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Venerable Shi Gao Can

— Martial Art Exponent of
Lian Shan Shuang Lin Monastery

o
D AT TL,
R

Chan Chow Wah

Founded in 1898, the Lian Shan
Shuang Lin Monastery (SLM) is an
important Buddhist and cultural
institution in Singapore. Its history
and the previous eminent abbots
play important roles in Nanyang
Chinese history.

One of these eminent abbots is
Venerable Gao Can (B&2), who
presided over the monastery from
1948 to 1960. This was an in-
between period in Singapore’s
history, post World War Il and
before Singapore’s independence.

It was a “golden age” for secret societies collecting protection
money and presenting a threat to social order. Even the monastery
was not spared, and triad members would collect protection money
from devotees and roam around the monastery during major festive
celebrations. Their presence was a disruption to the religious activity
in the monastery.

Triad activities in the SLM ended with the arrival of Venerable Gao
Can in 1948.
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Born in 1888 to a Lin family in Huian, China, his lay name was Lin Ya
Hong. In his early teens, he followed his brother to work as a coolie
in Singapore. Unfortunately, his brother passed away in an accident,
and he returned to China and was ordained as a Sangha member.

Venerable Gao Can learned martial arts and eventually became the
48th generation lineage disciple of the Shao Lin Martial Arts.

Venerable Gao Can traveled widely within China and made
pilgrimages to important Buddhist sites in Asia. There were many
legends from these trips about his martial arts and how they helped
resolve local issues he encountered.

In 1928, Venerable Gao Can became the abbot of a monastery in
Medan, Indonesia. He stayed there during the Sino-Japanese War
and World War Il period.

Twenty years later, in 1948, he was appointed the abbot of SLM in
Singapore. This was his second visit to Singapore, and this time,
secret society activities were rife, creating many social issues.

As the abbot of SLM, he was responsible for the maintenance of
the monastery and the well-being of devotees. His presence brought
peace to the monastery as he was able to “request” the triads to
leave.

The triad’s power arose from the threat of violence. The layperson
would give in to their triad’s demand to prevent violence that could
lead to severe injuries or even death. However, that threat did not
impact a highly accomplished martial arts expert like Venerable Gao
Can. Their only option was to stop harassing devotees visiting the
monastery.

Martial arts and traditional Chinese medicine are closely related, and
Venerable Gao Can was an expert in both. With the monastery safe
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from the triads, Venerable Gao Can started teaching martial arts to
lay students. It was his way of instilling discipline and strengthening
their bodies.

He also taught traditional Chinese medicine and offered traditional
Chinese medicine services to people who sought help. Temples that
provided free medical services also invited him to their centres.

Venerable Gao Can’s martial arts classes were a hit, and his disciples
quickly multiplied. As he set up new monasteries in the region, martial
arts classes also started in these places.

By the time of the Venerable’s passing in 1960, several martial arts
schools had been established. Many new schools were opened, and
as the disciples moved, the Shaolin Martial Arts spreaded worldwide.

Venerable Gao Can’s appointment as abbot of Shuan Lin monastery
was during a time of great uncertainty and significant change.

Singapore was emerging from the devastation of World War Il and
would later become an independent nation-state. There was political
and economic uncertainty, and socially, the triads added more social
problems.

Meanwhile, Overseas Chinese’s relationship with China was also
changing. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of Chinain
1949, the movement of people between China and Nanyang became
more restricted. The 1955 Bandung Conference saw the Overseas
Chinese in Nanyang becoming citizens of new nation-states.

In 1958, the Nanyang Chinese established the Nanyang University,
the first Chinese university outside China. When the cultural revolution
erupted in 1966, the transmission and survival of traditional arts were
in question.
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Against the backdrop of these drastic changes and great unknown,
Venerable Gao Can taught martial arts to his students. His work
helped the preservation and transmission of Chinese cultural capital.

Singapore became the site of cultural export where Shaolin Martial
Arts was transmitted and exported from the East to the West and the
rest of the world.

