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      INTRODUCTION

      Hefting the Spear That Has Been Offered to Me

      In 1988, at the age of forty, I began the study of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. For more than ten years I had lived with chronic back pain, caused, doctors told me, by a degenerated disk in my spine. Distrusting the surgery they recommended, I looked for alternative treatments. A chiropractor helped me considerably. She was also the one who suggested regular physical exercise, such as swimming or bicycling. Over the years I took up—and grew bored with—jogging, swimming, race walking, and several varieties of yoga. Then a friend suggested T’ai Chi Ch’uan. A teacher was available in the town where I lived, and I signed up.

      T’ai Chi Ch’uan turned out to be completely different from anything I had ever done before. My back pain disappeared within weeks—due, I believe, to my learning to stand and move with the strong bones of my hips and legs properly aligned to take the weight of my body and leave my spine and upper body loose and relaxed. But once I was free of pain my interest in T’ai Chi Ch’uan only grew. From the start my daily training was no chore but a treat I looked forward to.

      As time passed I noticed that the calm, open, relaxed manner of holding myself that was necessary to execute the movements seemed to spill over into other parts of my life. I felt myself more fully inhabiting my body just working at my desk or walking about. My breath and balance improved, as did my stamina and mental focus. I danced more gracefully and enjoyed it more. One day I realized much of my fear of heights, crowds, and public speaking had dissipated. I found in myself a new clarity about what things matter to me and a growing ability to keep from being distracted from them. I took on public responsibilities in my community that I would have shrunk from a few years earlier. Of course T’ai Chi Ch’uan was not the only influence in my life, but each change I observed seemed to be associated with an increase in the ability to be fully, physically present in the body and mentally in the moment.

      So far so good. But other changes were not so welcome. Fiction writing had formed the core of my daily schedule and self-identity for nearly a decade. But my fictional imaginings paled before the immediacy and physicality of my new physical practice. I had avoided reading and writing and even talking about T’ai Chi Ch’uan, lest in capturing the surface of my experience in words I might be cut off from searching depths where words become unreliable. Now I found I could scarcely read or write at all.

      I also came up against the realization that T’ai Chi Ch’uan is a martial art. Many people had told me so, but I assumed they spoke metaphorically or with reference to origins of which the practice had long since been sanitized. And T’ai Chi Ch’uan is often taught as a moving meditation and health exercise. This was my own teacher’s emphasis, although she also showed us fighting applications of the moves and introduced us to sparring. Then one day while I was watching a movie on TV, a fight sequence came on the screen. Ordinarily I tuned such things out, but for once I actually looked at what was going on and was startled to discover that I could follow the interaction. I could discern, too, that parts of the fight were staged with complete disregard for what would happen in reality. I could do better, I almost said aloud. I stopped myself in dismay.

      I had always thought of myself as nonviolent—without, perhaps, closely examining what I meant. It distressed me to think that the capacities and skills I was acquiring might be very immediately grounded in and designed for fighting. Would I have to take up fighting to further explore and develop my newfound abilities?

      At this point, I turned to books to explore the recorded history and philosophy of T’ai Chi Ch’uan, but the information that I gleaned, although often interesting, did not relate directly to my experience or address my concerns. And all of the books were written by men. My practice was bringing me into areas of identity and being that are deeply affected by gender in U.S. society, and I realized I needed to know what women could tell me. I soon found that books by or about women in any of the martial arts are few indeed and those I found offered only tantalizing glimpses in brief essays, profiles of pioneering women, or narrowly focused descriptions of technique. I knew by then that throughout history many women have pursued—and excelled in—martial arts, but if I wanted to read a book that explored women’s experience in depth, apparently I would have to write it myself. I had fifteen years’ experience as a writer, but as a practitioner of T’ai Chi Ch’uan I was very much a beginner, and I did not in the least consider myself a martial artist. I did, however, feel the passionate interest that sustains the writing of a book, and so I began.

      I decided early on that the largest part of the book should be interviews. I believed it would be important that the women I talked to speak for themselves, in their own voices, with the particular words and turns of phrase they chose. The experience of martial arts, being so much in the body and in the moment, extends far deeper and wider than can be captured by the intellect or in words. Such experience might still be shared, I reasoned, if I recorded the patterns and subtle shifts of speech that reflect individual history and charac-ter as underpinning to the words themselves. The art I knew most about, T’ai Chi Ch’uan, is often spoken of as the origin of most of the other arts and in itself, of course, encompasses a vast history and experience that it would take many books to cover. Yet I was curious to also look beyond T’ai Chi Ch’uan to what different perspectives other martial arts might foster and how women who studied them might illuminate the significance of fighting arts for women in general.

      People told me I must travel all over the United States and perhaps abroad to 
seek out women who excelled in the different arts—I must talk to the women who 
were the best, the stars. Clearly I lacked the expertise to judge such 
accomplishments; nor did I have the interest. For one thing, I wanted to explore 
some of the stages of development as well as the effects of a lifetime in 
martial arts. And although many of the women I talked to have national, even 
international, stature as practitioners and teachers of martial arts, what I 
came to find most interesting and most relevant to my own life and practice in 
all of the women was their persistence, dedication, and commitment to training—how these qualities arose and how they played out over the years and decades. What sort of people were these women? Why did they begin training? What motivated them to persist? What meaning did their practice have for them? What did they feel they had achieved?

      In T’ai Chi Ch’uan and other martial arts derived from China both men and women teachers are called sifu, which is generally translated as “teacher–father.” (I’m told that only one of the two Chinese characters commonly used for sifu refers to “father,” the other being gender neutral, but my teacher and some other women prefer simu, for “teacher–mother.”) In Japanese, I was soon to learn, the equivalent term is sensei, meaning “one who goes before.” In that one word I found my purpose encapsulated: to discover from women who had gone before me what might lie ahead for me. The first step also lay clear before me: to interview my first teacher of T’ai Chi Ch’uan, the woman who is my simu, Janet Seaforth.

