefore comes from all this. Beginning students are using all physical muscle 
strength. An advanced student should have relieved himself of physical muscle strength 
and use intent and will to guide himself. It doesn’t mean that you are relinquishing 
emptiness to the point of being a sack full of nothing. Your body is engaged, full of power. 
You actually feel the power move through your body. It is completely soft but yet hard. So 
you have cotton on the outside and  steal on the inside and you can reverse that at any 
point. You can make the steal at the outside and the cotton on the inside. There is yin and 
yang in all of this. Once you have understood the foundations it is easy to start to bring 
these out. The hard part is the student practicing it, his appreciation and dedication to 
wanting to learn this. In today’s times this is difficult because of work. We don’t train 24 
hours .

Our lives are focused on work and family, making money and paying bills. When you have 
time after, that is when you can focus on practicing. We have to adjust somehow so we 
can attain these skills, balance our lives and at the same time live and make money. This is 
a very difficult thing because you work so hard and you don’t have much time for yourself 
and this stuff requires time. It is a job. It requires work, 24 hours a day some type of 
thought process.

You just can’t turn it on for 2 hours and then turn it off. Then go work 8 hours, turn that on 
and off. It has to be blended into you. There is no other way. If you want to attain high 
skills, it has to be blended into you on a daily basis on your whole life.

Stance training is commonly called zhan zhuang, pole standing. This is standing on top of 
poles, or standing like a pole.

Zhang gong means pole skills and refers to being step fast on the push, kick or being 
fixed to the ground. This has to do with the ba shi (8 stances). Actually this has to do with 
any stance and any movement. Even within movement, it doesn’t mean stillness. You 
could move and still have this zhuang gong in applications, even though you are moving. 
E.g. when I’m doing a taiji form and I have you push me at different angles or different 
positions to see if you can push me of my root. This is a way of moving zhuang gong.
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Some of the purposes:

• training internal and breathing skills and internal strength

• activating internal organs

• working up internal vitality

• increasing the steadiness of the lower limbs

• making the root sink to the ground

Feel your body sink into the posture, continually sinking and never quite being able to 
arrive. Imaging a 200 pound weight hanging from the centre of your tailbone, pulling you 
down to the earth. The weight goes through your spine and the tailbone, the feeling going 
downwards through your legs. The legs absorb all this power but yet they have a pliability, 
flexibility and a rootingness into the ground.

At the same time there is a string attached to the top of your skull, ba hui point, pulling this 
point upwards, holding your head high, holding your head suspended from above.

It is like opposing 2 forces, one up, one down. The major of the forces is down. This is like 
‘body down, power up’.

Sinking the shoulders, dropping the elbows, severing the wrist and extending the fingers. 
Sinking the chest, rounding the back, loosening the waist and hips, distinguishing 
between substantial and insubstantial (full and empty),  integrating the upper and the 
lower parts and the continuous moving without interruption. That movement can be within 
stillness or that stillness can be within movement. You need to combine the internal 
intention and the external application, using the mind instead of the force. You want to use 
the internal intent to produce that force. To cultivate the tranquillity of the posture or the 
movement and to understand the essence.

Eventually your body in this stance feels very weighted. Every part of the body from the 
structure feels that its weighted, hanging. It feels very heavy. You almost want to have the 
feeling of a magnetic pull, pulling it downwards. But your structure is just there. It is 
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engaged through the tendons, but not disengaged, it is not dead. There is movement 
within the stillness of the posture. This is important to understand in qi ma shi posture, in 
any posture, in any movement. Even when you are walking, this type of rooting idea, you 
have to be conscious of this substantial and insubstantial, this empty and full, this 
engaged but yet not disengaged feeling throughout the body. Almost like a dynamic 
tension, but it is not a tension, it’s  more of an energized engagement. There is no 
opposing push, there is no force outwards, there is no force inwards, … it is just there. It is 
there like a tree, rooted to the ground and with a strong wind the tree is very flexible. But 
yet is doesn’t move. It can flex, bounce but yet it stands very strong.

Where do you think of when you stand in qi ma shi:

• you are erect

• you have an internal gaze and focus, your intent has to be there

• your body has to be heavy like a mountain

• you are still like a mountain and the energy is moving like a great river inside you. Even if 
somebody touches you, there is something present.

• your weight is distributed 50/50

• your spine is erect

• your head and chin are slightly inward so you are straightening your spine from the very 
crown of your head to your buttocks. You don’t want too curve to much but you don’t 
want to tuck your chin completely, but slightly.

• your back has to be engaged, slightly bowed

• your chest has to be slightly hollowed or empty, but not weak or empty in the sense of 
nothing there.