Today, many people who teach and learn Shaolin Martial Arts traced
their lineage to Venerable Gao Can and the Shuang Lin Monastery.
Every year on 16 May, his death anniversary, there are various
ceremonies worldwide to pay tribute to his legacy. Some disciples
even made a pilgrimage to the SLM to pay their respects.

Venerable Gao Can was an accomplished martial arts and Traditional
Chinese Medicine expert. He used his skills to protect the SLM from the
triad. He also used his skills and knowledge to serve the community.
As his stature grew, he expanded his services to the region.

As a sangha member, he was caught
in a sea of political, social, and
cultural change, but he did what he
could. Perhaps he never expected it,
but he became an important node in
the preservation and transmission of
an important art form.

His compassion for the people and
the society and his wisdom in a
chaotic era created a legacy that
continues to this day.
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Five Ancestors Fist

()

Elandra Tay

Master Yap Boh Heong (E£:R )

e 3rd Generation Kung Fu Master

e Son of internationally renowned
Kung Fu Grandmaster
Yap Cheng Hai (E;578)

e Nearly 50 years of experience in
Southern Shaolin Traditional Chinese
Martial Arts and Nei Gong (L)

e Primary Arts . Five Ancestors Fist
(721H#), Yan Shou Gong (EE1h),
Wu Mei Quan ({a#¥ %)

e Actively participated in the Nan
Shaolin International Conference in
QuanZhou four times since 2006.

Q: How did your journey as a Kung Fu master begin and what was
your initial training like?

A: | feel fortunate to have had my father, a grandmaster, as my
mentor. My training started at the age of 11, right in the backyard of
our house. As a young child, | would observe the adults practising
while squatting at the doorstep. The style | first started with was the
Five Ancestors Fist.

Q: Could you please explain what is the Five Ancestors Fist and
how it came to be?

A: The Five Ancestors Fist is a unique martial arts style that combines
five different arts into one cohesive system. These five arts started
from various origins and range from the hardest to the softest in terms
of technique. The first art is Tai Zhu Quan (X$H28), attributed to the
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grand ancestor and founder of Tai Zhu Quan during the Southern
Song Dynasty in the 12th-13th century. Following that is Luo Han
Quan (Z&##8), an ancient style associated with Bodhidharma, the
founder of Shaolin Martial Arts and its connection to the Buddhist
tradition. White Crane (H#:%) and Monkey (%) styles come
next, and all these styles with multiple sources of origin, often
originating from family styles are amalgamated and integrated into a
single system. Lastly, we have the contribution of the Bodhidharma
(IEFEZ) style, which is more focused on Nei Gong, the internal
practice, including breathing techniques. These elements together
form the Five Ancestors Fist.

Q: Could you explain the differences between the arts within the
Five Ancestors Fist?

A: Certainly. Each of the arts within the Five Ancestors Fist has its
own unique characteristics.

1. Tai Zhu (Grand Ancestor) Quan, employs linear and hard motions.
It uses hand techniques that resemble the chopping and slicing
movements of a knife, utilizing a blade-like approach.

2. Luo Han (Arhat) Quan, on the other hand, follows a circular
pattern. Its movements are likened to a ball and chain, with the
ball representing the yang aspect and the arm representing the
yin aspect. This circular nature gives it a softer quality.

3. Bai He (White Crane) Quan focuses on emulating the movements
of a crane, incorporating techniques inspired by its wings, beak,
and kicks.

4. Hou (Monkey) Quan, as the name suggests, is entirely soft in
nature. It takes inspiration from the agility and techniques of the
small monkey, emphasizing the use of softness and agility instead
of relying on pure strength.

5. Lastly, Damo (Bodhidharma) Quan plays a crucial role in
integrating the various arts together. It acts as the glue that binds
the different styles by emphasizing the internal aspects common
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to all four arts. Damo’s contribution lies in the internal practice,
such as breathing techniques and Nei Gong, allowing for the
harmonious integration of the entire system.

Q: Can you provide some insights into the history of the Shaolin
Temple and the origins of Five Ancestors Fist?

