A Month at a Shaolin Academy – by Richard Overill

Between 18 July and 15 August 2006 I stayed as an overseas visitor in a small rural martial arts academy in Henan Province in central China. The Chanwu Gongfu Academy (www.chanwugongfu.net) is in the village of Wangshang, about 5 km from the small town of Dajindian, which is about 20 km south of the city of Dengfeng, which is about 80 km west of the provincial capital Zhengzhou, which is about 800 km south of the capital city, Beijing. Its latitude is about 33 degrees north (about the same as Morocco) so in high summer (June-July) the daytime temperatures soar to 38-43C while at night they drop slightly to 28-33C.

While in Beijing I had the opportunity to visit the Forbidden City, the Lama Temple, the Confucius Temple, Tsinghua University, the Summer Palace and Tiantan Park. The Academy kindly provided a ‘cultural attaché’ to act as a guide and translator.

It’s a whole day’s journey from Beijing by train, coach and taxi. The last 3 km into Wangshan are over an unmade, rutted and potholed road, surrounded by small plots of rice, sweet corn, beans, cucumbers, melons, tomatoes, etc., from which the villagers scratch a living. They also have goats, pigs and chickens outside their houses. All the family members have to contribute; often the men hire themselves out for labouring or taxi work while the women tend their family’s plots and the children sell the produce in the street. There is no legal requirement for village children to attend school, and as education is not free few village families can afford it.

While you are in China you have to be registered with the local police where you are staying, in my case at Dajindian and at Dengfeng. You also have to give your passport details to every hotel you book into, so your whereabouts are known to the authorities at all times.

Wangshang village has no street drains so after a thunderstorm the roads and fields are flooded for several days due to the clay subsoil; electric power cuts are quite common and cause the loss of lights, ceiling fans and the pumped cold water supply. In summer you wash or shower in cold water. You dry your towels and clothes by draping them over convenient bushes. The toilets are of the traditional squat variety.

The Academy is owned and run by Sifu (Master) Wang Xing Peng (who is 31) and his wife Laura (who is 46 and from Pennsylvania, USA). He trained as a buddhist monk at the northern shaolin temple near Dengfeng, Later he was sent to the southern shaolin temple in Fujian Province where he taught the northern shaolin forms and learned some southern shaolin forms in return.

There are literally hundreds of shaolin academies in Dengfeng itself, the largest 3 having 8,000, 5,000 and 3,000 students with class sizes of around 60. However, these academies teach the new Wushu which concentrates on the acrobatic and gymnastic performances needed to put on spectacular crowd-pulling shows and to populate the many wall-to-wall “shaolin-soap” TV channels in China. These students are not taught the traditional deep shaolin stances and lethal fighting techniques that the monks originally used to defend themselves. In this respect I was very fortunate to be recommended to what is possibly the only remaining completely authentic northern shaolin academy.

Typically the Academy has a mix of Chinese teenage students and overseas visitors; during my stay there were 4 Chinese (3 boys and 1 girl) and 6 visitors (2 each from England, Germany and USA, males with ages ranging from 16 to 56). Each room sleeps two people; the beds have a thin mattress covered by a bamboo mat to let the air circulate under you and a thin blanket to go on top.

The traditional Chinese diet does not include milk products and also lacks any sweet foods or coffee, which some visitors miss more than others. Due to the extreme heat you get through about 6-8 bottles of water per day (the tap water can be drunk once you are used to it but it’s not recommended for visitors). It’s also necessary to put back the salts that you lose through profuse sweating – I did this by dissolving a pinch of sea salt in each newly opened bottle of water. I also found that jasmine tea before going to bed is very relaxing.

A typical training day (Sunday-Thursday) at the Academy goes like this: 

5.00am: gates are unlocked, you get up, wash, dress and stretch in the training house.

5.30am: running, relaxed basic techniques, more stretching.

6.00am: Taichi practice and/or Qigong practice.

7.30am: morning meal (rice/noodles, vegetables, tofu/egg)

8:00am: tidy rooms, rest.

9:00am: more stretching, formal basic techniques.

10.30am mid-morning break.

10:45am: Kungfu forms and/or weapons practice.

12.00pm: mid-day meal (rice/noodles, vegetables, tofu/egg).

(afternoon break – for sleeping)

4.00pm: Kungfu forms and/or weapons practice; Sanda training.

