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For the Shaolin children




Prologue – Uppercut

The first time I was properly knocked out, I had no idea who did it. I was also totally unprepared for it because it didn’t happen in the ring or during training. It happened on the Munich subway, in a carriage in which I was the only passenger.

So far, I have only talked to four people about this incident – my parents and my brothers – but if I’m going to tell you the story of my path to the Shaolin life, there’s no way to avoid talking about my first knockout experience. Why? Because that’s how it all started: the realisation that my life couldn’t go on this way, the integration of my mind and body, and my path to Kung Fu.

It was December 2016. I was 16 years old and, by my own judgement, a bit of a hopeless case. In the six years leading up to this moment, the feeling had slowly but steadily taken hold of me that the world and I were not a good match. I had moved schools several times and trekked from one remedial class to another but remained probably the worst student in Germany. As despair and paralysis took hold and I messed up every exam I sat, the sick feeling in my stomach grew ever stronger: I wasn’t good enough. This debilitating nausea suddenly made itself brutally apparent on that particular subway ride.

While I was slumped in my seat, staring at my mobile phone, distracting myself from my eternal school troubles by idly playing Minecraft, I felt a sudden jolt. My stomach violently convulsed and spasmed. I jerked up and doubled over, completely winded, and before I could form any clear thoughts, the sick feeling in my stomach compressed into a small, hard ball that shot upwards and delivered a blow to my chin. Bang!

In that moment I understood for the first time what ‘seeing stars’ really means. I felt as if Mike Tyson had landed an uppercut on me. Instinctively, I looked around to see if there was anyone in the carriage who could have come at me from behind, but there was no one there. There was only me and my body, which was clearly trying to tell me something. At that point, I didn’t ask what or why. I was far too busy trying to get to grips with the fact that the uppercut had apparently hurled me into an alternate reality. Suddenly, everything that I had been masking with a fog of constant distractions became crystal clear. Everything seemed bleak and harsh and false. I wasn’t getting on with the world, and it was as if the world wanted to show me that it didn’t get on with me either.

I know this all sounds a bit strange. That’s the reason I’ve only told a few people about it – until now. My mother was the first. I told her that same evening. Agitated, I sat in front of her, trying to make her understand that on that subway journey I was abruptly and violently pitched into an alternate reality.

‘It was like a plane had landed,’ I gibbered.

‘Okay.’ My mother nodded. ‘You know what happens when a plane lands, Sacha?’

‘No,’ I replied. I had absolutely no idea what she was getting at. ‘What happens?’

‘Everyone claps, of course. They applaud the plane’s smooth landing.’

I protested. No, there was nothing to applaud here. This had not been a smooth landing but an emergency one – an alarm bell alerting me to the fact that something was fundamentally wrong. It was also a wake-up call – instead of the constant distractions that were supposedly saving me, I needed a new world. Rather, a new life. A life that would put an end to the continual failures and return some hope to the hopeless case that I believed myself to be. In other words, a proper life.

For me, that was a Shaolin life.




Introduction – Baoquanli

Seven years ago, when I burned all my bridges and travelled to China to dedicate my life to Kung Fu, my mind was full of questions: what does life feel like for a warrior monk in a Shaolin temple? How far must I go to achieve their incredible strength and precision? And what’s the deal with Qi, this energy that’s supposed to help us gain more self-confidence and contentment in our lives? I wanted to know all this so desperately. Now that I am a Kung Fu disciple training to be the best version of myself, I no longer ask these questions myself, but get asked them by others – on Instagram, in interviews and by people who take part in my retreats. Have you asked yourself similar questions? Do you want to know if a Shaolin life is possible without emigrating to China? Then you’ve come to the right place. With this book, we’ll bring Kung Fu into your everyday life and prepare the ground for you to discover your Qi. Because if I’ve recognised one thing on my fairly turbulent Shaolin odyssey, it’s that Qi really is the key to greater contentment, happiness and the Kung Fu flow.