A: Certainly. The original Shaolin Temple is located in Henan. Other
Shaolin temples were later established. However, the northern
temple was eventually destroyed. Some of the monks fled to the
southern temple. It was from the southern temple that the origin of
Five Ancestors Fist can be traced. During the early part of the Qing
Dynasty, five different masters came together to create Five Ancestors
Fist, combining their respective martial arts styles. It is important to
note that the Shaolin temples had been burnt down twice by the
Qing Emperor. During the Qing era, there was a major upheaval in
China as the majority of the population were Han Chinese, while the
Qing rulers were Manchus. The southern Shaolin Temple became a
gathering place for rebels to resist the Qing Dynasty’s limited control
over the south, which was akin to the “wild west” of the United States,
with little governance and official presence. Unfortunately, due to the
temple’s destruction and lack of proper records, detailed historical
information is scarce.

Q: What is the significance of internal skill - Nei Gong (A1) in the
Shaolin Temple, and how does it relate to martial arts, traditional
Chinese medicine, and Buddhism?

A: Nei Gong serves as the foundation and a source of energy and
power. To better understand Nei Gong, let’s envision the Shaolin
Temple as a university that teaches three disciplines. The first
discipline is martial arts, followed by traditional Chinese medicine
(TCM), which includes healing practices like herbs and acupuncture.
The last discipline is Buddhism and philosophy. Nei Gong can be
seen as the equivalent of a Ph.D. in Shaolin. When someone joins the
Shaolin Temple as a junior monk, he started by learning physical arts
and Buddhist philosophy. Nei Gong combines all three disciplines
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and was taught at the highest level among the monks. For many
years, Nei Gong was kept as a secret within Shaolin and was not
easily accessible to laypeople. It required specific physical skills and
mental abilities. However, the health benefits of it, such as developing
energy and power in martial arts and healing practices, became
widely known. As a result, there was pressure to keep Nei Gong out
of Shaolin. Additionally, the emperor advocated for simplifying the
art of Nei Gong to make it accessible to laypeople, which led to the
emergence of Qi Gong (&f). In ancient texts, the concept of Nei
Gong is mentioned but not Qi Gong. Qi Gong is a relatively modern
term that emerged in the late 18th and 19th centuries when Nei Gong
was introduced to the general public as Qi Gong. In martial arts,
precise movements allow practitioners to align their internal structure.
The practice of internal arts involves using external movements to
influence the internal aspects, and vice versa.

Q: How many levels of internal skill are there in Shaolin theory, and
what are they?

A: There are six levels of internal skill in the Shaolin theory. They
represent different aspects of energy cultivation and are as follows:

Strength (77 Li): This level focuses on developing physical power and
strength in the body.

Elastic Energy (87 Jing): Jing, or elastic energy, uses tendons and
fascia to transmit energy. Similar to the act of stretching and releasing
energy when using a catapult or pulling a bow, the stretched tendons
store elastic energy that can be effectively released. By understanding
the releasing energy of the stretched tendon and proper alignment of
the body, the practitioner can effectively release this elastic energy.
When we are training the Jing, we also learn to recognize the different
parts of the body, hence also practising our intention and mindfulness
of our own body.

Intention (& Yi): Intention involves the mindfulness and awareness
of one’s own body, thoughts, and emotions. It is a spiritually training
level that emphasizes cultivating a pure mind and developing mental
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concentration, sharpening the mind and focus. By being mindful of
the body, one can better control and direct the elastic energy (Jing)
and vital energy (Qi) within.

Vital Energy (& Qi): Qi, representing subtle energy, encompasses
various forms within the body. As an analogy, steam trains symbolize
Li, diesel trains represent Jing, and electric trains symbolize Qi.
Qi also involves organ breathing, aligned with Traditional Chinese
Medicine principles. The integration of movement, meditation, and
mental focus in Nei Gong facilitates the flow of energy, enhancing
concentration and mind-body control.

The concept of “Outside move the inside” refers to the alignment
of our hands, body, fascia, and tendons to facilitate the flow of
energy. Nei Gong combines movement and mental training, requiring
focused stillness. Nei Gong can be seen as meditation in motion,
where meditation cultivates mental concentration, purity of mind, and
the ability to control energy (jin) and vital energy (qi) within the body.

