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FOREWORD


HONOURING THE PAST


I will always treasure the days we trained in the home of Sifu Ip Chun. The summer heat was intense, hot and humid, yet we trained with great discipline. We often worked so hard, sweating through our clothes, that we’d remove our shirts just to cool down. His wife, Simo, ever thoughtful, would prepare tea to quench our thirst. And when training carried on into the evening, Sifu would sometimes invite us to stay and share dinner with his family. These simple gestures made those days unforgettable.
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Sifu Raymond Tak On Lo (R) is a Director and Instructor in IP Man Martial Art Association, and Director and Instructor in IP Chun Wing Chun Academy. He is also a Senior Instructor (and former Director) at the Ving Tsun Athletic Association.


Sifu Lo has been the Head Instructor in the Hong Kong City University Wing Chun Association since 1992 and was an Instructor in the Hong Kong Science and Technology University Wing Chun class between 1995 and 2015. Today, he is also a Consultant in Wing Chun classes in mainland China.





I clearly recall the day that Sifu spoke about the roots of Wing Chun. He shared the story that the art was allegedly created by a woman, a nun. Whether this tale is historical fact or enduring legend, its message holds great meaning: that Wing Chun may have emerged from a woman’s need to protect herself and her family in a world governed by male strength. From this idea comes one of Wing Chun’s core principles: never meet force with force. Instead, we learn to use skill and precision to overcome power.


When Sifu taught the Wooden Dummy, he reminded us: ‘The wood won’t hit back.’ There was no point hitting it with brute strength; it doesn’t react. What truly mattered is staying close, using minimal force and turning just enough to let the technique do the work. From there, we progressed to Chi Sau, our forearms in contact, rolling and flowing. Two practitioners, reading each other’s intent, searching for openings while guarding their own. In Wing Chun, the essence is speed, not wild, frantic motion, but calculated quickness. We train to take the shortest path, use the smallest angle, while remaining relaxed. Everything is executed with the mind engaged, the body at ease.


This year, Sifu Ip Chun reached the age of 101. A living testament to a life dedicated to the art.


I’ve known Shaun, one of Sifu’s most dedicated students, for many years. We trained side by side, often pushing ourselves beyond limits, sharing sweat, laughter and brotherhood. Even after Shaun returned to the UK, he would visit Hong Kong with his own students, fortunate ones who had the rare chance to learn from a true master. Whenever we reunited, we exchanged knowledge, shared lessons from our teaching journeys and reflected on both Kung Fu and life. Shaun has published several books and DVDs. I own them all and recommend them wholeheartedly to my students and anyone passionate about Wing Chun. They are rich sources of knowledge and a lasting tribute to the art we serve.


Sifu Raymond Tak On Lo, Summer 2025, Hong Kong




[image: image]







INTRODUCTION


‘If I knew then what I know now.’ This is something we hear from our elders, yet they never tell us or share what that is …. Well, this book is me sharing. For years, I resisted the push from friends, students and peers to write another Wing Chun book. Surely a trilogy is enough! My first book, Simply… Wing Chun Kung Fu published by Crowood in 2003, and the subsequent two books, were deliberately clinical and factual, breaking down Wing Chun’s components. They serve as technical, illustrative and diagrammatic analyses of Wing Chun’s core theories and principles, defining the musculoskeletal structure every student and instructor uses. Those books contained no personal views or experiences. They weren’t meant to teach Wing Chun, but to supplement training, by offering advice, guidance and a checklist for the basics of shapes, structures, energies and movements. They were written as factual reference manuals.


Those books sought to explore three foundational questions drawn from the classic Five Ws and One H framework, questions that every serious Wing Chun practitioner should consider:


• What defines the core of the Wing Chun system and what should I be observing during training?


• Where should I direct my focus and attention?


• Who can guide and correct me when I’m outside the classroom environment?


My own background in Close Protection and Survival instruction gave me a strong grasp of the tactical elements, so the What, Where and Who were never stumbling blocks. But the real drivers of my growth, motivation and long-term success have always been these two questions:


• Why is it done that way?


• How do I refine and improve it?


These are the questions that demand introspection, patience and a willingness to challenge assumptions. They’re the gateway to deeper understanding, not just of technique, but of the philosophy behind it.