If someone asks me how I came to this realisation, my answers don’t seem particularly coherent. Especially since I’m not much of a talker while we’re training. I won’t spend half an hour telling you which movements make the energies flow in this or that direction, or even how I located these energies myself. At my Shaolin retreats I prefer to let the participants dive straight into their practice. That is essentially the Chinese way: in the Kung Fu schools there’s no dithering or blathering. The punch pads are held up, the whistle blows and everyone starts boxing away like there’s no tomorrow. The stories behind all that will come later and will reveal themselves over time. Or, one day, they might find their way into a book like this one.

My journey towards a Shaolin life has thrown me back and forth on an erratic course between two worlds, with different languages and cultures, different continents and countries. For a long time, I didn’t believe that these two worlds could ever be connected – Europe and China, wealth and abstinence, my roots and my destiny. But Kung Fu has taught me to be patient, persistent and confident. As a result, what I experienced for many years as inner conflict and turmoil has now transformed into a kind of secret weapon. I have realised that I can be the link between the different worlds by sharing my experiences. So far, I’ve mostly done this with Instagram reels and videos showing my daily training routines, but now I’m finally telling the whole story. It’s not a straightforward, linear success story, and there is a lot of fear, doubt and shame at its heart.

This book is also about the five Kung-Fu virtues: focus, courage, discipline, patience and humility. These virtues are an essential part of centuries-old Shaolin philosophies, but they’re also my own and your own discovery. What I mean is that everyone has to find their own way of interacting with them, because Kung Fu is as individual as you or me. Each of the five sections of this book is named after one of the virtues. They all begin with a warm-up in which we awaken the virtue, and end with a workshop in which we practise it.

If you know my Instagram channel, you might have noticed that I document my Kung Fu journey in my regular reels under the title ‘Plan A’. I deliberately do not have a Plan B. You can only focus on following your heart if you don’t let yourself be distracted by alternatives. Throughout this book, we’ll develop your personal ‘Plan A’ in five steps, each of which contains three challenges. In between, we will travel through time, life and China as I chronicle my own story.

By the end, all your questions will have been answered (I hope!), and all the bridges I burned seven years ago will have been rebuilt. That’s what Kung Fu is all about – building bridges. Between countries, between people and between our own dreams and ourselves.

So, in that spirit, Āmítuófó!
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Focus Warm-up


We spend a lot of time distracting ourselves: checking messages on our phones while waiting for the bus; listening to music or podcasts while driving; switching on the TV or games console at home. These habits have the effect of easing the demands of everyday life, but they also allow us to avoid being confronted with ourselves. There’s a danger that all these distractions will eventually distance us from what really matters: our innermost dreams and talents, which get lost in lazy compromises or, worst of all, sink into oblivion.

I haven’t just observed this in other people, I’ve experienced it myself. I had been distracting and running away from myself for years before I travelled to China seven years ago, which eventually led to the state of paralysis which that uppercut on the subway snapped me out of. In those days, I was trapped in a vicious circle and, because the demands of daily life overwhelmed me, I was disappointed with myself. To escape that disappointment, I zoned out with mindless distractions which, in turn, prevented me from confronting the reasons for my overload or trying to find more constructive solutions – and so the vicious circle was complete! This pattern could have easily sent me further into a downward spiral. Instead, after the shock of the subway experience, I concentrated on myself, without any distractions – with the goal of directing my misplaced focus to where I actually wanted to go. We will come back to this on p.37.

The period of reflection that followed was a test of my patience, because it took several months for me to realise that I wanted to pursue the path of Kung Fu. The longer you have been used to routinely distracting yourself in your daily life, the harder it becomes to find your way back to your inner calling. If you are troubled by self-doubt, stress or dissatisfaction, take the time and summon the patience to get right to the core of what you want. This is where your strength to live the Shaolin life lies dormant, and it is this strength that you must awaken if you want to live your dreams and not the dreams of others.