• your concentration is deep breathing in the lower abdomen (the dan tian)
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• your waist, hips (or kua) must be supple, engaged but yet agile

• your legs are bent, knees go over the toes. It is like you are sitting on a beach ball and 
the sides of the beach ball squeeze outwards, so your legs get this pressure outwards. 
But also you can feel like you are on top of a horse (hence qi ma shi) and you are 
squeezing your inner thighs to hold you on the saddle or on the beach bal. You have 
actually 2 energies, the ball pushing outwards and you clenching inwards. That is a 
feeling you have to concentrate on. There is a softness within the stance and holding it 
there.

• your ankles are relaxed but engaged

• your feet are cupping. Your toes and heels want to cup downwards so you make a 
suction cup into the ground. Another way is when you flatten the foot completely down, 
the foot is relaxed and engaged. It feels like it is rushing into the earth. 

• your arms are extended from the body as if you are gripping somebody’s lapels

• your shoulders and elbows are sunk

• you have some engagement in the fists, but don’t make them stiff.

• you focus on something further away from you, preferably the level of your eyes so your 
gaze and your intent can be focused on that. Something that you are pulling in you just 
to keep your focus level.

• you try to think of non harsh colours: green, blue or greys, not so much reds or oranges. 
Neutral colours to keep you calm

• your eyes are focused as a tiger but yet not angry like you are hungry

• your tongue is touching the roof of your month

• your bottom and top teeth are slightly touching

• your skin has a tingling invigorated feeling
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• you should concentrate on feeling your lower abdomen and your waist, making the waist 
control and feel the sinking heaviness of the power

• your body should feel draping from your structure: the meat, the bones, the weight, the 
skin, all should feel hanging

• focus and feel your heartbeat if you can

• your breath goes in through your nose, pulling it into your chest, pushing it down to your 
middle abdomen (dan tian), down to your belly button, into the lower abdomen. You 
should try to feel the breath like a hurricane or a world wind inside. Then you should feel 
the breath circulating down past the lower genital area, up through the back coccyx, 
through the back, over the back of the head through the crown, the back and shoulders. 
Radiate the power feeling through your body in all directions. You want to omit an energy 
in a circular fashion all the way around you and feel that also being pulled into you. It is a 
yin and yang, going outwards and inwards. This is an important feeling.

When you are ready to make a transition your focus and power flow like a river. When you 
pull your hands into your body you are like a river pulling something in, you are guiding 
something. When you are turning your waist (your waist is the commander), it is guiding 
your movement. When you are going into the next posture, feel that you are actually doing 
something. Don’t just go into it, stand there and wait. There is no standing there and 
waiting. You have to be focused. You have to know all these things that you are doing, 
going into it and feel them correctly so that you can progress and grow.

When you settle into the next posture, you start again and you look to all these things that 
you are settling into. Relaxation, suppleness, breathing, heaviness, flowing, stillness, 
where your centre of gravity is, are your alignments and feet good, … In the beginning this 
has to be corrected and shown. You have to be put into position until you can eventually 
feel comfortable in these postures.

In these postures you eventually  build up your muscle and sinew tissue. E.g. you are 
standing in ma bu. Your knees are bent on a 45 triangle. If you are standing up your legs 
are straight. You can hang your weight just on the structure of your body and try not to 
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engage your muscles. As soon as you bend like you are sitting into a chair, you are 
bending the knees. The sinews, cartilages and tissues of the knees are engaged to hold 
the femur and tibia together. Then all of a sudden the muscles engage and your thigh 
muscles become very hard. The lower you go, the more your legs will start to shake. This 
happens because your muscles aren’t strong enough and they are not used to pump 
blood and oxygen fast enough in the muscles. If you would be able to pomp oxygen and 
blood fast enough, you wouldn’t feel the pain. Therefore the meridians and the gates of 
your body have to be open and clear so that the qi, the breath, the power and the blood 
flow all move in a very natural way that feed the muscles. It feeds everything so that you 
don’t feel the pain and the tension of the muscles. Then you can become relaxed and 
supple within that stance.

When you are holding that posture and your knees are bent, you are naturally forcing 
those tissues and tendons to be stressed. That stress is a dynamic tension where you will 
eventually take hold of. It is almost like stiffening your muscles, but you are able to control 
suppleness through that stiffness. That takes time. Tendons allow you to do that, muscles 
don’t.

That is why tendon power is very important in martial arts and muscles power isn’t. You 
can build muscles power. But you will never retain muscles power. Tendon power you 
always retain. E.g. holding a cup in your hand. Are the muscles engaged? No. It is the 
tendons. Start to clamp it a little bit more and try to pull the cup away with the other hand. 
There are still tendons engaged. You haven’t engaged the muscles of your arms. You have 
trained your hands so much and you don’t even realise how strong the tendon power is in 
your hands. That is what you have to do in the other parts of your body that you are not 
aware of, that you don’t normally practice.