And then there’s the final W: When. When is the best time to train Wing Chun? The answer is deceptively simple – any time is the right time. Whether you’re fatigued, uncomfortable, or simply waiting in line, Wing Chun is not confined to the walls of a training hall. Its principles are alive in every moment, ready to be practised wherever you are.


After 46 years immersed in the Wing Chun journey, the time is right to share the insights I’ve gained, insights forged through relentless questioning and a deep exploration of the Why and How behind the art. My development as both a practitioner and teacher has been profoundly shaped by over three decades in Close Protection. The lessons learned in high-stakes environments, whether in training halls or on the ground, have proved invaluable. Skills such as situational and spatial awareness, reading subtle shifts in body language, maintaining readiness under pressure, managing adrenaline and engaging in close-quarters battle (CQB) and scenario-based training are not just relevant to Close Protection work, they are foundational to Wing Chun.


Survival training has further enriched my understanding. From the dense jungles of Belize to the icy expanse of the Arctic Circle, and across the unforgiving sands of the Al Nufud Al Kabir desert near Riyadh, survival has taught me to remain calm under pressure, make swift decisions and harness the environment as an ally. These experiences instil mental toughness, resilience and reflexive adaptability, qualities that elevate martial arts beyond technique into strategic mastery.


Wing Chun, at its core, is not merely a system of self-defence. It is a discipline of strategic thinking, composure and clarity in chaos. The Why reveals the purpose behind each movement; the How unlocks the path to refinement and growth.


This book is my offering to the Wing Chun community, a guide shaped by lived experience, designed to illuminate the Why and How through clear examples, practical demonstrations and accessible explanations. Whether you’re just beginning or decades into your own journey, I hope these insights will serve you well and inspire future generations to train with purpose and depth. When reading this book, to quote Bruce Lee: ‘Absorb what is useful, discard what is useless and add what is specifically your own.’


CHANCE ENCOUNTERS AND SHEER DETERMINATION


My martial arts journey has taken many turns due to circumstances, chance encounters, opportune meetings and sheer determination. My Wing Chun practice is shaped by numerous factors, including over 30 years of experience in Close Protection, survival training, working with military, civil and private security, and protecting people, property and assets. Throughout this journey, I have faced various challenges. I have been shot, stabbed twice, kicked and punched numerous times. I have torn a hamstring, nearly broken my back while fast-roping from a helicopter during hostage retrieval training and, occasionally, my shoulder pops out of its socket. Each of these experiences has contributed to my understanding, application, training and teaching of Wing Chun.


To quote Thomas Wolfe, ‘We are the sum of all the moments of our lives – all that is ours is in them: we cannot escape it or conceal it.’ I was bullied at school, so I took the initiative to learn self-defence by joining a local Judo class at my nearby sports centre. However, after six weeks of training, I decided it was not for me, especially after being thrown by a thirteen-year-old girl. I then switched to Shukokai Karate, training for about seven months before meeting a freestyle Karate instructor who taught a mix of Shukokai, Shotokan and ‘street applications’, which suited me well.


My martial arts training progressed steadily and I gradually moved up the grading syllabus. I focused heavily on sparring (Kumite) to enhance my fighting skills and gain insights into my physical condition, mental attitude, spiritual commitment and technical ability. On weekends, I often travelled to participate in tournaments and competitions. I was not interested in the Kata competitions, just the fighting tournaments. I did well, earning a few winners’ trophies and some runners-up medals to add to my growing collection.
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Karate practice, March 1977.





I graded for my 1st Dan in February 1977, which involved Kihon, Kata and Kumite; the three pillars of Karate. However, after earning my 2nd Dan, I became disillusioned and drifted away from the Karate school. I began training with like-minded friends at York College of Arts and Technology, where they taught and practised Tae Kwon-Do, Ju-Jitsu, Kyokushin and a couple of Kung Fu styles. After the instructors had finished teaching their classes, we met up to train; we learned from and sparred with each other, constantly seeking to improve and find ways to best one another.


During this period, I decided to enter a few full-contact tournaments, occasionally even winning. These tournaments were based on American kickboxing, a blend of Western boxing and traditional Karate. We fought in a boxing ring, bare-chested, wearing kickboxing trousers and protective gear, including mouth guards, hand-wraps, 10oz boxing gloves, groin guards, shin pads and kick boots. Unfortunately, it was the kick boots that led to my downfall, along with a moment of showboating. Having won my first three fights, I was in the second round of the current match and felt confident, with my opponent backed against the ropes. In a moment of madness, I attempted an axe kick to his clavicle. Instead of hitting his shoulder, my kick boot caught on the top rope and my opponent swept my supporting leg, resulting in a completely torn hamstring. While my hamstring was healing, I came across an advert for a Wing Chun school. I watched a lesson and felt that I could train while rehabilitating. That was in 1979 and I have been training in Wing Chun ever since.