My internal conflict eventually led me back to my childhood – a time in which there was still plenty of room for intuition and more freedom to enjoy my interests, regardless of their value. Over the course of Part I – Focus, I’ll tell you about the formative experiences of this stage of my life and how they relate to Kung Fu. That doesn’t necessarily mean that your own understanding of your core wishes and aspirations also lies in your childhood. Instead, maybe you’ll home in on a passion that only appeared in your life much later on. Figuring out what you really want will be the focus of the workshop at the end of Part I, where I will guide you through three steps to work out what following your heart means for you, and how you can focus on it. But first, let’s take a trip to China.
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Weightless Moments

The first person I watched putting Kung Fu into practice was my father. He was a manager for a large company, and every morning he got up early, knotted his tie, drove to the office and often didn’t come home until late in the evening. When I was a kid, I took it for granted, but today I have huge respect for it. I see the discipline that he modelled every day for me and my two brothers. I see that he never complained or tried to get out of it, but always faced his daily routine standing tall and smiling politely.

In my view, this form of discipline is a figurative kind of Kung Fu. In daily life, we are constantly repeating fixed patterns, and the same is true of Kung Fu; just as in daily life, the challenge is to stay motivated and alert amid the monotony of the same old routines.

Although the Western world knows Chinese martial arts as ‘Kung Fu’, the term has its origins in the Chinese phrase ‘Gong Fu’, which doesn’t actually refer exclusively to martial arts. Both terms encompass skills that have been perfected through persistent, dedicated work over a long time. In that sense, a baker who gets up early every day to bake the best bread is practising Gong Fu. The same is true of a scientist who dedicates her life to doing research, people who give their best on building sites, on farms and in the arts and even managers who lead projects with precision and a sense of responsibility. For me, all of that is Gong Fu. The fact that we now use the spelling ‘Kung Fu’ is due to the modernisation of the transcription system for Chinese. In order to explain this further, we would need to analyse the fine details of the Chinese language and characters, as well as the transcription of those characters into the Latin alphabet. All we need to know for now is that in this book we will use the contemporary term, Kung Fu.

When I was a child, ‘Kung Fu’ conjured up the same clichés that probably come to mind for most people – skilled fighters like Jackie Chan, who could disassemble whole apartments with his accurate kicks, do the standing splits or catapult his enemies over high-rise rooftops like juggling balls – as well as images of Shaolin monks who flew through the air in their brown kesa robes as if gravity didn’t exist.

I was regularly confronted with tropes like these from a young age. Because even though my mother comes from French-speaking Switzerland and my father is German, I spent the formative years of my childhood in China – in Shanghai, to be exact. My father was deployed to his company’s Shanghai office at the beginning of 2005, so our whole family moved to this megacity. At the time, Shanghai’s population was over 13 million people (it is estimated to be around 25 million today), its streets were lined with skyscrapers and teeming crowds of people who poured into the streets, markets, parks and crowded subway trains every day.

Back then, however, my brothers and I were only partially aware of the chaotic hustle and bustle that gripped Shanghai every day. Firstly, we were very young – Julien, the eldest, was six and a half, I was five and my younger brother Timothée was four years old. Secondly, we lived in a compound, a gated housing complex that was somewhat insulated from the rest of the city. Our neighbours were mainly wealthy local families and foreigners like us. This meant that the compound was a small, privileged world of its own, as if it had been cut out from the noisy, frantic activity of the metropolis.