I don’t want to sound like it is all tendon power because it is not. It is a combination of 
muscle and tendon. It is the combination of correct training both so that they actually 
retain their skill, power and strength. Without one you don’t have the other. You need both 
ways of training, hence wai gong, qi gong and nei gong. These three trainings develop the 
skills necessary to train the form, the applications and the philosophies behind your style.
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When you stand in qi ma shi, in the beginning, you allow your muscles to train. This is a 
very difficult and external stage. This could take 3 to 5 years, especially today’s training. 
Years ago you would do it in 2 years or less, but they would train 8 hours a day. Here we 
work 8 hours a day and maybe put in an hour or 2 a week for training. So, the training time 
becomes more. That’s why karate and taekwondo schools do better. You don’t have to 
cultivate these ideas in karate. You kick and punch and you are good to go. But in Chinese 
kung fu you really want to train correctly. It is a very organised and detailed process. You 
need somebody to guide you. Which student wants to stand in qi ma shi for 3 years before 
even learning anything. And pay for it on top of  all that??

The training is actually complicated and the results can be varied. What is a shame is that 
over the years now it’s been so distorted. That is why Chinese martial arts have a bad 
reputation nowadays because people want the fast food. They don’t want to eat the 
natural food and take the three years to cultivate what is necessary. That is too difficult for 
some people.

It is very important one practices these early stages of training to cultivate the physical 
shell so that you can then develop the internal shell. Once you have developed the internal 
shell you can work on the combination of the two shells together. That is when you have a 
substantial awakening or an enlivenment in your martial arts and your skill. That is when 
you have power of softness, cotton on the outside and steel on the inside. This is a very 
high level.

Through the combination of qi ma shi training and kao da or body condition with the 
essential philosophies of nei gong, qigong and wai gong these all  tied together make a 
very complete martial artist. Not just a form or weapons’ person, or somebody who can do 
some eye candy. This is deep stuff.

It is difficult to write all this down since they overlap in such a way, you have to understand 
them. Then it all starts to blend together. For most people introductory stages mean 
completely separating the stages. For some it is enough to show how to stand there 
without talking about the internal. Most people stand wrong, e.g; with their knees pointing 
outwards. You have to maintain certain rules and follow them till they become natural. 
Then you become natural, everything becomes natural, anything you do looks natural or 
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right because you have the correct alignment, you have the correct physical 
understanding.

This is all important.

Yin and yang of a stance is important and you have to know substantial and insubstantial 
so that the stances actually become alive and not dead in your body. Basically you want 
your body  to go through three postures e.g. ma bu. You split your body from your waist 
down and up. You want to practice yang. Yang meaning the strengthening part where you 
feel the residual power of the leg being contracted, which is the hard part. Yin would be 
the soft part. Neutral is completely relaxed but not without having internal intent awake.

Yang of qi ma shi training would be to concentrate on the hardness of the legs and the 
upper part would be yin (soft or supple) even though you are having a neutral intent which 
is the peng power, this engaged intent, feeling throughout the whole body. You want to be 
able to change to yin of the legs and yang of the upper part. The neutral part is there but 
it’s presence is separated by the yin and yang. The third part of the stance: the whole 
body is neutral, it is flexible and relaxed but engaged. That is when you begin to feel that 
your power starts to flow. These three separations  work together in coordination with 
each other.

Each of your postures has these three sub-elements to the training. They are within the 
postures. For a beginner this is a little bit useless talk. He doesn’t know the difference of 
hard and soft unless he tenses muscle flexed and not flexed. Being hard doesn’t mean 
tension of the muscles. Being soft doesn’t mean completely relaxed that you are weak. 
This is why there is a difference of beginner, intermediate and advanced. 

Each nei, qi and wai gong has these three levels that have to be focused in the mind. 
Without them you are just going to be standing there either stiffening you muscles trying to 
build it or empty not knowing what to engage, what to release, what to relax and how to 
move your power around. The power has to move through the body even though you are 
standing there. You don’t stand there empty, you have to feel the power move.
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In the beginning most students don’t understand what it is to move power. That is the way 
you would have most nei, qi and wai gong mobile. They do moving posture practice. 
Through the movement of an action you will understand how to shift and push the power 
through the body. You need to feel that sensation. A basic one is stand in qi ma shi and 
punch, waist punch. Bring it up the leg from the feet, turn the waist and feel the punch go 
out. You turn and you feel the power shoot to the fist. Boom. It makes a punch. Somebody 
holds  his  hand in front of you and boom, you hit his hand.

The higher level of that is that you don’t do anything. You stand there in qi ma shi but 
inside your body you are doing the same motions, you feel the same power rippling 
through your body. This is a higher level of nei, qi and wai gong.

A beginner is impossible to do this.

The next level would be just walking through the park and you are practicing. You can feel 
your power move through your body, the rooting of the body go down. You can take this 
to your daily life and make it a part of yourself, it becomes part of your fabric. Therefore 
when you walk in the street, you don’t have to be aware. You are aware. If anybody hits 
you, your body will move accordingly. You don’t have to think: ‘Oh, I have to move.’ No. It 
just happens. That is when the essence of the martial arts starts to get into your fabric and 
then you start to realize the true essence of the arts. This is the beginning of enlightenment 
in practice.