My appreciation for Wing Chun deepened while working in Close Protection for an eminent Saudi family in Saudi Arabia. There, I met a fellow Close Protection Officer from Hong Kong who had some training in Wing Chun. He quickly made me realise the benefits of Wing Chun’s close-range fighting system, which could complement and support our firearms training. This realisation motivated me to seize every opportunity when returning to the UK during my leave to train with some of the leading Wing Chun instructors in London at that time. Between 1982, when I returned to live in the UK, and 1988, I trained diligently and regularly. At the request of my then teacher, I taught a small class in the Hall Green area of Birmingham. However, the beginning of 1989 marked a significant turning point in my training, teaching and perspective on Wing Chun when I was invited to train in Hong Kong by Sifu Ip Chun, the eldest son of Grandmaster Ip Man. This invitation led to more than 50 training trips to Hong Kong to study with him.


HONG KONG TRAINING, THE FIRST TIME


In 1989, training in Hong Kong was quite different to the way it is today; Beimo bareknuckle challenge matches still occurred, very few of the Wing Chun Sifus taught open classes and westerners travelling to train were a novelty. I managed to survive the first of many controlled crashes into Hong Kong (at least that is how the landing at Hong Kong’s Kai Tak airport felt!) and I vividly recall the glass doors to the arrivals area sliding open and the tsunami of noise, excited chatter and humidity hitting me. Luckily, I saw in the crowd my friend Leung Ting Kwok, who promptly whisked me away to Maxim’s restaurant to chat and make a plan of action.


Once refreshed, though a little jet lagged, we made our way to the Ving Tsun Athletic Association in Mong Kok where the senior students of Ip Man were holding its AGM and where Sifu was awaiting my arrival. In my mind I imagined and anticipated a martial arts training hall where the wise masters would be discussing the technicalities of Wing Chun. In reality, I was met by a small corner flat with a Wooden Dummy, a wall bag and a row of tables down the middle of the room, around which was a group of senior Ip Man students drinking tea and Budweiser, smoking, eating cakes and watching basketball on a small TV!


Sifu greeted me with a huge smile and handshake (no traditional bowing or Kowtowing here) and introduced me to his brother Ip Ching, Chu Shong Tin, Wong Shun Leung, Wong’s senior student Gary Lam, Law Bing, Siu Yuk Men, Leung Ting, Yip Yin and Ng Chan. After an hour, Sifu left me to go and meet his wife, so Leung Ting took me to meet Lok Yiu at his home to discuss the proposed Genealogy of the Ving Tsun Family book. Throughout our conversation, Lok Yiu kept stopping and writing on a blackboard table the name of students he remembered to include in the book. So ended my first day in Hong Kong with a long journey to my temporary home in Repulse Bay on the south side of Hong Kong Island for the next six and a half weeks.


The following morning, the bus journey from the apartment in Repulse Bay to Wan Chai took about 40 minutes, a short walk across Wan Chai took me to the MTR to travel to Choi Hung station on Kowloonside. Exiting Choi Hung station, I was hit by the heat, humidity, noise and pollution that is Hong Kong’s suburbs. There are five tall 1970s apartment blocks that make up the Ping Shek Estate; weaving my way through the basketball court I entered the far block of flats. The shady centre of the rectangular block of flats was a huge, tall open rectangle, which echoed and resonated with the sounds of the many occupants. From here, I took the lift to Sifu’s flat. Often, the first lift to arrive only stopped at the even floors (Sifu lived on an odd numbered floor!).


At 64 years of age, Sifu had just semiretired from his job, so was available to teach me during the day as well as in the evenings and offer me a lot of time and personal tuition. Between 1989 and 1995, all my training in Hong Kong was at Sifu’s home (I did not join his daily classes on my biannual visits until around 1996). The emphasis in those early days was on efficient and practical applications. I vividly recall Sifu Ip Chun saying to me, ‘I am 64 years old; I cannot teach you, a 27-year-old professional bodyguard, how to fight. What I can do is refine your toolkit and teach you how to make best use of the Wing Chun tools, energies and drills.’