Access to the compound was controlled by a gate that was patrolled by security guards who let the cars in and out and always had a friendly greeting for everyone as they arrived or left. One of the guards took me and my brothers under his wing and occasionally took us out into the surrounding streets after he finished work. These excursions were always exhilarating, because right next to our compound was the lilong, one of Shanghai’s traditional residential districts. This seemingly endless labyrinth of one-and two-storey terraced brick houses that lined narrow alleyways was the ultimate contrast to the quiet, neat atmosphere of our housing complex. Life was always vibrant in the lilong. People played, cooked and ate in the streets, and there were small workshops and stalls selling vegetables and hot food. Washing that was hung out to dry flapped in the windows and stone archways, where Chinese lanterns also hung. There were bicycles everywhere – leaning against walls, being ridden around and being pushed through the crowded alleys.

Today, there are very few of these old nineteenth-century districts left. Most of them were casualties of the rapid growth of the city, demolished and replaced by skyscrapers. Our compound from those days isn’t there anymore either; when I was doing a report for Chinese TV recently and wanted to go back there, I discovered that there was a tower block at our old address. Shanghai is a shape-shifter. The city is constantly changing, but people aren’t bothered by it. They notice the change, adapt to the new conditions and carry on with their daily lives. That’s Chinese pragmatism.

Back then, we didn’t just race around the labyrinth of the lilong with the security guard, but with our mother, too. She was a massive fan of China, knew all about its history, food and art, and went out of her way to ensure that we, as foreign children, didn’t grow up in a gilded cage but instead came into contact with the local people and culture as much as possible. She also made sure that in addition to our mother tongue, French, we learned Chinese. We spent a lot of our free time in public parks, at local festivals and with our Chinese friends. My parents also wanted us kids to be active and sporty, so, in the first week after our arrival in Shanghai, we ended up at a facility that taught the centuries-old sport that in China is at least as omnipresent as football in Germany or skiing in Switzerland: Kung Fu.

Ours was a small Kung Fu school in which Chinese teachers taught foreign children the basics in groups of ten. I wondered why there were no Chinese children in our group. I didn’t know yet that the Kung Fu schools for Chinese children were much bigger and much stricter. Compared to what I later experienced at Shaolin temples in various regions of China, I now know that we were given an easy ride in Shanghai. Although the teachers corrected us silently and firmly when we had done something wrong, they remained reserved and made sure that we all trained at our own pace and within the limits of our personal abilities. There were never any real drills, let alone beatings.

I felt free when practising Kung Fu. We went to Kung Fu training three or four times per week, and I looked forward to it every time. The school was in the middle of the lilong, between a row of galleries, art workshops and craft workshops. Despite our broken Chinese, we loved talking to everyone, so we soon got to know all the people in the surrounding shops and studios, and they got to know us, too. Our walk to Kung Fu training always felt a bit like a parade and with every conversation and every ‘Ni hao’ at the roadside, our excitement ramped up a little bit more.

Once when we were all standing in a row in our bright-yellow Kung Fu uniforms, the teacher would order us to shout ‘Ouaiii’ all together, as loudly and powerfully as we could. That cry felt like an act of liberation. It was as if the images of the fighters and flying monks that were everywhere in Shanghai – on posters, stone wall carvings and television screens – all shot into my head at once and made me weightless for a few moments. The rest of the training just felt like a big game to me. Somersaults, press-ups, walking backwards in bridge pose, jumping into the splits … it was all so much fun that my brothers and I started doing Kung Fu outside the training room too. For us, the whole of Shanghai was a Kung Fu temple.

When I think back to that time, I remember that it was at the Kung Fu school that I felt my Qi energy for the first time. One of our regular exercises at the school was: do a cartwheel to the right, then one to the left, then start again. We did it over and over again and I was good at it. As I turned a cartwheel in one direction and immediately gained momentum for the other direction, the feeling that I now experience every day flowed through my body. An inner surge of power that propelled an explosive wave of energy with every new cartwheel.