Yin and yang is important when you practice your stances and you punches. You have to 
know how to separate the yin and yang. One of the points of separating yin and yang from 
the upper and lower half, also in qi ma shi you have left and right leg. There are times 
when the right leg will be yang and the left leg yin and opposite, and then both will be 
neutral. Or one will be yin and yang inside of it, and the other side is neutral. You have to 
be aware of all these little details like circles within the circles, the flow of all this energy. 
This is a mental practice method and a feeling that has to be experienced.

Besides this there is the knowledge of touch, hands on knowledge, the transferring of the 
essence from the master to the student.  That is through touch, push hands, through 
technique, through the master allowing the student to touch him saying look for this. 
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‘Don’t just touch me. I will move here and you will feel it go there.’  The student can then 
start to assimilate and try to practice. ‘Oh, how did he do that?’ and then try to do it. Once 
he can do that, he can begin to understand it for himself and refine it so it becomes a part 
of him.

I want to underline that stances are the roots of the foundation of the northern systems. 
With these roots  your style becomes that much easier to learn.

It’s not just being able to hold a stance for a long time. As a rule of thumb some people 
say you should be able to hold qi ma shi for two hours. This is fine. You can hold qi ma shi 
for two hours, but do you know how to USE qi ma shi for two hours. 

The early phase is about being able to hold it, because you want to build up the strength 
of the legs. But the latter stages are not about holding it for two hours. The latter stages 
are about the usage of the stance. Holding the stance and knowing how to use the stance 
are two very distinct things. 

The stances are very important for training the applications, or the styles forms, and the 
essences of the style that you’re going to be doing. And commonly the stances are 
important, because this is also an aesthetic. It’s an aesthetic thing towards the style that 
you do. Qi ma shi across the board does not look the same. I can tell if somebody is doing 
a taiji qi ma shi or a baji qi ma shi. Qi ma shi is horse riding stance, but across the styles 
that stance will have different qualities and requirements. But there is a common ground to 
all the styles, that qi ma shi is horse riding stance, and somewhere along the lines qi ma 
shi was a common ground to all the styles. When you get deeper in one  particular strain 
or sect of style, that’s when it changes towards that style. You can do qi ma shi across the 
board and have the correct foundation understood. When you then go into that style, to 
make the necessary change will be that much easier for you. Versus having to learn it right 
from the beginning and the root. Then it just takes that much more time for you to 
understand  what the essence of the style is. 

To conquer the foundation is to make learning that much easier. With the right foundation, 
learning the style is actually very simple. Learning the intricacies and the skills, and the 
very deep movements of the style is hard. 

Insights of a gentle warrior! 152



Anybody can learn a form, anybody can learn a stance. But it takes hard work and 
dedication to learn the very intricate movements and the higher levels of the movement, 
which takes so much time to be appreciated. To let it be appreciated into the bone of your 
body. That’s when it starts to come out at the higher levels.
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8 stances

The basic opening

!    ! 

!
The basic opening for measuring the correct distance of the feet.
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Qi ma shi

!    !

The feet are at shoulder width or a tiny bit more apart, you bend the knees no more than 
90 degrees, your knee is over the toes, your feet are parallel, slightly turned inward. Your 
waist is relaxed but holding your body in position. You should feel like you’re sitting on a 
ball or sitting on a chair.

There are many different styles of qi ma shi. Your back is like you’re sitting down on a 
chair. And there is a triangle that is made from your buttocks to your heels.

Your breath is in your lower dan tian, your head is suspended on a string, your body is 
weighted down. You have engagement in your body but you are relaxed and pliable. 

There are different styles of qi ma shi, some are more wide or more narrow.

When you are holding your qi ma shi with your hands out your stance would be a little bit 
shorter then if you would side punch in qi ma shi. You would arch your stance wider 
because you are actually throwing your power out of your body. You want to feel the rush 
of the power going from side to side versus as standing there. Standing in a overly wide 
stance you can lose the centre. It is good when you are standing in posture for pole or 
stance training to narrow your stance a little bit in qi ma shi. You can start to practice with 
the mung bean bag. You can have one in each hand and as you are holding the stance 
you can hit your body. You train the stances and at the same time the flexibility of the 
waist, training the yin and the yang.
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Deng shan shi

!    !
Deng shan shi commonly known as mountain climbing stance. The weight is 75 to 80 
percent to the front leg, 20 to 25 percent to the back leg. Back is straight, the knee is just 
in line with the toes, the waist is relaxed and engaged.

Zuo hu shi

!    !