A typical training day in Hong Kong


During the three-hour morning training sessions, Sifu and I would practise Chi Sau, the focus being on either Gung Lik (elbow energy) development, or how to use Chi Sau principles in combat. Sifu taught and practised Chi Sau as an interactive fluid learning process, refining and developing an awareness of the third and fourth stages of fighting – trapping hands and maintaining contact at the optimum fighting range (I’ll cover the first and second stages of fighting further on). Chi Sau develops the sensitivity and contact reflexes in the arms, which allows the practitioner to assess the situation and to perceive and respond to an opponent’s force and movements once contact is gained. Chi Sau also develops close distance coordination, mobility, balance, timing, accuracy and the correct use of energy, essential in effective and efficient self-defence.


Not being able to communicate verbally (I spoke no Chinese and Sifu spoke no English) was hugely beneficial, as everything was communicated physically. Occasionally, Sifu would bring in a partner for me to work with, so he could watch and monitor me; however, even then Sifu preferred the direct approach and would spend most of the time practising with me, whilst explaining to them, so they could translate what he was doing and why.


Each afternoon, I practised either Siu Nim Tao, Chum Kiu or Biu Tze forms for the first hour, with Sifu observing and correcting. He taught the forms as a means of developing and refining the individual tools, positions and energies, whilst training stance development, simultaneous multiple awareness (eyes and ears) and developing a good powerful posture. Siu Nim Tao training focused primarily on the stance, posture, elbow energy and triangulated structure, in conjunction with developing a basic set of primary and secondary tools. Chum Kiu training focused primarily on stance work, footwork, upper and lower body coordination, passive centreline recovery, plus receiving and intercepting techniques. Finally, Biu Tze focused on energy usage, recovery techniques (Gow Gup Sau), plus active and aggressive recovery of the centreline.


The next hour was spent practising and exploring the practical applications of the ‘tools’ from the forms. Sifu would demonstrate their use on me, and then I would practise on whichever partner Sifu would bring in. These drills and exercises were taught to improve or enhance the practical applications and to assist in remembering that movement or combination of movements, the associated sensations and the musculoskeletal structures needed to perform those movements.


The final hour was dedicated to fighting applications, which were taught in the form of one attack/one defence. This teaches how to use and apply the techniques that have been refined within the forms and interactively refined within the drills. Fighting applications refine the first and second stages of self-defence: first, through lots of practice, to recognise the form and direction of the attack; and, second, to bridge the gap and make contact, simultaneously defending and striking.


Sifu’s flat is modest, so whilst Sifu and I practised Chi Sau, forms or fighting applications in the centre of the room, his eldest son would lie on Sifu’s bed trying to watch television around us. Sifu’s wife, Simo, would sit in the doorway watching us and providing many welcome cups of Bo Ley Cha. Even though the temperature was often 30°C or more and the humidity way up in the 90s, the air conditioning was rarely on, though the ceiling fan did move the warm humid air downwards!
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Chi Sau training, Hong Kong, 1989.





Every evening, I studied the Muk Yan Jong (Wooden Dummy) and the Baat Cham Dao (knives form) for a further three hours. Sifu’s Wooden Dummy was located in an enclosed balcony area, opposite the kitchen area. There was no air conditioning or ceiling fan in that area to ease the heat and humidity; the window was often open, so the hot draft was mixed with the sound of the traffic many floors below and the sound of aircraft from the nearby Kai Tak airport.


I studied the dummy drilling of each of the sections in turn (Muk Yan Jong Fa), checking my positions and movements, with Sifu giving a running commentary in Cantonese and constantly physically correcting me and then demonstrating himself. On the occasions when there was an English-speaking translator, I would bombard Sifu with questions, only to be overwhelmed by the flow of answers. Once I had learned all eight sections of the dummy, I drilled and drilled the individual core movements for hours at a time (Mor Jong), Sifu sitting in his canvas director’s chair watching and advising, whilst smoking his pipe. The next step was to practise the dummy movements repeatedly without the dummy (Mo Jong), to improve fluidity. Finally, Sifu encouraged me to practise freely on the dummy without reference to the sequence of the form, flowing from one position to the next logical position. Some evenings, Leung Ting Kwok would join us to translate and Sifu and I would discuss various aspects of the dummy, energy, footwork, position, kicks and so on.