      As it turned out, when I finished this and each subsequent interview, my next step opened in front of me. Each interview raised as well as answered questions, and as my interests developed and shifted, always someone told me about a woman whose experience was precisely what I was then ready to inquire into. I was happy to find that we have gone well beyond the pioneering generation of women in martial arts, for I found enough women living or visiting within easy reach of my home in Northern California to fill many volumes. That many of the women I met already knew each other or had worked together adds a dimension of community to the book that underscores a value important to all women in the martial arts.
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      CHAPTER 1

      Taking Responsibility for Ourselves

      Sometimes only three or four of us show up, but other times as many as a dozen gather on Sunday mornings in a certain grove of tall pines and Douglas fir trees in a city park in the small town of Ukiah in the mountains of Northern California. All women, we range in age from early thirties to sixties. We are varied in our backgrounds, families, and work lives, among us lawyers, therapists, artists, mothers and other caregivers, bodyworkers, carpenters, and teachers. We begin with talk, a mix of personal news and politics, which we continue even after Janet Seaforth, our simu, calls us to form a circle. But as she talks us through warm-ups and stretches we fall silent, giving ourselves over to her voice and coming into a deeper synchrony with each other. When Janet feels we are ready, she assigns us places and softly speaks a ritual phrase of beginning. As one we raise our hands in front of us, right hand fisted in a warrior’s gesture, left hand open like a book—the scholar’s palm. Covering the fist with the open palm, we bow to the north, direction of Earth, of darkness, of the unknown. In silence we breathe, in, out. This opening breath encapsulates the entire form, Janet has told us: The end goal of all our practice is to stand silent and motionless, fully present in whatever the situation may be, ready to accomplish anything we need to do as smoothly and effortlessly as the breath moving in and out of our bodies.

      As we proceed with the form Janet has taught us, our movements uncoil as softly, evenly, and inexorably as our breath. Each movement, rooted in the feet, rises through the legs, is distributed by the waist, and becomes manifest in the arms, hands, and fingers. We place a foot, then slowly transfer all our weight to that foot, picking up the other foot only when it is devoid of weight. In this way of moving our weight remains low to the ground and stable, modulated through our center of gravity; it is called the tan t’ien in Chinese, meaning “cinnabar field,” an alchemical reference to the region of energy storage in the lower belly, just below the navel, corresponding to the second chakra. If we move correctly, at each increment of change we remain balanced, our options always open to move in a different direction. Brushing the left knee with the back of the left hand, we slowly shift forward onto the left foot and unwind the left hand in a smooth spiral. This movement is called Grasp Sparrow’s Tail. Curving our right foot to the shape of a blade, we sweep it forward. Arms unfold, one up, one down, and we lift the left knee into the space we open between our arms: Golden Pheasant Rises on One Leg. We pivot to the left, facing south, and spread our arms wide: Reeling Silk. One by one, the one hundred and eight movements of the Dragon Tiger Mountain form of T’ai Chi Ch’uan unfold.

      Most of Janet’s classes are for women only, reflecting her belief that women need the context and support of a community of other women to freely and fully explore and develop our capacities. The timing and location of class on Sundays in a public park is not accidental—Janet means for us to proclaim by our presence that our activity has both public and spiritual meaning. In her teaching she emphasizes the esoteric and spiritual aspects of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. She relates the movements in the form to the compass directions of geography and the alignment of the larger cosmos and encourages each of us to claim T’ai Chi Ch’uan for our own, fitting it to our limbs and our lives to shape a practice that serves our needs.

      I first interviewed Janet in January 1991, before I ever thought of writing this book. The Persian Gulf War was raging, heightening the urgency of my questions about how she weaves together all the different strands of her life that enter into—and come out of—her practice and teaching of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. I remember how dark and cold it was that winter day, a storm moving in from the ocean. We sat at a small table in the warm refuge of Janet’s cabin, which started out as a freight container. Janet has lived in that cabin since the late 1970s, initially without electricity or running water, homesteading twenty acres of Mendocino hill country: working at ceramic sculpture and raising fruit, vegetables, rabbits, goats, and a daughter. In my mind’s eye I see her reach across the width of the cabin without moving from her chair to take the kettle off the woodstove that was warming us. A small, slender woman in her forties, she looks resilient, her hands strong from years of working at her potter’s wheel and on the land. She poured the water for tea and looked up at me with her large hazel eyes, which are set a little aslant, catlike.

      
        JANET SEAFORTH
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        T’ai Chi Ch’uan

        I gave T’ai Chi to myself for my thirtieth birthday,
but actually I had seen it a few years before. It came about through forming the Sonoma
Women’s Center, in Sonoma, California—in 1974 I think it was. We had this new consciousness and we wanted to understand what women were. We wanted to create a place for women with child care and good meals where we could lounge around and talk about our wonderful ideas and our creativity. What it turned out to be was people would come over to the house on Sundays and everybody would bring something and I’d make a big pot of stew. Eventually someone gave us the front room of their house, so we had an office, but for a year or so it was just open house on Sundays, where any woman could come. We’d sit around and philosophize—and get drunk and stoned. Or dance all night.

        A woman called us, whose name was Samantha, and she told us about this gang of bikers in the county that had raped numerous women. She would tell us about the atrocities that had happened to these women, and I thought she was crazy. I didn’t believe her. I didn’t want to believe her. I was like the typical woman, who when a woman turns to you and tells you about her abuse, you don’t believe her. That’s the first reaction. It was in those days, anyway.

        But we checked it out, and sure enough, these guys had done just gross, horrible things. They’d get the women drunk or slip them drugs and put them in some room and the men would just go in one at a time or a bunch of them at a time and rape them. For days. They had taken pictures of the atrocious acts they’d done to these women and had blackmailed the women. The women would come out total basket cases. Sometimes they would be dumped naked in the ditch on the way out of town. Some of them might have been killed, was what Samantha said.