Tiger sitting stance or seven star stance as which is most commonly known. The weight is 
70 percent to the back leg, the front leg is like a reaper going in a straight line down with 
the foot hooked, toes pointing upwards and slightly to the inside. The knee and toes of 
your supporting leg are in alignment, your buttock is not sticking out but in a line like your 
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back is against a wall. The arms are extended and engaged. This is for learning how to 
sweep out the leg from underneath somebody.

Zuo pan shi
Zuo pan shi or twisted leg stance. Basically from qi ma shi, you will twist around until you 
get to almost a dragon stance, but instead of looking forward you’re going to keep 
twisting your body and look a little bit towards the 45 degree angle behind you.There are 
different ways to do zuo pan shi, like there is yu huan shi open jade ring stance. They are a 
little stylistically different. Zuo pan shi commonly has the knees touching together and jade 
ring has it like there is a space between the front leg and the lower drop knee. Your weight 
should be about 50/50 if not 60/40, 60 to the front and 40 to the tail. Your back should be 
straight.

!    ! 

!
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!    !

This stance was for getting away from weapons and sitting down to the ground very low, 
and to be able to move about.

It is also for qi gong and stretching the body.

!
This is a picture of the true zuo pan shi the knees twisting and touching.

You can see the body is very similar, but in zuo pan shi the legs are more twisted. In yu 
huan shi the legs are little bit more open and free. So the stances have the same meaning 
but different ideas.
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Xu shi

!    ! 

!

Xu shi or empty stance, very common to tanglang and to shaolin. Shaolin xu shi their front 
toes are closer to the body. It is known as cat stance to the shaolin. In the tanglang 
community or mantis community it is called empty stance.

The front leg is perched in mantis, it’s ready to spring forward, there is 0 to 5 percent 
weight on the front leg, it is basically just hanging there but it is ready to spring. The hip is 
engaged and it is compressed. The knee is on 45 degree, so if you look to the knee, it 
would not be open and is protecting the groin. The front knee is slightly turned inwards. 
It’s a commonly known stance in mantis for kicking the groin or jumping to escape. It is 
also done from gong shi and sitting backwards. If you see in gong shi your chest is more 
towards your front leg, and in xu shi your body is on the back leg. If somebody is attacking 
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you, without moving your feet you can create distance and space between your body, and 
then like a spring back to attack again. Very commonly this stance is low, the back leg is 
compressed like a spring, and it’s ready to explode, push and launch you forward. 

The head and back are in a straight line, your rooting should be very, very strong. You 
should not be able to be pushed backwards.

Hu tou shi

!    !

Hu tou shi is commonly known in babu tanglang as tigers head. The stance is hu tou shi, 
which is monkey stance. It is also commonly known as si liu shi, si or four, liu or six 
stance. Commonly the stance is sixty percent to the front leg, forty percent to the back 
leg, both feet are on 45 degree, the back knee is tilted in. So if you’re standing in qi ma shi 
and you are looking forward, and you were to turn on a forty five the knee would follow the 
angle of the foot.

This stance is a very good fighting stance. It gives you room to push backwards and push 
forwards of the front or back leg. It’s a very stable stance, you can run in this stance, you 
can jump in this stance. It is just like a monkey, you can do anything. It’s a very good 
stance for free fighting. You can bounce around and you can dance. It’s not as static as 
some of the other stances, as like qi ma shi for final blow. Hu tou shi is a transitional 
stance and is very good. Note that all the stances are transitional, don’t get me wrong. But 
this is very good for quick footwork, very fast and agile, monkey like stepping.
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The back is straight and engaged. The arms and the shoulders are engaged with the 
relaxed waist.

Ta ji shi

!    !
Ta ji shi is falling stance or stretching stance, the name literally means big chicken or big 
rooster stance. I am sort of pushing away and looking in the opposite direction. This is a qi 
gong exercise for the breath and to feel the line of power. You can look as you push the 
person over the knee. It’s like a modified deng shan shi, you can do this stance low as in 
the warm ups when you’re stretching with your hand to your toes in the very, very 
beginning of the warm ups. 

Falling stance is very good for taking the opponent and pulling their arm or their body 
down to the ground. If you’re in gong bu and somebody attacks you, you can switch from 
your front leg having the power, grabbing them, pulling it all the way down to the back leg 
and you can pull them all the way down to the ground.

It’s why they call this falling stance. It is also very good for sweeping when you learn lower 
sao tui sweeps.
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Han li shi

!    !

Han li shi is one leg stance. It trains the alignment from the head to the foot. This posture 
trains your stability and balance, keeping your body steady. It is good for leg and waist 
strength.
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Some examples on how to use the stances

Hei hu tou xin

!    ! 

!
These pictures show how to use hu tou shi into deng shan shi using an upwardly gua 
block and a straight punch to the heart. Typically referred to as the black tiger steals the 
heart. The posture is for opening up the enemies’ defences and controlling or attacking his 
centreline.
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Cha tui/pu dao shou

!    ! 