It was on one of these evenings that I was first shown the original and unedited version of the 8mm movie of Grandmaster Ip Man demonstrating Siu Nim Tao, Chum Kiu and finally Muk Yan Jong filmed shortly before his death in 1972. The unedited footage shows how easily tired Grandmaster Ip Man became whilst performing the dummy, due to ill health. Several times he stopped to take a break; on a couple of occasions the Grandmaster misplaced a kick to the dummy leg, grazing the shin. On another, he kicks on to the knee joint, then has to put his foot down on to it a second time to maintain his balance. Whilst watching the film, Sifu Ip Chun, who was there throughout the filming, gave me a running commentary, pointing out various aspects of the dummy practice, laughing at the fact that some people thought these were ‘secret’ techniques, whereas in fact the actions were simply due to Grandmaster Ip Man’s fragility at that time.


I had quickly earned myself a reputation and nickname as the ‘Why Jai’ (Why Boy), as I was constantly asking Sifu questions: ‘Why is it like that?’; ‘Why do we do that?’; ‘Why you did that?’; and so on. Some evenings I would train the Baat Cham Dao, learning section by section, later drilling the movements repeatedly until my wrists, forearms and shoulders burnt with fatigue. Sifu and I would spend hours considering the knives, the benefits of training and the practicality, if any, of the weapons in a modern society. On a couple of occasions when it was unbearably hot in Sifu’s home, we would practise outside in a basketball court next to the flats. One of these times, I noticed several elderly men watching intently from a bench nearby and when I asked Sifu about them, he told me that these men lived in the same apartment block as him and were fellow students of Grandmaster Ip Man. He added that although they did not teach Wing Chun, they were fascinated to watch a gweilo (‘ghost man’ or, more commonly, ‘foreign devil’) practising advanced Wing Chun techniques.


That first visit to Hong Kong lasted just over six weeks, but it was just over six weeks of intensive one to one training nine hours a day, every day at the home of Ip Chun. However, one afternoon there was a break from the usual training as Sifu took me to Fanling in Hong Kong’s New Territories to visit Grandmaster Ip Man’s grave to pay my respects. At that time, the graveside was not signposted or often visited and without Sifu taking me, it would have been near impossible to find.


At the end of my stay, I was invited to become a permanent member of both the Ving Tsun Athletic Association and the Yip Man Martial Arts Association. The Ving Tsun Athletic Association also presented me with an instructor’s certificate. Training in Hong Kong changed my view, perception and understanding of Wing Chun in so many ways, and although it is hard to put into words, it rationalised and redefined my Wing Chun. I was interviewed for an international martial arts publication and was asked what I had gained through my Hong Kong trips. As I thought about my answer, I realised that what I had lost was as important as what I had gained: I had lost the tension in my shoulders and upper body; I had lost the feeling of needing to fight and win in Chi Sau; I had lost the feeling that Chi Sau was competitive; and through that loss alone I had gained, grown and improved so much.


The aim of both my teaching and the writing of this book is to share the knowledge and insights I have gained from my many training trips to Hong Kong, along with my personal research and journey through Wing Chun.


WHAT IS WING CHUN KUEN?


Wing Chun (詠春) is the Cantonese name for a practical southern Chinese martial art.


Kuen (拳) translates to ‘fist,’ a hand clenched into the palm, symbolising combat readiness and direct action.


But perhaps the more meaningful question is: What is Wing Chun to me?


Wing Chun is a martial art born out of necessity, designed for practical, effective self-defence in close-quarters situations. It’s not ornamental, theatrical, or sport-driven. It’s a system built for survival, damage limitation and strategic control. Its essence lies in economy of motion, simultaneous attack and defence, and the ability to neutralise threats swiftly and decisively. The system is characterised by:


• rapid, direct hand techniques delivered at short range


• low, powerful kicks


• simple, yet evasive footwork


• punches, palm, elbow and finger strikes targeting sensitive and vulnerable areas.


Unlike many martial arts, Wing Chun doesn’t rely on coloured belts or formal grading. It’s not a hierarchy, it’s a toolkit – a living, breathing method of self-preservation and situational mastery.