        These guys had gotten off time and time again, because they were very middle class, part of the community. One of them had been our postman. That was what was so mind blowing, that they looked real straight during the week, and on the weekends they’d turn into monsters. Just having a good time! But several of the women had filed charges. They’d been blackmailed, they were afraid for their lives, but they finally got the courage to press charges, and some of the these men might actually come to trial.

        There hadn’t been a rape conviction for something like twenty years in Sonoma County. Women were getting raped all the time, but it was invisible. We marched in front of the district attorney’s office with the women from the Sonoma Women’s Center and demanded that this be called rape and that these men be charged with rape and not some little misdemeanor kind of thing. The D.A. didn’t want to. It had never been done. Channel 7 was there from San Francisco because we made such a fuss.

        
          And the guys were charged and tried?
        

        Yes. And then we went there for the trial, too, to help support the women. We got three of the five guys convicted. Maybe they went to jail for a year. It opened my eyes to realize that if rape was going to be stopped, women were going to have to stop it. And that we were going to have to learn how to protect ourselves to do that, because men were not going to protect us. You cannot depend on men to protect you from rapists. It just hasn’t worked.

        So I knew I was going to have to learn some kind of self-defense. But I’d always been the good Christian girl. Growing up in a fundamentalist Christian house, I was taught to turn the other cheek and not want to ever hurt anybody. The idea of fighting is abhorrent to me. I hated Karate, that kind of self-defense work.

        Then at the Women’s Country Festival in 1974, up here in Mendocino County at the Woodlands, I saw these women doing this T’ai Chi form together. I was transfixed. It was so beautiful. It was love at first sight—“What are they doing? What kind of dance is that?” They said, “That’s also a martial art,” and I said, “That’s the one for me!” It took me two years to find a teacher. I didn’t start T’ai Chi until 1976. My mother died in January, I started T’ai Chi in June, and we bought this land in July, so that was an incredible year for me. It was almost like my mother’s death gave me the freedom to be able to explore other things. She was such a good Christian that even T’ai Chi I think would have been a disturbance for her. Oriental studies—too far afield for her. Too frightening.

        The other thing that got me into T’ai Chi was that when I was sculpting, I would work for hours and hours and become crippled with being in one place. I would be so immersed in my work that I wouldn’t realize I hadn’t moved my body. I could hardly get up when I finally went to get up. I knew I needed some kind of exercise, so T’ai Chi was great for that too. But at the end of my working day I would be so exhausted, I would think, “I’ve got to go to T’ai Chi class and I just don’t know how I am going to make it. I’m just dragging around. I can’t do this.” But then, when I would go, I would have all this renewed energy. It was terrific.

        Not only did T’ai Chi help my body, but I realized it helped my mind. I was going through a lot of identity crisis kinds of things when I first started doing T’ai Chi—along with realizing the oppression of women, which was devastating for me. I didn’t want to believe that. I didn’t want to believe I was oppressed. I hated it! I absolutely hated it!

        
          Hated having to deal with it, you mean? To face the fact of it?
        

        All of it! I had made up my nice little storybook world. I had believed men would take care of me. Most of my friends had been men. I didn’t like women that much. I got along much better with the men. They never oppressed me. They always liked me. I was one of those! I didn’t see that I had ever been sexually oppressed. Now, looking back, I realize, of course I was. But at that time it was, “This is my choice. I love to wear these little high heels and this little short skirt.” And freeze my legs off in these little sparkly nylons or whatever, right? My identity was shattered when I couldn’t work my marriage. I didn’t know who I was. I became invisible. And maybe that was a time that I needed to go through too. It was like a cocoon time in my life when I needed to withdraw and—and become another person. Because the old one didn’t work.

        So all through those years I was going through a big identity crisis and very depressed about it. Because I didn’t want to go through what it took. It was too much work! But when I would go do T’ai Chi, it would give me faith, it would give me hope—even if it was just the oxygen going to my brain and helping me expand and think more clearly. Because when you sit in one place, your circulation doesn’t work as well, and you do tend to get depressed. So when you get out and move, it opens up your brain a little better, and you can sometimes make those connections that are just not quite there unless you have that extra impetus of the oxygen creating the right chemistry.

        I transferred a lot of my energies. I used to love to dance, and a lot of it was sexual ploy. Again, it’s what we’re trained to be as women. Your position is in relation to the man and your most powerful weapon is how attractive you are. That’s the most important thing to most women even now—let’s build up the body, not to be healthy but so we can be attractive! [Laughs] So we can be important. So we can be somebody. So we can have position and power. It ruins your sexuality. Your real sexuality gets totally perverted. It’s so sad. You miss out on really knowing your own real energy and being appropriate and honest with it. I transferred that into T’ai Chi, which helps me use that energy for myself. Feeding myself. Nurturing myself. It’s not sexual, it’s spiritual. That was a real transformation. The identity changes I’ve gone through have made me understand that transformation does exist. When I learned that I could change what had been a false sexual power into a healthy thing for myself, that was great, that was really great!

        So on all levels I realized T’ai Chi was great for me. Physically, spiritually, mentally—everything. I wanted more and more of it. I got involved with the temple and kind of followed my sifu around. I felt like a puppy dog, following him around. Nam Singh was beautiful to watch. Incredibly graceful. He went about his general day-to-day with such beauty and grace. I wanted to be like him. I wanted my life to be like that. I’ve always been a little high-strung and rush-aroundand-get-it-done. He got it done, but it was in a very easy, continuous, T’ai Chi type way. I hung out with him as much as I could. Whether it was to carry his bags or whatever I needed to do to be able to be with him. I did several retreats with him where he was the teacher and I would be his assistant.

        It was another world that Nam Singh showed me. We came up to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in Talmage, here in Mendocino County, when the big Kuan Yin was dedicated. That sea of people, that huge statue—that was an incredible experience. And going into Chinatown in San Francisco to the temples there—totally another world. Nam Singh introduced me to Kuan Yin, who is the goddess of fearless compassion. It was really nice to have a woman deity in my life. I have always had Jesus Christ, you know, as the savior, so it was nice to have a complement to that and have a feminine energy in there. It was very personal and appealed to my womanliness, that woman part of me that I could never share in the Christian church.