Energy Body (f# Shen): The energy body refers to the electromagnetic
field surrounding the practitioner. By learning to control the energy
body, practitioners can interact with others on a subtle energetic level.
Shen serves as the medium for the transmission and interaction of
energies, allowing for influence and connection between individuals.

In the case of Kong Jing (Z££1), the ability to move someone without
physical contact is not achieved by projecting energy onto them, but
rather through the interaction of my Shen with your Shen. When my
Yi engages with your Yi, Shen serves as the medium for transmission,
utilizing the electromagnetic field to influence one another. This
interaction can be likened to operating a remote-control car—
by knowing the frequency of your car and possessing a stronger
transmitter, | can gain control over it. Similarly, when my Yi surpasses
yours, | can influence your movements through Shen.

Emptiness (& Xu): | am currently exploring the concept of Shen and
have yet to delve into the realm of emptiness.
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Practitioners of Shaolin martial arts progress through the six levels,
cultivating internal energy, enhancing physical abilities, and attaining
spiritual awareness. Shaolin philosophy encompasses Buddhism
and Taoism, incorporating concepts like Yin and Yang and the five
elements. Balancing yin and yang within oneself, practitioners strive
for spiritual awareness through martial arts practice.

For more information about Master Yap’s martial arts, please refer to
the following QR Codes and links:

You --.

s l.r:;;.

An introduction to
Shaolin Nei Gong

It =2

YAN SHOU GONG

https://www.yanshougong.org/#what

Master Yap (right) and

Mr. Dennis Wang (left),

the esteemed 1st Disciple
of GM Shao Xing Xuen and
Han Yang Ruyi Gong at Ean
Keng Si Buddhist Temple,
standing in the presence of
the majestic Bodhidharma
Statue.
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Taijiquan Explained

Alex Dong
i
: at—
Dong Ying Jie Dong Hu Ling Dong Zeng Chen Alex Dong
B ERE BIER BXRE

I, Alex Dong am a fourth generation Taijiquan practitioner of the Dong
(Tung) family. | started training formally with my father, Grand Master
Dong Zeng Chen at the age of five in Hebei Province, the heart of
martial arts in China. In 1983, at the age of twelve, | moved to Honolulu,
Hawaii where | continued my training with my father and also studied
with my grandfather Grand Master Dong Hu Ling, who had a major
influence on my learning. | have been teaching since the age of 15.
From then on, | assisted my father in translating instructions from
Chinese to English during classes. In 1990, | started a class of my
own in Hawaii and continued to teach ever since. In 2003, | relocated
to New York City where | established my new school, the Alex Dong
International Taijiquan Association while my students kept the Hawaii
school going. | focus on teaching genuine principles of Taijiquan, and
| want to spread and popularize the traditional art of Taijiquan. Now,
there are hundreds of schools and thousands of practitioners around
the world who practice the Dong Style Tai Chi and Qigong. After over
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30 years of dedication to teaching, | have now many students who
teach as well; even many of my students have students who are also
teachers now.

“I think we should keep the true art and its traditional ways. The
tradition is equally important as the art itself. The more people
practising the better.”

The mind-body practices of Taiji and Qigong have numerous health
benefits. Taiji’'s gentle movements have been shown to improve
balance and fall prevention, blood circulation, blood pressure,
bone strength, cardiac circulation, flexibility, arthritic joints, immune
function, metabolic syndrome, muscle strength, pain from some
chronic conditions, posture, and range of motion. The internal practice
of Taiji and Qigong requires concentration, awareness, intention and
spirit. These cycle throughout the body and become Qi and internal
energy. Breath, nutrition, rest, and many other factors also play a role
in internal health.

Taiji is a martial art that has many health benefits. Maintaining balance
in mind and body, having movement and stiliness, being strong
and yet supple--as we balance our practice, we can achieve more
balance in life. Taiji offers sufficient exercise to those who lack it and
relaxation and rest for those who need it. With Taiji, one can learn
to control their feelings and emotions, be more balanced, and have
less peaks and valleys in their mind. Taiji is a cultivation of oneself-
-we study our body, movements, energy, and mind. Only through
the understanding of ourself as a whole, can we learn to understand
others’ nature deeply.