At that time, though, I didn’t understand that the feeling had a name. The teacher didn’t tell us anything about it, and even if he had, it would probably have gone in one ear and out the other. As a five-year-old I wouldn’t have known what to do with something as abstract as Qi. But the feeling was definitely there and it definitely had an effect on me; it sparked something, ignited a flame. The feeling gripped our whole family. After work, in the evenings, my father also started to train at our school in the lilong, although he didn’t do classic Kung Fu but Sanda – Chinese kickboxing. The training area for the adults was next to ours and was only separated by a flimsy curtain. We could hear the men’s fists slamming into the pads over there. Curious, we would crowd up against the curtain during breaks and try – usually unsuccessfully – to look through a gap to the other side.

All these experiences gave me an intuitive sense that, with Kung Fu, I had dived into something bigger than just a game. It was a world beyond the limits of my protected and secure life, and also beyond the rush of city life in the lilong, a world whose roots went deeper than anything I could grasp with my eyes and mind as a five-year-old. But I would soon get a taste of it.


[image: Shaolin Life Toolbox, Qi]

Qi plays an important role in the teachings of Shaolin Kung Fu, but also in Chinese culture in general. Roughly translated, Qi means life force or vital energy. When your Qi is flowing, it helps you achieve self-confidence and lasting contentment. If your Qi energy is blocked, inhibitions and dissatisfaction will spread. In Kung Fu, you work consciously with your Qi and through this conscious work you learn to develop your full potential. At the right level of awareness, your Qi can be felt right down to your fingertips. Or even beyond. For example, if you train with a sword, the Qi can transfer from your body into the blade.

Personally, I would describe Qi as follows: when you feel it within you, you are communicating directly with your soul. In China, energies have different colours. Qi is blue, so I imagine it as blue light that surrounds and fills my whole body. To activate it, you first need to be open and ready – ready to receive and direct the energy. This won’t happen overnight. It needs to be practised – for example, with Kung Fu.

Once you have understood and learned how to direct the Qi, you can steer it very precisely in your body with even the smallest movements, by simply looking in a different direction, by rotating your hand or a finger, etc. The amazing thing is that everyone has Qi. Many people aren’t aware of this, but it’s never too late to awaken and train your individual Qi. And once you find it, it will never leave you.

With a bit of practice, you can even see someone else’s Qi. It manifests itself in their gaze and the way they move. In Kung Fu and Qi Gong there are targeted exercises for harnessing and releasing Qi, which we will focus on later (see p. 140).






The Third Eye

Just a few months after we started Kung Fu training, my brothers and I were brought to a place that is both a myth and an undisputed site for Chinese martial arts: the Shaolin Monastery of Dengfeng. It’s almost 1,000km northwest of Shanghai in Henan Province, and is a major tourist attraction. For travellers to China, the Shaolin Temple there is a must. The same goes for people who live in China – whether native or immigrant.

In the last few years, the temple has become so popular that it is completely overcrowded during the high season from March to September, when every day thousands of people surge through the historic gates with their mobile phones and take photos of everything and everyone. Many people who live in Dengfeng say that this is diluting the spiritual power of the temple but, for me, the city and the temple will always be among the most important places in my life. I associate too many consequential experiences with these places for that to ever change.

Two such experiences happened during our first visit in 2005. It was a short family holiday. My parents, who had already travelled extensively in China before our move to Shanghai, were keen to show my brothers and I the temple and the monastery. Around 1,500 years ago, it was the birthplace not only of Chan Buddhism, but also Shaolin Kung Fu. But I was too young to know anything about that at the time. Nonetheless, arriving at the temple was an impressive experience: it sits at the foot of the holy Songshan Mountains and is an imposing sight, with green-tiled pagoda roofs, stone statues of Chinese lions, ornate blue and green beams and the Han script characters painted in gold above a huge main gate. But it was the people who lived in the temple and practised Kung Fu there who made a lasting impression on me.