!    !
Here I am showing some mobility of stance in using chao tui or pu dao shao commonly 
referred to as breaking the blade. Which means to chop the upstairs and chop the 
downstairs like a pair of scissors, so you break the blade. The body steps, the arms come 
up to block. The step is the circling step or jade ring. It opens the door for the leg to come 
forward, then chop the lower half and the upper part of your opponent in opposite 
directions. It is all guided by the waist, you are rooted to the ground yet sticking to and 
controlling the opponent.
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Gong bu

!    ! 

!    !
This is for qi gong to learn how to stabilize the stance and to root your body, push and pull 
for yin and yang in the arms and the chest. The push and pull doesn’t come from the 
hands, it comes from the centre of your body outwards. Inside and outside come together 
to create stability. It’s also a punch and a block.

Gong bu punching is a good exercise where you change your posture from left to right. 
You transition between qi ma shi and gong bu while the arms work as if pulling open a 
crossbow. One arm pulling back is causing the other arm to go outwards.
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Pai da
7

Pai da literally means to slap or hit. The teacher hits the student with the hands or arms 
and  instruments ranging from soft objects to later steel. You can also train on yourself or 
with a partner.

Traditionally it is done in different ways:

• the teacher is doing pai da to the student usually in one of the stances. The student 
focuses on what area of the stance they are working on. E.g. ma bu, your stomach or 
dan tian and back is strong, so you can pai da the back, legs, stomach... the whole 
body. The student would inhale, hold, the master taps them a few times with mediate 
force to shake their insides.

• The student can be practicing ma bu punch. As the student is punching, the master will 
be hitting their belly as they punch out. It’s like a reverse effect. The student is 
concentrating on releasing his power and is also concentrating on accepting force. That 
teaches a yin and yang effect so that, if he gets hit, he could still hit. It teaches how to 
accept and absorb a power shock to the body and  release and dissolve it, which is very 
important.

• The student can punch outward and hold his punch out. The master can pai da his arm. 
This teaches the student how to relax tension and massage the bones and stimulate the 
circulation of the blood.

• You can do pai da by yourself. This is more a massage to the muscles, tendons and 
bones. You want to de-tenderise yourself because you are stiff. A student can practice 
his stances and pai da while he is  in his stances.
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It does a couple of things when you pai da in a stance. You are holding a stance e.g. ma 
bu. The lower half of the stance would be yang meaning hard, the upper part of your body 
would be yin because you have to move it to adjust the hit of the lower part which is solid 
and strong. You are moving your torso and chest to pai da but you are holding the stance. 
There is moving going on and stretching of the waist.

Hardening qi gong (conditioning exercises) is good. The hardening qi gong is basically to 
make it all strong but you still need to feel the suppleness on the inside. If it is way to 
strong on the inside it is going to be too tense and you are going to lose suppleness. You 
will have a lot of strength but your skill level will not be so profound. As if you touch 
somebody to hide or to master the power within the touch. If your qi gong is too hard the 
person will know when he touches. He will feel a lot of strength, and it will be hard to 
refocus this, but a skilled person will be able to dissolve that easily and use it against the 
hard type of qi gong.

So we do this to make our body, ligaments, bones strong and dense. How do we 
coordinate the striking of the body and the solo exercises?

Solo exercises can also learn how to hit in patterns from the top of your head to the 
bottom of your feet. First you pat the body down to stimulate the blood, the skin, the 
bones and everything else. After the lightly slapping padding you start to use a heavier 
palm, the weight of the arm and the heaviness of the palm. Then it is more  a blow from 
the fist and the forearm together. Finally you use a harder type of blow on the body. After 
that stage with the inhale, exhale and holding of the breath, you move to the bean bag. 
Same repetitions.

First you hit with a soft but dense cloth bag, then the mung bean bag, stone bag, metal 
filing bag, then the rattan wood (many pieces of thin bamboo about 22 inch long), same 
thing with thin strands of metal, eventually iron beats and harder woods. Obviously 
hundred thin strands of metal versus 1 solid bar of metal has different effects.

When you are doing this you are focussing on washing and stimulating the marrow so that 
it actually vibrates the inside of your body. That vibration causes a washing effect to 
awaken. Through that vibration you’re also hitting e.g. your arm and causing certain 
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neurons in the mind to go on overdrive and work hard 
because that area of the arm is getting hit. The mind 
produces hormones or endorphins and those go to the 
area that has been hit. This actually can make it 
stronger and build upon it. It is a reaction upon a 
physical outside stimulus. The body sends out agents 
to protect it. In the way of protecting it, it is building it, 
making it denser and stronger.

!