Taiji is a nourishment for the body. Humans are moving beings
and movement is essential to our health and well-being. Taiji is the
perfect exercise, because it is an exercise that follows the principles
of nature and the law of physiology. Taiji can give essential rest that
the body needs and proper exercise at the same time. In movements,

SEESUBEINEEZTI Ean Keng Si Digest 2023 Summer Edition



O PIREM | 22

the body and mind are relaxed, we should tune down our own energy
to be more receptive to nature. While being receptive, our body is
in constant motion to recycle our energy so we will have endless
energy. While the mind is in meditation, our awareness is always alert
and doesn’t miss any details of our surroundings.

Qigong - the practice of Qi - itself is not a martial art, but it is used
in many martial arts. Qigong can make the body strong from the
inside, which is one of the key ingredients in Taiji. Many modern
Qigong are based on exercise and breath; it is something that we
can practise daily to improve our health. However, in martial arts,
Qi is more compressed. It has more power, like a dynamite ready to
explode. Think of the Qi like our strength. People who weightlift can’t
necessarily throw a ball the farthest or run the fastest--it’s a different
kind of power. Many Qigong for health purposes are developed
for modern practice. Traditional Qigong and meditation take time
because it’s about refining our inner consciousness. Our body will
mature in about 18 years; our strength will mature in twice as long,
but our consciousness can take a lifetime. It’s like knowledge-
-a person can never learn everything. Personally, | think Qigong
should be the fifth food group for our body, because food can’t be
processed well without exercise. Physical exercises make our body
strong and internal exercises make our body lively and stabilize our
body chemicals to give us the ultimate health.

In my personal experience, | first became very aware of myself--
body, mind, and spirit--through the study of Taiji and Qigong. This
is after | have obtained the physical skills needed. Next, | became
more conscious about others; | can understand their body, mind,
and spirit. Through the understanding of people, we can start to
understand other things in the world. One poem in the book my great
grandfather, Dong Ying Jie, wrote always stuck with me:
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If you do not know your own nature,

How can you understand other people’s nature?
All nature is like human nature.

I have to depend on the nature to survive,
Nature depends on us to keep order.

If you can truly understand your own nature,
you have understood the greatest of all natures.

Taiji arises from Wuji (#18) and it is the Mother of Yin (f2) and Yang
(F%). Although its words are easy to understand, the true principles
are often misunderstood. Many people practice Taiji without clearly
knowing the Yin and Yang aside from the basics, such as open and
close, expand and contract. While the details of the postures are
important, the details of the movements are more important, and
the details of the energies are the most important. There are major
differences when using the energy from the chest or back, energy
from the inside part of the arms, and energy from the outside or front
of the back and legs. There is spiral energy and there is direct energy,
there is the contraction of Qi (&) and the gathering of the bodly.

All benefits come from practice. Modern lifestyle altered nature by
providing machines and less labour is required. At the same time,
we need to sit a lot to work on and operate these machines. Soon,
with A.l. and more advanced machines, humans may not have to do
much to keep the world running. Now it is even more essential to
focus on exercises, practices and other disciplines. With disciplines
like Taiji and Qigong, sometimes the process for improvement and
obvious results may seem long, and it involves hard work. But without
practice, you won'’t get as many benefits. We get many benefits from
practice, like exercise, developing patience and taking the mind off
the everyday problems that produce stress. Like the body, sometimes
a little rest can go along ways. A little break for the mind here and
there is more critical to health.
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Taiji and Qigong are more widely available than ever. You can learn
it in gyms, parks, centres, even in some workplaces. Online classes
have become very popular in the last few years. People can learn
from many teachers from around the world. While any practice is
good, finding a good teacher to help with your journey makes a huge
difference. It depends mainly on how serious each individual is, how
much time you want to invest and in most cases, it also costs money.
Don’t settle for less, always try to improve by keeping learning in
mind. Learning gives meaning to life. You don’t have to have a goal,
there doesn’t have to be a detonation, it is the journey of living.

For further information about taijiquan, please visit the following
website: http://alexdongtaichi.com/

Taiji Students from New York in 2022
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