In China, it is said that children still see with their ‘third eye’. This means that in buildings and everyday objects children perceive more than just the surface – they sense a mystical, mysterious meaning beyond what is visible at first sight. This was the case for me on my first visit to Dengfeng. It was winter. The air was piercingly cold and, when we arrived early that morning, dense ground fog enveloped the temple complex. Higher up, however, the fog had already thinned out. My gaze wandered from the fog up the long flight of stone steps that led to the temple, while behind its imposing gateway the snow-covered peaks of the Songshan Mountains were silhouetted against the ice-blue sky. To my five-year-old eyes it was magical, almost as if we had wandered into a film. As we climbed the 67 steps (which, years later, I would go up and down so many times – running, jumping or crawling on my hands and knees) it seemed that they were leading up to heaven.

Everything we had seen in photos, on TV and in the traditional ink drawings at the Kung Fu school and the lilong in the previous weeks was absolutely real in Dengfeng, including the monks. They didn’t fly through the air, but they didn’t have to – the children did it instead. The temple was like a large open-air gym and the precision and focus with which the Chinese Kung Fu students performed their steps, strikes and jumps was incredible. And there were so many of them! It was completely different from our small school in Shanghai; hundreds of children trained at Fawang Temple. The vast majority of them were boys; I only saw one or two girls. In general, the Kung Fu culture in China is very male-dominated. Women who train at the temple are mainly from abroad. However, I didn’t really think about those things at the time, because I was too overwhelmed by the vast number of uniformed students. They ran at a steady pace around the courtyard, sparred, did individual exercises or, with iron determination, practised their forms in groups. We couldn’t get over our amazement.

Shortly afterwards, despite the cold, we were sweating. To our surprise, Julien, Timo and I got the chance to join in with the training. That was still possible at the time. Today, Kung Fu in China is much more regulated and organised (there are various reasons for this, which I will come back to later), but twenty years ago, a lot of things were freer – more innocent, in some ways. Our participation started because my brothers and I were actually quite an attraction for the Chinese tourists in Dengfeng. They watched us the whole time and some asked if they could take photos with us. I didn’t understand why they wanted their picture taken with us and not with the true heroes of the temple: the Chinese Kung Fu kids. In this case, the intense interest was probably because we three brothers in China were an unusual exception in a country that had been marked by decades of the government’s one-child policy. It was also certainly because we were not Chinese. These were all things that I didn’t understand at the time. Anyway, I had a training session to do.

During our Kung Fu lessons so far, I had always felt like I could keep up with the game – and not just when turning cartwheels. But now, in Dengfeng, I realised that I couldn’t really do anything. I tried to imitate the movements of the Chinese kids, but I just couldn’t get it. I remember the feeling that this defeat triggered in me – a mixture of powerlessness and shame, but also admiration for the other boys and a sudden ambition to emulate them. I wanted to be like them but realised with every step that I wasn’t. They were tougher, their movements more accurate and they were much more focused. Above all, they were not at all distracted by the magical atmosphere of the temple and the surrounding tourists.

One incident illustrates my dilemma at the time pretty well. In the training hall there was a pull-up bar. It stretched between two wooden beams and was about forehead height on the adult monks. As a five-year-old, it was too high for me to reach. When it was time to do pull-ups, I stood helplessly in front of the bar, before the teacher simply lifted me up and hung me on. I gripped the bar, gritted my teeth, and pulled myself up with staunch determination. I managed one pull-up, but on the second one my arms gave way and I let go.

Then came the next student. A Chinese boy, maybe a little older than me but only as tall as I was. He stood under the bar, squatted briefly, jumped straight up like a bouncy rubber ball and did five or six pull-ups just like that. Then he swung back and forth and jumped back to the ground in an elegant arc, as if nothing had happened. The next boy did the same.

This episode had a pretty strong effect on me. A feeling of awe washed over me and I felt huge respect and admiration for these boys – maybe even a bit of fear – along with a whiff of recognition that it was not enough to just wish I could do something well that I admired in others, but that I had to work hard to master it myself. I gradually began to understand what Kung Fu was really about.