        So even though it terrified me, because I was, again, raised with this Christian mother, I had to accept it as, “This is what works.” You know? That’s kind of a standard for my life: Does it work? And if it works, then I have to appreciate it.

        
          Fairly early on you also started teaching T’ai Chi?
        

        We moved onto the land here, but I continued to go down to Sonoma and take T’ai Chi lessons two days a week with my sifu and stay at the temple. I would take the Wednesday night class and the Thursday morning class and then I would come home here. I would be gone twenty-four hours from the farm, but I would get two T’ai Chi classes and also some extra studies around the temple with my sifu. I did that for about a year. In 1978—the Year of the Horse—I had my T’ai Chi graduation, and so from then I could teach.

        I did my student teaching with my sifu. He had us teach. Even before I knew the form, he would have us teach what we knew. And it worked. It was another level of learning and, I guess, an important way to learn. We learn on so many different levels. I was glad that my teacher had enough confidence to do it that way. Some teachers won’t let you do that. It’s one of those guarded secrets. We’re so busy guarding our creativity or guarding these secrets, whether it’s art or T’ai Chi or whatever—I think it’s a real shame. So much gets lost.
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          Janet Seaforth demonstrating Snake Creeps Down from Dragon Tiger Mountain T’ai Chi (Philo, Calif., June 1995).
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        Nam Singh never really gave me permission to go out and teach the public. I think I had been teaching the family for about a year or so, and I said, “I’m going to start teaching, I’m going to let other people in the class now.” He said, “Are you asking me or telling me?” [Laughs] I said, “Well, I guess I’m telling you.” He said, “Okay, then.”

        It helps for me to have a class that I have to go to because I’m the teacher. It keeps my form sharp. And it’s a nice camaraderie. I like to study with other people. I find that I especially like to study with women, because they don’t take over. When you study with men—even when we had our peace groups, if I wasn’t real careful, I felt like the men did take over, even when they tried not to. They can hardly keep from it.

        So I enjoy especially my women’s classes. I feel there’s a real equality there and a real sharing, a real interest in sharing our knowledge with each other. Students discover things about T’ai Chi that I hadn’t thought about. By their discoveries they feed me, and then I can pass it on to somebody else. It’s one of those inclusive kinds of things that I find really enriching. And I love to do T’ai Chi in a group.

        And teaching is something I can do. If you find that you have a certain skill in an area, use your talents! Share it! I never want to get to the point where I think I know it all—mine’s the best, and it’s all mine, and you can’t have it. To me it’s, let’s take it, let’s use it, let’s share it. I want to
experience as much as I can with you of things
that are along my path. If they’re along my path
and they’re along your path, let’s share paths! It’s
a joy, it’s an incredible joy for me to share with
someone—because it’s validating for both of us.
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          Janet Seaforth demonstrating Pressing Heaven, Pressing Earth
(Philo, Calif., June 1995).
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          And did the T’ai Chi satisfy your need for self-defense? How did it fit as a martial art with your ideas of violence and nonviolence?
        

        My sister just approached me yesterday—we have these discussions about war all the time now—“Janet, when would you use violence?” I said, “When they’re coming onto my property.” And she said, “Don’t you think that’s kind of hypocritical, where you’re going to help yourself, but you’re not going to help your neighbor?” In some cases I probably would help my neighbor too. I was part of the nonviolent antinuclear protests at Diablo Canyon and Livermore, where we sat in the middle of the street and if the cops had clubbed us, we were not going to fight back. It was real Gandhian nonviolence. So I have participated in that form of protest.

        You do what you need to do to get your objective dealt with, and you do it with as much integrity and as much peace and love as possible—the core has got to be righteous. I believe it’s like tuning in to the true feminine
quality. During the rape trial, when I
was dealing with possibly having to
hurt one of those guys, I went through
an immense amount of emotions
around it.

         By saying possibly hurt one of these guys, you mean you were being personally threatened by the rapists and expected to have to physically defend yourself?

        Yes. I had to send my daughter away, I was so afraid. One of the guys used to be our postman, and his daughter was in Bridget’s class at school. It was too close to home! I didn’t feel safe. These guys and their friends would drive by our house really slowly and stare at us and flip us the bird. They could have done something to us—these guys could be crazy! We kept a loaded gun by the door, which was partly why I didn’t want Bridget in the house. I sent Bridget off to her father, which was scary too, because I was admitting that I didn’t have a safe home. He could have given me some grief over it, but we worked things out.

        My feeling toward these guys when it came down to a gut level was like I was an angry mother, that I needed to shake them into waking up to what proper behavior was about. It was like Jesus when he went into the temple with the whip and cleaned out the money changers. Sometimes, I feel, you have to use violence to wake people up to what’s right. I don’t mean to come off real self-righteous, but that’s how I felt with these guys. It’s like they were not trained, they were defective, and if you could just shock them into a wake-up, maybe they had something left there to save. And sometimes I think that there’s nothing that you can save in these guys, that you’ve got to put them away for life. Sometimes it’s too terrible. They probably will never get enough conscience to act right.

        It comes from this mother, feminine space often. When I really get down there, that’s usually where it’s coming from. I’m so angry, but it’s like they need to be taught, they need to be shown the way to be loving, to be appropriate to their life. Act right and appreciate your life and appreciate what’s around you!

        I feel we have to do whatever we do until we realize what works and what doesn’t work. It’s like with the sexual freedom—“Oh, isn’t this fun? We can sleep with anybody and are we having fun yet?” [Laughs] It wasn’t really fun. It wasn’t really freedom! Then you get into that whole thing of what discipline is, a structure that actually gives you more freedom. I think that’s the core there. When these guys are acting out, pushing their weight around—whether it’s nationally or personally or whatever, it comes down to, what works? We can beat Iraq to a pulp and yet who really lives there? It’s the people, and they are eventually going to win, because they are part of the Earth there, and that’s the bottom line. The same is true with what works with energy. I still believe somewhere that love does conquer hatred, because as Dorothy Parker says, hatred’s filling but not very nourishing.