Wing Chun’s three empty-hand forms – Siu Nim Tao, Chum Kiu and Biu Tze – lay the foundation. These forms aren’t just sequences; they’re vehicles for internalising principles. Practised consistently, they embed technique into the subconscious, allowing the body to respond while the mind remains calm. They teach energy control, structural integrity and refined movement, not choreographed combat.


Wing Chun is fluid. It doesn’t prescribe fixed responses. Through Chi Sau (sticking hands), scenario training and applied practice, students learn to adapt, innovate and take control. Beginners are guided through structured drills, but, over time, they develop their own instinctive responses shaped by experience, not imitation.


To me, Wing Chun is an endless journey of discovery. It’s a mirror for self-realisation. The practitioner I was ten years ago is not the one I am today, and certainly not the one I will be in ten years’ time. Through Wing Chun, we evolve. We question. We refine. And we grow, not just as martial artists, but as human beings.
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1 TEACHING AND TRAINING CONCEPTS


I n Wing Chun, teaching and training concepts form the bedrock upon which true mastery is built. This chapter explores the foundational methodologies that enable practitioners to internalise and apply the art’s principles with precision, adaptability and depth. Wing Chun is renowned for its practicality, efficiency and directness. These values are reflected in its teaching methods, which prioritise hands-on learning, realworld application and the cultivation of instinctive responses. Training is not simply about acquiring techniques, it’s about understanding the principles that govern them and learning to express those principles through movement, timing and intent.


Over the years, I’ve developed a teaching approach that blends structured forms, partner drills and scenario-based sessions. Each element is carefully designed to enhance sensitivity, sharpen timing and build adaptability. From basic stances to complex transitions, every movement serves a purpose and contributes to the overall effectiveness of the system.


This chapter offers insight into how these concepts are woven into practice, helping students to develop a holistic and instinctive approach to self-defence. By engaging with the Why and How behind each lesson, practitioners can reach a higher level of proficiency and forge a deeper connection to the art of Wing Chun:


‘Learn as though you would never be able to master it. Hold it as though you would be in fear of losing it.’


Confucius


Wing Chun’s concepts and principles have been discussed extensively in my previous three books. Here, I aim to share how I personally see Wing Chun and how I approach its teaching and training, an approach shaped by over 43 years of teaching experience. Instructors may find ideas to incorporate into their own teaching, while students may gain clarity on how and why lessons are structured the way they are.


Above all, this chapter encourages a critical mindset. Wing Chun is not a system to be absorbed passively. It demands curiosity, reflection and engagement. Students should not simply accept what is taught, they should question it. They should explore the Why, challenge the How and seek answers through practice. As introduced in the Five Ws and One H framework, this mindset is essential to meaningful progress in Wing Chun, as well as in life.


THE WING CHUN ‘JIGSAW’


Wing Chun Kuen training is made up of four core training methods; consider them to be the four pieces of the Wing Chun ‘jigsaw’.
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Four pieces of the Wing Chun ‘jigsaw’.





Forms – solo practice of preset sequences of movements that develop, refine and instil a set of structures, body mechanics, principles and techniques. There are no applications of these movements within the forms and they do not teach the student how to apply techniques, as they are not the fluid interaction with another person whilst under threat, duress and stress that is self-defence. One of the many benefits of training the forms is that it is possible to train the positions, structures and moves to ‘perfection’, as there is no partner or opponent involved to adapt the techniques to. The closer to perfection the positions are when practising solo, the better they will be when applied on an opponent. The techniques, structures and movements should then be individually analysed to appreciate the musculoskeletal framework that gives them their inherent strength, the correct body mechanics that makes them fast and efficient and to develop an understanding regarding the strengths and weaknesses of each technique and its structure.


Drills – repetitious practice of a single position, technique or movement. Any new skill involving coordination requires time and practice until the new combination of movements and muscle contractions needed to execute that movement have been learned; only then can that movement be performed without concentration and conscious effort. Large parts of the cerebral cortex of the brain are taken up with ‘association areas’, which analyse and register data received from the primary senses. For example, complex movement sequences are analysed and registered by the premotor cortex; voluntary movement by the primary motor cortex.


To remember movement or a combination of movements, the sensations and musculoskeletal structures needed to perform those movements must be transferred into the motor areas of the brain and stored in the long-term memory. The learning process requires attention, repetition and associative ideas.


‘There is no substitute for mileage.’