A second insight struck me like a lightning bolt during those days at Dengfeng. I realised how privileged I was and how easy I had it. Compared to the Chinese children at the temple, I lived in a completely different world. I had my two brothers beside me and after the training session we went back to our parents. After our holiday we flew back to Shanghai, where I went to school in the morning, practised Kung Fu as a hobby in the afternoon and lived with my family in the compound, sleeping in my own room at night. In comparison, the lives of the students at Dengfeng were brutally tough. They not only trained in the temple but lived there. Most of their parents mostly lived hundreds of kilometres away and they didn’t see them for months. They slept in large dormitories with other children, with no comforts whatsoever. They were drilled every day from 6am until late in the afternoon and, instead of being praised, they were often beaten with a stick. Watching the composure and strength with which the boys accepted this frugal life made me respect them even more, but it also hurt and confused me.

Confronted with these impressions, my five-year-old self went back to Shanghai with a sense of relief – back to the skyscrapers, the colourful hustle and bustle of the lilong, to the kind security guards and the patient teachers at our Kung Fu school. It was a more child-friendly life. Of course, I noticed some discrepancies between the different worlds and lifestyles here, too. For example, the international school we went to, where only foreign children were taught, was right next to a Chinese school. They had a completely different regime there: while we were yelling and rampaging around the playground in our breaks, the Chinese children had to walk out into the yard in line and behave calmly. They were disciplined in a way that seemed unimaginable to me. It was only after school that they fooled around and we made friends with them.

Or there was Teng, a Chinese boy who lived in our compound, though not in a house like ours, but in a kind of basement room under the dilapidated swimming pool in the centre of the complex. Steps led down to a concrete corridor, which led to a door. Behind the door was an unused storage room, where Teng lived with his parents. I didn’t know if they had nowhere else to go or maybe were tolerated by the landlords because they were working in the compound, but I remember it as a rather makeshift, bare home. However, Teng and his family didn’t seem to mind. They never complained and were always happy when we brought them food, clothes or toys.

These encounters made us aware of social inequalities because they were a stark contrast to our own world and lifestyle, but the daily life of the kids at the temple in Dengfeng was a category all of its own. The harshness of that life put me off, but at the same time it also held a magical attraction for me. I intuitively felt that there was something in it that I wanted – needed, even – though I didn’t understand exactly what it was until much later.
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The martial arts in China date back thousands of years. Many forms are closely linked to the Daoist philosophy of ying and yang and the Buddhist teachings of Bodhidharma. To summarise, the concept of ying and yang is about balancing opposites – be it in nature, society or our own personalities. Kung Fu unites ying and yang, where fighting and meditation, physicality and spirituality, toughness and beauty meet.

This polarity was already shaping the martial arts at the beginning of the Chinese Empire in the third century BCE. But Shaolin Kung Fu only emerged in the sixth century CE, at the Shaolin Monastery in Dengfeng, which is considered to be the cradle of Shaolin Kung Fu. Around 525 CE, the Buddhist patriarch Bodhidharma is said to have stayed there. According to legend, during his time living in a cave above the temple, Bodhidharma developed the four disciplines that still form the core of Shaolin Kung Fu today: the sword form; the staff form; a set of Qi Gong exercises using certain breathing, standing and posture techniques; and the five animal styles: dragon, snake, tiger, leopard and crane. Over the course of the centuries that followed, other weapons were added (including the spear, the halberd and chain whips), as well as further animal styles, such as the praying mantis, the eagle, the monkey and the bear. We’ll discuss these disciplines in more detail in Part II – Courage.

The Shaolin Temple of Dengfeng has been destroyed and rebuilt several times over the centuries, and it is now one of China’s major tourist attractions. It has been a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 2010.