        
          Does T’ai Chi give you a means of dealing with these questions?
        

        T’ai Chi is a martial art because the ch’uan, the fist, is there, that fist of self-containment that says, I take responsibility for myself. I take responsibility for this body. I honor this body. This is my temple. I’m not going to let it be violated. If invaded, you learn how to protect yourself in the best way that you can. [Laughs] Which is usually swiftly and accurately—and then get out of there. So you’re eliminating the negative energy. You deflect it or you dissolve it. Whatever. And mostly the best action is no action. Don’t confront negative energy—don’t go head on with anything. Let it go by. Mostly, negative energy burns itself out.

        That makes me think of the movements in the form that are twisting and spiraling, so we’re not giving up our space, but adjusting it.

        Yes. They talk about deflecting a thousand pounds with four ounces of energy. A thousand pounds can be coming at you, but if you turn slightly and give it just four ounces of deflection you can deflect a thousand pounds. That’s true T’ai Chi. It just doesn’t deal with the negative energy. It lets it go. But it is that ch’uan respect for your whole body and taking responsibility for your body. And women—so many times we’ve been taught, you’ve got to have a man to protect you. Whether it’s your big brother or your dad and then it’s your husband or whatever. It’s so ingrained in us that someone else is going to take care of us, we don’t believe we can take care of ourselves. T’ai Chi is really great because it says, you are going to take care of yourself. That’s who is going to take care of you. Because we do anyway. It’s kind of a rude awakening sometimes when we realize, who’s really taking care of us? We are!

        I think T’ai Chi and other martial arts create a sense of self-worth on a very, very deep level that a lot of us have given up. Or were never raised with. We’re diminished all our life. I think it’s important for us to reclaim our power and take responsibility for ourselves. And we can! There’s no guarantee you’re not going to get raped or killed, but there’s no guarantee of that anyway. So the least you can do is fight back and have your life. Do not give up your life for anybody!

        
          In your classes you often say there are three aspects to T’ai Chi: the spiritual and meditative aspect, the health or exercise aspect, and the self-defense. They’re such different categories in Western thought—How do you see them coming together?
        

        Because you do T’ai Chi slowly, because you move in circles, it’s very relaxing. That’s good for your internal systems—it slows everything down, your nervous system slows down so it’s better able to handle all the little messages it’s getting from all your organs and whatnot. And when you’re breathing deeply, and all your organs are coming into balance with each other, into harmony with each other, that slowness also creates a meditative aspect, so that a peaceful energy can come about. So the physical, health aspect is definitely associated with the meditative aspect—that’s one of the finest qualities of the health aspect, that it is done in a meditative way.

        Meditation is good for your health, especially when it’s done in movement. One of the reasons T’ai Chi was created was because the meditators were dying young because they were sitting so much. T’ai Chi was a moving meditation that would not only be for spiritual enhancement but would also include the body with this relaxed moving in circles, moving in harmony with nature. Moving in imitation of nature too. White Crane Stands on One Leg, Snake Creeps Down, Sparrow Spreads Its Wings—you’ve got those animal forms in there, that quality of being in harmony, of becoming that animal, that natural phenomenon.

        In that sense, it all flows together, because meditation of course then brings the spirit in and good health is associated with that. And the martial aspect—like I said before, it’s about taking responsibility for yourself. You take responsibility for your health. You take responsibility for your spirit. If we’re creating the place for your spirit to be cultivated, you have to prepare that place, and then the spirit can come talk to you or whatever.

        And it changes. You may start off learning T’ai Chi for martial arts. Maybe you’ve had a rape in your past and you need to feel you can protect yourself, so the main thing you want to learn is how to kill somebody. But you may end up really loving the meditation. Or vice versa. Some people say, “I just want something to meditate with, relax with.” And all of a sudden they find out, “Wow! I can protect myself too!”

        I was thinking about how I go through the day. First the goats—when you milk in the morning, it’s a nice transition place to get into another flow. You can have a lot of tension going on, you can be mad or sad or crying or whatever, and it neutralizes when you go out to milk, because the goats have their own energy. It’s almost like the ocean—they absorb whatever energy you happen to be in. They don’t negate it, they totally validate it, but it’s put in kind of a neutral place. You get in there and you start milking and you realize the world goes on and the daily events go on and it’s okay. It levels everything out. You can recreate a new feeling for yourself and go out and get the rest of your work done. It’s the same thing that T’ai Chi does for you. It gives you that meditative space to change your mind, to change your energy.

        Then I usually do a little studying, if I can, if I have the time. Whatever I’m reading or studying. Write in my daybook, write in my journal. And then either go to my studio, to my own sculptural studio down the hill in my neighbor’s basement, or I’m also taking classes one day a week at Mendocino College. I’m taking a raku class and a ceramics class there—I’m going through that ceramics program. Working with my hands, with clay, has been a wonderful, wonderful part of my life. It was probably the first thing that diverted me from that normal, average path. I was studying to be a psychologist and then got into nursing. I was going to be a psychiatric nurse. But I didn’t like the system that I saw. I realized I couldn’t do it. I didn’t have the capacity to jump through the hoops that the professional world wanted me to jump through. I was too much of a—oh, my ideas were too different from the norm.

        I was twenty-four when Sue came along and said, “Why don’t you be a potter? You could throw forms for me to sculpt.” She taught me about clay, and I took right to it. I was amazed that we could make a living from work that we loved to do. We could do it at home. We didn’t have to go out into the “workforce.” I was always taught that you have to go to school and you have to get your degree and you have to go out into the workforce. Was there any other alternative? Maybe to get married and be a kept woman. Sue believed in making a living at her work. It wasn’t a grand living, but it was a wonderful lifestyle. We would go on walks and gather leaves or rocks, or take our notebooks and draw the mountains or a tree or a creek. And then bring that home and translate that into clay.

