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by Hal Maimud

It is commoenly believed that the
san is'ai chren sword torm ofiginaied
from the hsing-i system, as it was
poputarizen by hsing-i practitioners
who tended 1o give the form a hsing-i
flavor. Still, (he other weapons sels
in hsingi are far less complicaad
than san ts'al chien, The form may in
tact have been taken frem anolher
syslem, auile possibly from ch'ing
ch'uan {(ihe long list style). At any
rate, the san ls'ai chien as oW
laught by Agam Hsy in San Fran-
cisco. can delinilely be traced back
6 a man named Kuo Fu Chu, dear »f
lhe Chincse Government Kung Fu
Acagdemy iocaled in Nanking dunng
the 1930s. Chu and his three brothers
all iearned hsing- from Yu-lang Ma,
though it is not known whelher “/a
aisc taugnt them the 3an ts'al chien.

As dean of lhe Academy, Chu fe-
auireg that all Academy studs=nis
lzarn the san ls'ai chien fgrm as 3
mandatory course for graduaticn.
And, as is lypiaal of required classes
everywhere, studenis ilen paid hitle
attention ta obtaining a correct un-
derstanc.ng of the form. The resut is
thal we now have as many dillerent
versions as peaple who learned M,
depending on individual practi-
tioners' experlise and .ove for tre
san 15'a1 chien they studied.

One of the studenls Chu faugnt
was Chirg-t'ang han, who graduaied
in first place in the [lirst class atne
Academy. Han was widely known far
his skill in ch'ang chu'an, chin-na
and the miao dao, and it is he #ho
taught the san ts'ai chien lorm o
Adam Hsu, who now leaches 1t as
his basic kung fu sword sat.

Hislaricaliy, of all the Chinese

weapons, lhe swerd was lhe one
meost quickly 10 lese ils marlial arls
application, becauss ol ils wide-
spread use in entertainment. The
gracelur and beaulilg! movements
typical of sword forms suiled them
wel, lar adaplion in Chinese opefa,
folk dance, and olher iess sirictly
martial varieties of Chinese cuiture,
so that many swoid forms today
have iost their original combal
sign.ficance. The san tsai chien,
however. slill leaches the studeni
hasic lechniques of defense and al-
tack. retaining Ihe martial arts ap:
plic zwun of the sword.

Erouer use of the Chines2 cword
has been dispuiad lor centunes.
Ever: as far back as the Ming Gynas-
ty {13658-1044), a veiy farmmgus martia.
arls book caved Shou Pei Lu 1The
Arm Recciq;, wiilien by SuVWu. men-
tioned that the true techa - e of ihe
swoird haos been losl. Su Wu by
chance mel an old man who trained
him in correct usage of the sword,
bul the man Mmadsa um promise never
to reveai these techmques. Su ¥/u.
according Lo his book, found ramsalf
conironted by 3 serious dilemma. i
he gidn’l pass on whal he had learn-

"ad 'ne raal sweid lechnigues mighl

be torever iost. On Lhe other hand. he
hag ¢ respect his teacher’s wishes.
He resolved the groblem by including
in Shou Pe. Lu two poems describing
the correst hancling si the sword.
Yal the paems were purposely made
obscure and difficylt 1o understand,
so {nal only 1he most guablied of per-
sons could tap their wisdom. In con-
Iras! tc this, the san 1sar chien pio-
viges an accessible method of iearn-
ing Chinese swoid-fighting  lech-
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From top lo holtom: Al
tacking high creales a
“Jgak" at the i {earih)
fevel, which is lixed by
dropping low and slashing
al the opponent’s wrist.
This is solved by wilh-
drawing along the diago-
naf, then slepping back
and counlering with an-
other wrist slash,
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niques, however lillle is known of the
lorm's possible antiquity of origins.

The student should concentrate
on three basic concepts while ieasn-
ing san ts'ai chien. One is calied
chao wan. or “finding the wrist” with
ihe sword. This principte is integral
lo the circling and hiding-away tech.
niques found in the form. Secand,
the student must iearn to use the
varying stances and sleps lo enable
him to change positions and angles
of altack and defense. And lastly, all
parts of the body must move as a co-
ordinated unil, maximizing lech-
nique and sirength.

Lilerally, tlhe name san ts'ai chien
refers ta the three levels: heaven
(tien), man (jen), and earth (ti). These
leveis also correspond to the three
possible levels ot allack and
defense—that is, high, middle, and
low. The characler for "king” in
Chinese { 1. wang) can further ilku-
slrate the significance and relation-
ship of the three levels. The top line
of the idescgram, according {0 tradi-
tional Chinese inlerpretation,
represenls heaven, the middie is
man, and the lowest is earth, lhe King
nimseti being represented by the line
that connects the three. As the
leader of his people, the king sncutd
integrate, understand and apply lhe
wisdom of each level, creating and
maintaining a harmonious unizy.

By understanding 1he WwWays of
man, the king encourages peopie 1o
live and cooperale in a peaceiul, pro-
ductive manner.

By knowing the earth, he under-
stands the planting of crops and the
ways af lish and game.

And by knawing lhe ways of hea-
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- ven, he gains insighl inlo lhe Tao. the

Way of tile.

Thus. by undersianding each ievel
thoraughly, it is passible lor heaven,
sarlth and man to be in balance {o-
gelhes. These are the aitributes hat
juslify the rule ot the king in Chinese
iradilion. Applying lhe conceplt lo
kung fu, one sees thal gach level of
altack or delense musl be tharough-
ly grasped by the student. Yet lhe
practitiones himseif (as lhe “king” of
the sword formj muslt come to har-
manize and integrate all three.

while aliacking. one must have
the qualily of being just like rain of
walei: anywhere lhere is an cpening
you musl immediately auack, as
water rushes tn lo fill up space. in
Chinese this is -eferred lo as chao
lcu or "looking for the leak™ {open-
ing». in gefense, you must divide your
attention equally over lhe theee
areas. Yel when you emphasize pfo-
lecting one area. you become stag-
nant and lose your adaptability, so
thal the other iwo areas become
“teaks." Keeping this from happen
ing is called pu lou or “fixing the
leak.” San 1s'ai can also mean al-
tending 1o these three areas simuoita-
neously, another reminder lhat by
corcenlrating too much on any one
area you creaie openings in the other
I'wa.

Yel w:mately we no longer dis:
linguish belween lhese areas. In.
slead, by trealing the booy as 3
whole and going beyond the know-
ledge and experience gained {rom
separaling the different levels, we no
longer ate limiled in QUi movements
and our lthinking. This represents the
highest level of kung fu. ™~
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From tocp to bottan: 4 di-
rect thrust at the jen (man)

witisl, so the defender
backs away diagonally,
slicing vpward 10 VIien
fheavern). The response is
to c¢hange direction and
elurn the aftack at the
same level, loscing ne de-
fender to withdraw,
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