Shaun Rawcliffe


Applications – usually in the form of one attack/one defends, which teaches how to apply the techniques that have been refined within the forms and structurally developed within drilling. Fighting application teaches the first and second stages of fighting: first (through lots of practice) to recognise the form and direction of the attack; and, second, to bridge the gap and make contact, simultaneously defending and striking.


Chi Sau – sticking hands should be, and needs to be, practised and played as a ‘learning game’. This is in order to develop sensitivity and contact reflexes that allow the practitioner to assess the situation and to perceive and deflect the opponent’s force as soon as they meet their opponent’s arms. Chi Sau also develops close-distance coordination, mobility, balance, timing, accuracy, reflexes and the correct use of elbow energy.


An added benefit of Chi Sau is that its continued practice at such close quarters desensitises someone to the fear of an opponent/partner being close and inside their personal space. Over time and through constant practice, that close-quarter distance becomes the comfort zone. Chi Sau teaches and practises the third and fourth stage of fighting: trapping hands, maintaining contact and fighting range until the defender decides to break contact and change the distance.


‘There are only two guarantees in a street fight: contact and movement.


If there is no contact, it’s an argument. If there’s no movement, it’s a tree and you are drunk!’


Shaun Rawcliffe


THE SWISS ARMY KNIFE APPROACH


When Karl Elsener opened a cutlery workshop in 1884 to create a soldier knife for the Swiss Army, he envisioned a compact, sturdy tool with multiple functions. His invention in 1897, the Original Swiss Army Knife, became legendary. Interestingly, about 200 years earlier, a physical counterpart to the Swiss Army knife, known as Wing Chun, had already begun its evolution.
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Swiss Army knife.





One of the many things I have learned and come to appreciate about the Wing Chun system is that it is not truly a martial art ‘style’, but rather a collection of practical tools supported by key principles. Each individual takes these tools and makes their own version, which is why no two Wing Chun practitioners are the same. It is up to us to refine, explore and understand these tools and the principles that support them, so that we can apply and express Wing Chun freely and uniquely.


When teaching, I often analogise Wing Chun to the Swiss Army knife, the reason being that Wing Chun contains multiple tools that can deployed in a myriad of ways, some much more practical than others. There are some apparent tools with obvious and primary uses, including Jic Kuen, Wang Jeung, Cup Jarn, Gwoy Jarn and Jic Gerk offensively, and Tan Sau, Lap Sau, Biu Sau and so on defensively. Then there are the less obvious tools, the ones that makes you wonder if you will ever use them, such as Huen Sau, Lan Sau and Jut Sau. I remember with my first Swiss Army knife opening a tool that seemed little more than a spike, which is for removing stones from a horse’s hoof. Admittedly so far, I have not had the opportunity to use that tool yet, but who knows one day I may come across a damsel in distress with a limping horse and I will be her saviour!


The key is to understand each tool in the toolkit, its benefits, strengths and weaknesses. They need to be explored, tried and evaluated. It is vital not to limit your thinking or understanding by trying to define and pigeon-hole each tool; it is imperative to look beyond the obvious and try to understand the complexity of the Wing Chun system.


‘It is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat everything as if it were a nail.’


Abraham Maslow


One movement, multiple tools – Siu Nim Tao


An example of this can be seen in the first section of Siu Nim Tao, that is, the movement from Fook Sau through to Wu Sau, which I have heard described so many ways, or defined as so many different tools.


Fook Sau – the first tool in this little movement is Fook Sau. This consists of a bridging hand used to gain and maintain contact on the outside gate of an opponent’s arm using the ulna and the flexor carpi ulnaris muscle (the inside of the forearm), to control its position and to dominate the centreline. Fook Sau is trained and developed in the first section of Siu Nim Tao, where the focus is upon elbow energy and position, particularly Mai Jarn (elbow close to the centreline) and the fixed elbow distance from the body.
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Stages of Huen Sau movement in Siu Nim Tao.





Huen Sau – once Fook Sau is fully formed, it immediately flows into Huen Sau, the second tool in the sequence. Huen Sau can be considered an exercise to develop strong and symmetric wrists and forearms, to help avoid or alleviate Repetitive Stress Injury (Carpal Tunnel Syndrome) and to develop and strengthen the specific muscles and tendons necessary to either rotate the hand and wrist, or to lock and support the wrist joint when striking with a fist. In application, Huen Sau is an excellent tool for cutting from the inside gate (Noi Mun) to the outside gate (Oi Mun) of an opponent’s arm, or vice versa, to redirect the opponent’s energy or force should it be pressing forwards or outwards.