        
          You talk about your sculpture having a philosophical and spiritual context—
        

        You mean as energy generators? I think good art enhances your life. You can get a lot of violence in art, there are a lot of violent paintings that are popular, but what are they creating? When you look at them, you sense that violence. Which is good sometimes. We need to be awakened sometimes and quickened. Or our consciousness needs to be raised. Art is wonderful for that. That’s what it’s for! But I think it’s also important to create an energy in your home that is going to bring peace to that home. So I want to create a face or an energy there that can do that every time you look at it—that permeates its surrounding as an energy generator. That’s something that Sue taught me also. And that you have to spend enough time with your work to create the energy that you want to create.
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          Janet Seaforth with one of her goats (Philo, Calif., Spring 1991).
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          So that was something that you had in mind before you ever started T’ai Chi?
        

        Yeah, what you cultivate is what you’re going to get. Just like a garden. If I started worrying about getting the rent paid, for instance—if we weren’t selling enough and I started getting scared, all of a sudden, I’d make all these little pinched faces. Sue would say, “You’ve got to stop worrying, Janet! You’re getting a little pinched here!” You had to, what she called, create a sense of leisure for that creativity to happen in, for that good spirit to happen in. You had to put worries aside.

        Which was another reason why T’ai Chi was so good for doing the sculpture work—I could transform negative energy into a neutral place and then from that take it into my creative place, where I could let the good spirit and contentment flow and produce something that was lovely instead of something that’s full of fear. It’s all that same kind of energy, from the womb, from the tan t’ien, the low, emotional subconscious. You have to dive into that subconscious to bring up the creativity into your everyday, conscious self. It’s something that comes out that’s beyond yourself. Probably with every artist it’s kind of surprising what comes through—because it does come through you. It’s more than just your consciousness.

        
          Meanwhile you’re working in several different places, spending a lot of time traveling and commuting. . . .
        

        Again, you make do with what you’ve got and try to make whatever you’re doing work for you in the best possible, peaceful way. It’s like doing your T’ai Chi. You go with the flow and try to make it as relaxed as possible so you can get the most out of it. I enjoy my ride over the hill. The mountain is beautiful. It gives me that meditative time. I can use that. But what I’d really love is just to be home. I would love to get up in the morning, do my T’ai Chi, have my tea, do my studies, and go to my studio on my own land. Dig my own clay. Work in my own garden. I think my life will be a lot better when I get my studio here. I’m looking forward to that.

        I also go to Cloverdale one day a week, when I take care of a ninety-year-old woman, Florence. That gives me a chance to tune in to longevity, to appreciate that we are just—we are so temporal. We are temporary. This body goes. We can do things along the way to keep longevity, to keep our dexterity—T’ai Chi is certainly good for keeping life in your body as long as your body holds out—but eventually it all goes. It’s interesting to see that and to see that it doesn’t matter how decrepit your body gets; the spirit’s always there and it can always be developed. There’s always learning that goes on, if older people are at all willing to be open, which most of them are, I’ve found. I like working with elderly people. They may seem closed at first, but if you sit down with them a little bit and be real, they open up, and you can see that they’re still learning, they’re still growing, they’re still taking things in. That development, spiritual development, conscious development, just keeps going.

        That was reassuring to me. Work with Florence has been good for me, for my own personal development. All the things that I do feed me. They feed my development and my consciousness and my own belief in humanity. How to be here. Trying to find my own way of how to be here and learn from everything as I go. Keeping what works and letting go of what doesn’t work. Trying to keep my integrity that way. Trying to keep my wholeness and to treat every day like that. Not to step out of it. And to include everything, knowing that we’re all one. You know, [laughs] Bush and Saddam Hussein. I mean, it’s all one.

        
          It’s hard to tell them apart!
        

        Those two, for sure. We may be on opposite sides, but we’re all one humanity. And to have compassion for all of them. I may not agree. My job as a conscious woman is to fight oppression. But I also know that we’re all one, and I must have compassion for all of it. And that’s what helps me get through it. Otherwise I’d be so angry, I’d be, well, insane. You don’t have to agree with your oppressor, but you have to know that we’re all in one system. It’s all one world.

        
          [image: image]
        

        
          “Amazon Urn” by Janet Seaforth (porcelain, 7 inches high), 1989.
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        You have to be aware of how you are participating. That you matter. That every one of us matters. And the impact that we have. Every choice that we make. In fact, that’s why I named my studios Choice Studios. Because of the power of our choices. Every choice we make makes our character, influences other people, affects other people. To take responsibility for that—I think that’s what integrity really is.

        The freedom that I’ve gotten through T’ai Chi is more than I ever thought I’d have. It—it’s a thrill. To be able to really have your life. When you’ve been raised to give it up. I feel fortunate. My life is good. I was talking at the college yesterday to a couple of the students there about making a living with your work, which mostly I do. I have this one little job taking care of Florence, but mostly I make a living with my work and certainly have made a living at my work, when I was with Sue, for years and years. We never got rich. We were always at the poverty level, but we also managed to buy our own land. I live in this little, simple cabin with just my cold running water and my outhouse; I live simply, but I feel I’m wealthy in the way that I get to do what I want to do. Having this land, beautiful land, and on the beautiful Earth. With clean air and good water. That feels very wealthy to me.

        It’s a real difference in values. The values that I grew up with were, Do you have a nice car? Do you have nice clothes? All those American standard values. Do you have this nice house, a regular code house—one that meets the building codes? Sometimes I feel like a failure because I’m not fitting up to that old image of what I should have by the time I’m forty. But then I realize what I do have and how lucky I’ve been to be able to do what I wanted to do almost all my life. Most of my adult life I have been able to make the choices that I wanted to make that benefit me, with the other consciousness of benefiting everyone as well. Because that’s really what benefits me. I think we have to come from abundance. Rejecting an issue doesn’t make things better. People get it in their heads that, “Oh, we can’t take that on.” It’s not true. We have to take on everything that comes along. We have to tell the truth every point of the way.