!    !
It is not just hit yourself with a dead body. You have to bring in certain ways air into your 
body as you are getting hit. There is a basketball effect. So, if you have a basketball and 
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you hold it tight and would hit it with one of these objects, the object will bounce off. You 
can also hit it and let the hit try to stay on. You follow the hit and you hold it, so it hits and 
stays in one and it vibrates. That vibration, if you use a dense cotton, vibrates the skin and 
a little bit under the skin. As you work from the outside inwards you are building these 
levels of vibrations inwardly to the centre of the bones. Eventually you can use a heavy 
dense object like metal strands on the pai da stick. When you hit to the core you begin to 
vibrate the centre wherever the concentration of the hit is. That vibration is a massage. It is 
not that you smash yourself as strong as you can as in body conditioning. You do 
hundreds of these repetitions and you need to internally look with your eyes to the point of 
where it is hitting and feel and see the vibrations inside your body.

!    ! 

!
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When you can see and feel these vibrations, you can relax and allow it to vibrate. This 
stimulation is a washing, it awakens the body and it makes things move.

Things can get stagnated in the body. When you practice overly hard, like a runner, you 
can build up lactic acid in the legs. That lactic acid can be massaged out of the leg.

This all has to do with wai gong, qi gong, and nei gong. These three overlap with this idea 
imbedded inside them. This is how you can build your body internally, get to know 
internally versus externally and get suppleness out of all this.

There is actually a study that is about a normal and a Shaolin kid. The Shaolin kid had his 
scull tapped with a piece of wood over and over for many years as a conditioning, versus 
the kid who didn’t have his scull tapped. When they did an X-ray the bone structure was 
almost 3 times as thick as the normal kid who never had his head tapped with a piece of 
wood. This is the same principle where the mind reacts on a stimulus to protect it. This 
has to be done over long periods of time to build it up, it can’t be done in a short period of 
time. In a short period of time you do the effect of a weight lifter. Those effect goes away. 
So you need long, long periods of time with slow training that will get into the centre of the 
bone and grow outwards. Then it will stay with you, even when you stop. That structure, 
that foundation is build into your body. This is what you want to achieve, this is a goal in 
this type of meditating.

Pai da massages wherever you hit in some directions upward, downward, inward. That’s 
why it is whole body pai da, not just one area. It is more than just hitting the dan tian. It is 
a massage for the whole body. It is a washing, it is a way to move the lactic acid, it is a 
way to take a stiff muscle and  make it soft. For example, you take a piece of meat that is 
very thick and dense and you know it is going to be tough. What do they do? They take a 
mallet and they lightly beat it till it becomes soft. Muscles and tissues can take this type of 
punishment. It is not even a punishment. It is a way to relax it like rolfing. Rolfing can take 
a solid muscle mass (=very tightly interwoven fabric materials that individually can move) 
and massage it.

A lot of times people who are body builders  make those muscles to become bounded 
together. When they are bound together this way, they can only move as one unit. That 
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one unit of movement is actually stiffness. It doesn’t have free flow. The blood doesn’t 
really get into the actions. What rolfing does is separate the strands and within one or two 
days it grows back. But it grows back as if it was never bounded together and has that 
flexibility within the strands. Pai da can do that. It can relieve that stress, tension and 
stiffness inside the muscles and tissues. When you can focus and feel that release and 
you start to take control of those releases of the muscles, then you start to become 
supple. That suppleness leads to very strong internal strength and connection. When you 
strike, at the point of the strike you tense your body. This doesn’t mean tense as in 
tension. It means just to make the power shoot trough the body. This is your muscle 
actions. Then you relax and it becomes back to that watery flow . This is a very organic 
and natural way and state of the body. This is how it should be. Animals are like this. You 
see a stiff animal, it will starve to death. It can never run or jump. Impossible. This is very 
important for a foundation of the martial art, especially to become a high level martial 
artist.

There are a lot of very interesting areas and there is a lot of complicated connections that 
you would never think that something like that is connected to being a stiff martial artist or 
being stiff in your movement.

Pai da is also for release of lactic acids that gets built up in the muscles. You can do this 
test. When you wake up and get out of bed, stand up and try to squat. You will feel your 
legs very stiff . You feel the tension trying to squat down. Now, stand up after you wake 
up, relax yourself, take the pai da as you are standing and pad your legs down, all around, 
pad your bud for about 2 minutes. You will be able to squat down like you are warmed up. 
You will go right down to the ground like you are oiled, awake for hours. This is the 
essence of what the pai da does to the body. It wakes it up. It gets rid of the sleepiness, it 
circulates the blood.

Pai da is also very good if you have tension in your neck area or if you have a tight back. 
You can pai da up and down your spine by yourself and pai da on both sides. It softens 
the body up and it relaxes the tension and rigid points. You will be able to relax and crack 
your back.
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You can fill small hand held bean bags that weight 2-5 pounds. You would fill them with 
mung beans, then switch to sand and to metal. You hit areas of your body to build them 
up and with the extra 5 pounds in your hands when you strike yourself you will feel the 
momentum go into your body. It teaches you to absorb, to understand how to get hit. You 
shock your body but in return you are teaching your body what it is to get hit and how to 
cope with it in a relaxed and unreserved manner so that if you would have moved through 
a technique, you would move through it without being shocked and saying ‘Oh, I’m hit, 
what do I do?’ You get hit, but you continue. It is like you are not even there. 

