Sanshou Special

merica is rediscovering kung fu

thanks to action movie masters

like Jackie Chan, John Woo. Tsui

Hark and Chow Yun-fat. and as Asian cul-

ture seeps into the American mainstream,

the Chinese martial arts are ready to deliver

live. full contact action in the sports arena
as well.

Full contact kung fu. or sanshou, promises
to be both a new American national sport
and a revitalizing tonic for traditional Chi-
nese martial arts. Winning converts among
fighters and spectators alike, sanshou is
appealing for two reasons: One, it utilizes a
spectrum of martial arts skills including
Kicks. punches, sweeps, throws and ground-
work. (See page 47 scoring box). Two. the
full contact rules allow for real fighting ap-
plications. Though safer than testing your
skills on the street, it demands experience,
intuition, and practical techniques.

Sanshou has only been in the US officially
for three years. one reason so many martial
artists, even in the traditional Chinese mar-
tial arts community. are unaware of what it
is. But tell people that sanshou is China’s

full contact kung fu, and that it involves kicking 1o the head, takedowns, and knockouts—
oh.and thatit’s on a raised platform called a leitai that you can throw your opponent off of
to score —and you definitely get their attention. Many people do not make the distinetion
that sanshou is a sport, and one plaved worldwide. China still has the most sanshou fight-
ers, but Russia has some who take their fighting as seriously as they did their duties at the
former KGB. Sanshou in Europe is also on the rise, and this yvear’s World Wushu Champi-
onships are scheduled in Ttaly this November.

In sanshou’s three years on American soil, both individuals and organizations have con-
tributed to the maturing of the sport here. One factor is the greater coherence of the
USAWKEF (United States Wushu Kungfu Federation). responsible not only for strength-
ening its cight American regions. butalso for hosting the third International Wushu Cham-
pionships in Baltimore in August 1995, and linking Americans 1o China and the Interna-
tional Wushu Federation (IWF). Another factor is the tireless work of Shawn X, Y. Liu: his
experience in China since the early days of sanshou in 1979, and his major tournament,
the ULS. Open, has raised the level of competition here substantially. And then there is the
first generation of American champion fighters. Jason Yee and Cung Le, now training
fighters for sanshou in their own Boston and San Jose schools respectively. who have come
to dominate the more recent national competitions both as fighters and coaches.

Early Days
Shawn Liu spent his early youth training at Shaolin temple, where he learned o fight un-
der conditions difficult for most Americans to imagine. “Growing up in Shaolin. our train-
ing was real fights.” recalls Liu. “The locals called it leitai, and in 1979 it was officially
being called sanda. Locally, fighting still went on during the cultural revolution: people
were still doing it bare handed, bare faced. It was primitive and a lot of people got hurt.
There wasn’t much protection: we never knew how to wrap legs. but we developed thema
. lot Kicking trees. Kicking cement. They
i J _1 called me Iron Leg because | broke two

' people’s legs fighting.”

In 1978 and 1979 China was developing re-
gional championships. but sanshou was still
notofficially sanctioned. Xia Baihua was the
pioneer who started the Beijing group in
1979 and went on to lead the artat the Chi-
nese Wushu Research Institute in Beijing
for the subsequent decade of wushu’s de-
velopment. Regional groups from places
like Wuhan and Shanghai were also experi-
menting with sanda.

“Sanshou started officially in 1980, but it
wasn’t really national until the "90s.” says
Liu. “All through the cighties. teams were
building. and a lot of police academies



