        
          But there’s also a problem I’ve seen in many women, who are so tightly scheduled, working so hard on so many different issues, that they get back into that original trap of sacrificing themselves to their husbands and children. They’re losing their sense of themselves in giving themselves completely to all these issues.
        

        I can relate to that! Because we’re operating in a crisis most of the time. That’s true. You have to be responsible for the choices that you make. It’s knowing your center and knowing what’s the most effective thing to do. You don’t get it by overextending. You’re going to wear yourself out. Rita and I were talking at T’ai Chi this morning about how we could only watch or listen to the news about the Persian Gulf War for very short periods of time now, just enough to kind of keep track of what’s going on. Because it’s too devastating otherwise. It rips our energy off.

        I have to turn it off. I have to go do my T’ai Chi. I have to go do something that nourishes me. I’ll get so depressed that I can’t act. I need to know myself well enough to know how to keep my energy, how to use my energy effectively. You know, in martial arts you survey your field, you find what’s the best place that you can insert your attack, and you put your energy there and don’t let yourself get dispersed.
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      CHAPTER 2

      The Oneness of All Things

      Again and again in our talks Janet Seaforth and I came up against the Persian Gulf War—men once more fighting, and women and children as well as men once more suffering and dying. The war ended, at least for most Americans, but my continuing practice of T’ai Chi Ch’uan kept alive for me my ambivalence about fighting. The more I learned about the art, the more clearly I saw how the fighting applications are inherent in the movements. Yet my practice felt, above all, nurturing. Whatever else there might be to T’ai Chi Ch’uan, I told myself, this slow, solitary practice sufficed for me. But I wondered if such things could be so easily separated. Later I was to learn the Aikido term irimi, the notion of dealing with an attack or difficulty by directly and fully entering into it. At the time it seemed that the only direction left open to me was to explore more deeply the situation of women with regard to violence.

      Chilling statistics are readily available. Men attacking women is documented as the most common crime worldwide1—and we must keep in mind that most attacks on women are by fathers, husbands, boyfriends, or other men we know, attacks that often go unreported. Women have learned through hard experience that in every country police and judges rarely take action against men who rape or batter women they are related to, and reporting such behavior often gains the woman further retaliatory violence, which, even if reported, will also go unpunished.

      In the United States the current escalation of men’s violence against women, both in representations in the entertainment media and in actual attacks, evidences the degree to which Americans, like people of other nationalities, view this conduct as ordinary, understandable, and expectable. The number of women in the United States who kill batterers has been going down ever since battered women’s shelters began opening in the 1970s; over the same period the number of men stalking and killing wives and girlfriends has steadily increased.2 Over a ten-year period, thirty thousand U.S. women were murdered by men who had been their partners.3 Prison terms for men who kill their wives average half as long as for wives who kill their husbands.4

      In 1992 the U.S. Surgeon General reported that attacks by male partners and family members were the leading cause of injury to U.S. women aged fifteen to forty-four5—and these injuries go beyond bruised faces and broken bones. In her recent book, Next Time She’ll Be Dead: Battering and How to Stop It, the investigative journalist Ann Jones reports, “So many battered women have been infected with HIV by batterers who force them into unprotected sex, in some cases deliberately to prevent their having sex with other men, that the National Centers for Disease Control have identified a direct link between battering and the spread of HIV and AIDS among women.”6

      How can men do the things they do to women? As Janet Seaforth said of herself, so often our first reaction is to refuse to believe that what we see or hear or experience is even happening. And it is beyond bearing to think this is the way the world is. But the implication of doubt is to deny women the dignity of acknowledging the reality of our experience—or to agree that we ourselves have occasioned and are responsible for the criminal acts that men do to us. Of course we are often complicit—our minds and spirits are additional fronts of the war. For finally, what can we call it but war? Whenever I bring myself to face what is occurring I have to admit there is no choice for women between fighting or not fighting, for we have all of us already spent our lives in this war in which the primary battlefields are individual women’s bodies and minds.

      In class Janet demonstrated the martial applications of the moves we learn in T’ai Chi Ch’uan, how, for example, the graceful extension and lifting of the arms in the movement called Play the Harp constitutes a joint lock whereby one can break an attacker’s elbow. Another spiraling twist of the arm and opening of the hand becomes a lethal palm strike if directed at shoving an attacker’s nose into his brain. “It only takes eight pounds of pressure,” Janet would tell us encouragingly. We were strong, healthy, intelligent women. Many of us had successful careers or businesses or held responsible positions in the community. People who knew us thought of us as competent and capable. Why were we so reluctant to hear the information Janet wanted to tell us? Why were our efforts at kicking or striking a padded target so inept? We loved practicing the form, but none of us wanted to practice sparring or applications with partners.

      “We say violence is wrong,” the feminist writer and activist Melanie Kaye-Kantrowitz comments in an essay entitled, “Women, Violence, and Resistance: Naming It War, 1979–1992.” “We say violence won’t work—what do we mean, wrong? What do we mean, work?” She reports one woman’s story:

      All of a sudden he got this crazy look in his eye and he said to me, “Now I’m going to kill you.” Then I started saying my prayers. I knew there was nothing I could do. He started to hit me—I still wasn’t sure if he wanted to rape me at this point—or just kill me. He was hurting me, but hadn’t yet gotten me into a strangle-hold because he was still drunk and off balance. Somehow we pushed into the kitchen where I kept looking at this big knife. But I didn’t pick it up. Somehow no matter how much I hated him at that moment, I still couldn’t imagine putting the knife into his flesh, and then I was afraid he would grab it and stick it into me.7

      “I couldn’t imagine” is a code phrase for “it’s wrong,” Kaye-Kantrowitz argues; “I was afraid” is something we say when we mean “it won’t work.” “Sticking the knife into his flesh is unimaginable, too horrible. This horror, this failure of imagination might have cost her life. Her life against his, and she chooses his.”8

      Worried that her teaching was insufficient with regard to self-defense, Janet urged us to look for additional instruction. As an added inducement she said this training would also improve our solitary practice of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. Obediently I signed up for a course in self-defense for women offered by Gayle Fillman at her local Aikido dojo. I arrived at the dojo to find some thirty other women, ranging in age from adolescence to perhaps fifty. Gayle welcomed us with a short, mat-ter-of-fact description of what she would cover during the four weekly class sessions. A stocky blonde woman in her mid-forties, dressed in a white gi jacket and a black hakama—the traditional Japanese floor-length skirtlike garment worn in some martial arts—Gayle has a fifth-degree black belt in Aikido. She teaches Aikido, gymnastics, self-defense for women and children, and nonviolent intervention techniques to individuals and groups ranging from security teams to battered women and children. She also paints, juggles, and plays the shakuhachi and the piano.