These are the roadmaps to it all. Along the way, these are the steps that you have to take. 
Something as simple as understanding the physiological body make up, the way the  
muscle moves, is so important to your own practice, knowing yourself, knowing who you 
are and knowing what stiffening your body is. In Chinese they call it tui na, which is bone, 
tendon and muscles separation and setting. A good tui na guy can take a broken arm and 
set it or he can displace it and put it back after he massaged  underneath it. That is 
today’s rolfing. Tui na can even be stronger than rolfing. It has been around for a long time. 
This is the stuff that makes good martial artists. I don’t want to say it is secret, but yes it is. 
Why? Because it is not talked about, not known about. The connection is not known. If the 
connection is not known, how is the martial artist, the student or the master able to 
decipher the essence? This is a good point.

It is interesting how you can use breathing in coordination with all this. Notice how you fill 
the dan tian and start to aerate your body, basically moving the qi around. Focusing qi to 
the areas as you strike, as you practice your meditation and qi gong. How you vibrate your 
body.

Tensing your body through inhales and exhales gives certain movement patterns of qi 
gong. This is advanced. Learn how to tense with an explosion and the body just ripples 
tense with a wave of force and you can feel it. It shakes. Then you release it and relax. This 
is a higher level of qi gong. You need to learn how to explode from the inside to create this 
rippling effect.
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Note:
The pictures in this chapter were taken by Arno Klein and the Michael Martello’s student is 
Jay Shinn.
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Final Note

In the blink of an eye, everything can change. 

This book ends unexpectedly, sudden, there probably still remain questions unanswered. 
There are passages that Michael Martello Laoshi certainly would have corrected and 
deepened. This was just the first oral transmission of thoughts randomly recorded.

It was my honour to spend a lot of time in his presence while listening to his words and 
typing the text.

As it was written on the announcement of his death:

Go softly, gentle warrior.
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About Michael Martello Laoshi

Michael Martello (Oct 5, 1966; June 2, 2009) was the Director of the Wu Tan Federation 
of Belgium. Awarded in 2001 the Taiwanese GuoShu Medal of Achievement for his work in 
Chinese martial arts, Mike Martello has been studying and teaching martial arts for over 
twenty five years.

Michael grew up in New York City, where street fighting was a regular occurrence. “In New 
York City, kids had to be tough and know how to defend themselves; otherwise you’d just 
get clobbered.”

Following years of training in boxing, gymnastics and street sports, he began to learn 
martial arts for practical reasons. “First, it was to learn how to fight, but it really saved me 
when I was a teenager. It taught me both discipline and respect.” Twenty years later, 
Michael Martello appreciates not only the practical aspects of martial arts, but also the 
beauty of the art form and culture.

Michael began his early training with classical boxing from his father, then at the age of 11 
was introduced to kung fu by Teacher Teddy Wong (New York City). Michael later became 
a disciple under the tutelage of Master Su Yu-Chang, specializing in Tanglang (Praying 
Mantis), Baji Chuan, Bagua Zhang, Pigua Zhang, Hsing-I Chuan, Tai Chi Chuan and 
Weapons. Michael also co-teaches with the Wu Tan Organization in Taipei Taiwan. In 2001 
he was appointed by Mrs. Liu Yun-Chiao and the Taiwanese Wu Tan Organiztion as an 
official Wu Tan Director.

Michael continued to travel and study Chinese Martial Arts in Taiwan with Master Wang 
Chieh, specializing in Yue Jia San Shou (Yue Family Style), Ba Bu Tanglang (Praying 
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Mantis), Bai He Chuan (White Crane), Joint Locking (Chin-Na), Tai Chi, Push Hands (Tuei 
Shou) and Shuai Jiao (Chinese Wrestling).

Michael taught and performed martial arts in Europe, Canada, South America, Taiwan, 
China and across the U.S.A. Michael is a nationally and internationally ranked competitor, 
with over 100 competitions in Chinese martial arts (gold, silver, bronze medalists, 86-88, 
90-92 and 94-2000 U.S. Nationals and International Competitions).

Michael along with other Chinese teachers and students successfully organized two 
International Training Camps, the first of which took place from August 3 to 28, 2007. The 
camp attracted students from Belgium, Germany, Russia, Netherlands, USA, Canada etc. 
A second training camp was organized from July 1 to 28, 2009 with a excellent turn out of 
students.

Michael Martello had Wolff-Parkinson White Syndrome, a congenital heart defect. On the 
morning of June 2nd, 2009, Michael Martello passed away quite suddenly in Belgium.
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