6.30pm: evening meal (rice/noodles, vegetables, tofu/egg)

7.30pm: Chinese language lesson / playing cards / talking

9.30pm: lights out.

Fridays and Saturdays are free days when you can either train by yourself or relax or travel to a city. I travelled to Dengfeng, Zhengzhou, Luoyang, and Xi’an on different occasions, to see monasteries, temples, pagodas, grottoes, and the terracotta army, and also to do some shopping for martial arts equipment and presents.

Stretching focuses especially on the hamstrings, calves, Achilles tendons, quadriceps, hips and back. Master Wang insists that your knee joint is held completely straight during all leg stretches.

Basics is a fixed sequence of drills involving skips, jumps, punches and kicks, singly and in combinations; in northern shaolin Kungfu almost all kicks are instep (slap) kicks except for the axe kick which uses the heel, similar to Taekwondo. The moves are not counted in Chinese (yi, er, san, si, wu, ...) but by saying “zou” (meaning “continue”) for each move.

Kungfu forms (kata) are complex in comparison to Shotokan karate; the simplest form (Wu Xing Quan – Five Style Fist, which introduces you to 5 different animal hand styles) is of about the same level of difficulty as Bassai-dai; there are no equivalents of the Heian or Pinan katas. For this reason you usually start by learning some simpler sequences which are not complete forms, such as Wu Bu Quan – Five Stance Fist, which introduces you to 5 basic stances. Some of the more advanced forms such as the Black Tiger form – Hei Hu Quan, look quite extraordinary. Most shaolin forms are essentially linear, moving to the left and right, like the Tekki katas in Shotokan karate. However, they are performed flowingly, with tension only at the instant of impact, and with no shouts or bowing. Because shaolin monks are chan buddhists, shaolin forms often begin and end with the buddhist invocation “Amituofo” which is said with the palms together vertically and the elbows out horizontally at heart level. Except during kicks and low stances, the knees are not bent, even when standing on one leg, in which case the toes of the other foot are always pointed at the ground. In China, the floor is traditionally considered “dirty”, so all martial arts are done in trainers or canvas shoes or similar footwear. In the summer students normally wear shorts and T-shirts or singlets for daily training. The traditional orange shaolin tunics and shiny Taichi suits are usually reserved for demonstrations, competitions and media events. In order to develop a good technique the forms are sometimes practised on narrow, uneven or slippery surfaces like beams, sand, shingle, mud or ice.

Unlike karate (which means “empty hand”) weapons are an integral part of Kungfu. Each weapon also has its own series of forms; these include the Guen (flexible long-staff), Jian (straight sword), Dao (broadsword), Qiang (spear), Bian (chain whip), Pudao (horse knife), and many others. I got the chance to handle the Guen, Jian and Bian but there wasn’t time for me to learn to use them properly (a good reason for a return visit, perhaps?).

Taichi has five main branches (Chen, Yang, Wu, Hao and Sun) named after their originators. Chen style Taichi is the local version; it originated about 60 km from Dengfeng. The 24-move Yang style Taichi form is linear and is performed slowly and smoothly with slightly bent knees and no kime at any point; the arms and hands are completely relaxed at all times and all the power (“soft” energy) comes from the torso (the hips, waist, and shoulders). Taichi is practised early in the day when it is easier to manifest and focus this soft energy. In China, Taichi is regarded as just as much a martial art as Kungfu, not just as stretching and balancing exercises for the elderly.

Qigong is also practised in the mornings. It involves controlled breathing exercises and external conditioning exercises. The forehead, hands, feet, knees and elbows are conditioned by repeatedly striking bags of hard beans (or later on, pebbles) mixed with a natural anaesthetic; the shins and forearms are systematically knocked with a wooden stick. Headstands on a flat stone and launching the body backwards onto a brick wall are also part of the conditioning regime. This must be continued on a daily basis, as the conditioning effects are quickly lost once discontinued.

Sanda is pad and bag work and sparring with gloves and helmets. It is quite similar to the equivalent Taekwondo and Karate workouts, 

The Academy also has a Chan Room, where you can practise seated meditation (Zuo Chan) with incense and buddhist icons and statues to help you; this is normally done only with the guidance of an instructor and is completely voluntary. It is another way to help you raise and focus your internal energy (or “chi”) and I wish I had found the time to do more of it during my stay. Fortunately Master Wang invited me to come back for another visit so I must have been doing something right!

Below is a photo of me and Master Wang at the Academy just before I left to return home.
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