      We began with a discussion of why we had come to the class. What situations had we encountered or feared? What actions had we taken, and how they had worked or not worked? We started to add up how many situations we had been in in which men had behaved unacceptably and how often we had silently endured or actively excused threats and affronts because they were so ordinary, because it wasn’t worth making a fuss that anyway most likely would rebound on us. We talked about our reluctance to trust the instincts that warned us against particular men or situations, and the inhibitions we felt against behavior that might draw attention to ourselves or cause embarrassment to ourselves or others. Wryly we noted how such attitudes on our part could keep us from taking timely action to cut off a dangerous situation before it ever started.

      Gayle demonstrated—and then drilled us in—techniques for dealing with the physical tactics men commonly use against women. There are only so many things a man can do with two arms and two legs. Say he grips your arm with two hands—he’s occupied both his hands and you still have all the rest of your body at your disposal. There is always something you can do, Gayle said, although the options may not be attractive or desirable or necessarily effective.

      We practiced escaping from each other and from Gayle’s advanced Aikido students. I found these encounters with different bodies intriguing. More than once I forgot my philosophical dilemma in the immediacy of figuring out the physical logistics of what I could do. As Janet had promised, much of what I learned did feed into my practice of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. My execution of movements in T’ai Chi Ch’uan improved in balance and solidity, and I felt a new sense of competence in myself. At the same time the very earnestness and supportiveness of my fellow students and Gayle and her Aikido students increased my awareness of the unspeakable reality that necessitated the lessons I was learning: that simply because I am a woman I may be attacked by men. My philosophical questions took an increasingly personal turn. Emotionally draining as it was to go to class, however, after the first session I never considered not going. Ignorance was no longer an option for me. I had to go on. And even as my practice of the physical skills I was learning seemed to increase my awareness of the need for them, they also gave me concrete means for dealing with that reality.

      At the final session Gayle outfitted one of her black belt Aikido students with a motorcycle helmet, shoulder pads, and protective gear, encasing his entire body so we could practice defending ourselves against a live person. He was to taunt and assault us, and we would try out the skills we had learned in the course. As I watched my classmates undertake this test, I felt a rush of emotion that I could not at first identify. Then I realized it was pride. So small and slight these women looked in comparison to this enormously padded man, but how gallantly they bore themselves, how bravely they fought back when he attacked. What strength these women had, not just physically, but in some deeper, spiritual sense. Seeing that possibility of strength and power in them kindled something in me as well.

      My turn came. I felt nervous but willing—even curious to discover what I would do. Gayle helped me don boxing gloves and helmet and shin guards. I walked across the floor toward the “mugger.” He whispered something under his breath, words I couldn’t quite make out, a hateful tone of voice I don’t even know how I know, whispers that filled me with guilt and self-disgust for having called them forth. I shrank back, near tears, wanting only to escape, away, anywhere, wishing I could die or had never been born. But even as I felt these too-familiar feelings, I realized I had options. My quailing solidified into resolve. The “mugger” grabbed my arm and my resolve exploded in action. I hardly knew what I did—I was astounded to see how much I could do. He fell back. Gayle and the other women surrounded me in a brief flurry of praise and encouragement. They took away the helmet and gear I wore and went to put it on the next woman.

      Susan, an Aikido student who is also a therapist, stayed beside me. “Walk around the room with me,” she urged. “Keep moving. How do you feel? Tell me.” I felt dazed, but because Susan insisted, I spoke. My voice sounded far away, and nothing I said made sense to me. More clearly than the dojo and the women I had been working with these past four weeks, I saw an event that occurred when I was ten or eleven years old. I lay in my bed in the dark in the room I shared with my sister, the lights out although it was early and all the rest of the family were still up. I had been ill with the flu or some childhood ailment such as measles. I felt achy and irritable, unable to read or occupy myself. I remember the murmur of voices from the kitchen and my brother passing back and forth in my room, which he had to cross to reach his own bedroom, a closed-in porch at the rear of the house. He seemed unnecessarily noisy, flicking lights off and on, tossing things about. I told him to be more quiet but he ignored me. I called out to my parents to control him and was told to stop whining. Again my brother crossed the room, openly taunting me this time. I flew from my bed into his room and lit into him shrieking and punching.

      Our father was there in an instant, cuffing me aside, drowning our cries with his angry shouts. I think I accepted at the time that I was wrong to attack my younger, smaller brother, no matter what the aggravation. I still don’t see my father’s anger as misplaced or excessive. Thirty-five years have passed. Why did this memory surface in association with an exercise intended to encourage me to fight back if I am attacked? What was going on?

      Heightening my personal distress at that time was the shocking immediacy with which already, during that brief course in women’s self-defense, the violence of men in the larger political and economic realm had closed in on us. The course had coincided with preparations for the Redwood Summer demonstrations against corporate destruction of northern coastal forests. Judi Bari and several other organizers of the demonstrations signed up for the course, as they had been physically threatened by timber company supporters. Judi had been run off the road by a man driving a logging truck, and she and her two young daughters only narrowly escaped injury. Judi was in that circle the first night the class met, but the next week she was absent, and it was in class that I learned she had been bombed in her car earlier that day and lay in a San Francisco Bay Area hospital, not expected to live.

      Judi did live. Despite an irreparably shattered pelvis and spine she can even walk, although she is in constant pain. Five years later the bombing remains officially unsolved, and the police seem to
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