Lap Sau – whilst circling Huen Sau during Siu Nim Tao, the hand passes through the Lap Sau hand position, the third tool in this sequence, before snapping the wrist forwards and positioning the fingers vertically.


Wu Sau – it is this last shape or structure that often gets too easily defined as one tool, rather than the numerous tools it represents. The structure simply looks like Wu Sau, and if that structure is used to cover the throat area in conjunction with and supporting, say, a Bong Sau, a Jum Sau or a Pak Sau, then that is exactly what it is, representing the fourth tool in the sequence.


Pak Sau – however, that same hand/arm structure used differently, for example to receive, contact or intercept a strike, can also be a fifth tool, Pak Sau.


Jum Sau – that very same structure can, however, equally represent a sixth tool, Jum Sau, when, as in Dan Chi Sau, it can be used upon contact on the top of an opponent’s arm to redirect and control their strike.


It is this multitool approach that makes Wing Chun such a formidable martial art, but one that cannot be fully appreciated or learned through video or written media and one that needs an open and inquisitive mind, a knowledgeable teacher and diligent students. There is a risk that by training a specific technique only against a specific attack, it will limit its use and restrict its flexibility, particularly in the minds of newer students.


One tool, multiple functions – Tan Sau


Tan Sau is a palm up, elbow down structure using the outside edge of the forearm between the wrist and mid-point of the radius brachioradialis muscle to receive and redirect a strike. The supporting principles are that the centre of the wrist should be covering the centreline, the elbow positioned below and along a straight line between the centre of the wrist and the end of clavicle joint (acromial end) on the shoulder and around the fixed elbow position, approximately one fist’s distance from the body.
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Tan Sau structure.





I often hear or read, for example, that Tan Sau is used to defend against a hook by stepping in or against a straight punch by turning or stepping, both of which can be true; however, Tan Sau can be deployed to defend against so much more. Instead of considering Tan Sau as a specific technique to counter a specific attack, simply consider Tan Sau as a tool that is supported by a set of body mechanics and backed up with a simple set of principles, which can be deployed in a myriad of ways. Tan Sau can cover, receive, intercept or redirect any attack to the upper torso, whether the strike is horizontal, rising or falling, from a direct penetrative strike from in front, to a massive swinging strike arcing round and effectively coming in from the side. That strike could be a punch, palm strike, elbow strike, ridge hand or back fist. The attacking hand may even contain a weapon; it should not matter.


If any strike enters the upper body zone anywhere between the sternum and the top of the head, Tan Sau uses from the wrist to the tip of the elbow to provide body cover with only minor height adjustment. Tan Sau is powerful and is deployed optimally to receive a linear force driving down along the forearm to the elbow. By keeping the humerus, radius and ulna bones in a straight line aligned with the end of the clavicle, with the elbow sunk and with the wrist on the centreline, any force applied along the forearm will be transmitted along the bones into the body mass and down to the floor.


This correct structure ensures that the biceps remain relaxed, apart from resisting gravity to maintain the bent arm shape, while the triceps, the antagonists of the biceps, are under compression when receiving an attack. The key to using Tan Sau successfully is to avoid tensing up, instead driving the forearm forwards and using appropriate footwork to neutralise the opponent’s force. Upon contact with an attack, the biceps should be fully relaxed (contracting the biceps pulls in the forearm, effectively helping the attacker to collapse the Tan Sau), and the triceps should be under isometric contraction (actively engaged but not changing length). I refer to this as poised neutrality, like a bowstring drawn but not released. This lack of tension in the biceps and the poised neutrality in the triceps means that if the attacker suddenly disengages, the Tan Sau will spring forwards towards the opponent, a concept known as ‘Lut Sau, Jic Chung’, or ‘hand lost, thrust forwards’.


When you start examining Wing Chun techniques with an open and inquisitive mind, viewing them as tools to be deployed as needed and supported by appropriate principles, you begin to appreciate the depth of the Wing Chun toolbox, beyond the superficial. It is understanding the principles and musculoskeletal structures that make each tool function, and exploring their deployment with a partner, that provides valuable insights into the simplicity of the tool and the endless complexity of its applications.
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