The Miracle of Shanghai

One person who impressed me as a child and continues to inspire me as an adult was my grandpa, my mother’s father. His name was Marcel. He had already had a fulfilled but also difficult life by the time I got to know him. He had grown up with fifteen siblings in a small Swiss village called Reppaz. There, he had had to help out on his parents’ farm. This was normal for that generation – a life lived in harmony with the rhythm of the seasons, mostly in the open air, with their own animals, cheese-making, the annual harvest and constant hard work, where the whole family pitched in to harness the treasures of nature for their own survival. In my imagination, what they were doing at that time was Kung Fu. In other words, hard, continuous work.

I loved listening to my grandpa when he told me about the past. How he and his siblings used to scramble up the surrounding peaks with only foraged berries to eat and clear mountain-spring water to drink. How every weekend the whole family walked down to the small Catholic church of Orsières to attend the obligatory Sunday mass. And how, after church, they played football with all the children from the area. In the absence of a proper football, they used a cow’s bladder that had been dried and inflated! When Grandpa told us stories, he opened the door to a bygone, more authentic world. It was a bit rough and old-fashioned, but that’s exactly why it was so honest and endearing – just like Grandpa himself.

Later, he did his military service with the Swiss Army, began a career, married my grandmother and moved with her to Sion, the capital of the Swiss canton of Valais. My brothers and I would stay with them there in the summer holidays. We explored the castles and mountains in the local countryside and got to know the small city where our mother had grown up. The hikes we went on were like a preliminary exercise for the endurance which would later become so important in my life: seven-hour excursions into the mountains, which were actually always much too long for us children, but Grandpa made them exciting by breaking up the route for us with little challenges. When we were with him, every summit climb became a mission, every milestone a stage victory.

In Sion itself, on the other hand, our excursions with Grandpa resembled our parade routes to the Kung Fu school in Shanghai. He, too, was constantly stopping to greet people, seemed to know everyone in the city – from the hairdresser to the postman – and was always happy as a king when he got the chance to introduce us – his grandchildren from distant China – to his cronies. I will never forget how we once went shopping at Migros, a Swiss supermarket, and Grandpa met an old friend at the checkout. After they had exchanged a few words, he excitedly waved Julien, Timo and me over, got us to stand in a row and whispered to us that he wanted us to sing ‘that splendid song’ to his friend as a greeting. He meant Mo Li Hua – a bit like Frère Jacques in Mandarin – an old Chinese folk song that we had performed for him and Grandma the previous evening. His eyes shining with delight, Grandpa first looked at us, then at his friend, then at us again, and finally said, ‘Off you go then’. In the midst of the crowd of people who were waiting at the till, we began to sing: ‘Haˇo yī duoˇ měilì de mòlìhuaˉ – Fēnfaˉng měilì maˇn yuán huā …’

We sang the whole song. And Grandpa stood there twinkly eyed and beaming, almost bursting with pride. This image of him will be-etched in my memory forever, just like the mental picture I have of him walking through the streets, smiling and greeting everyone. I also remember how he sat on the bench in front of the house in his bright red fleece jacket, which you could see for miles, looking up at the mountains and whistling away to himself, lost in thought. Even then, I thought to myself: when I’m 80, I want to sit on the bench and be as calm and content as he is, and whistle just like him. Nothing about that resolution has changed to this day.

Grandma and Grandpa also occasionally came to stay with us in Shanghai. I looked forward to their visits for weeks. One was particularly memorable, firstly because we had planned a big surprise for Grandpa, and secondly because what we later light-heartedly referred to as the ‘miracle of Shanghai’ happened during that visit.

It was autumn 2007. Our surprise for Grandpa was that my parents had managed to get tickets for the Tennis Masters Cup Final, where Roger Federer would be playing. Grandpa was a big Federer fan and had followed his career with growing enthusiasm since his first Wimbledon victory four years earlier, but he had never seen Federer play live. That was going to change on this visit and I looked forward to their stay with particular excitement.

But when Grandma and Grandpa arrived, the excitement turned into worry. Grandpa was visibly exhausted from the long journey, his face ashen and drawn. At the airport, when he put down his suitcase to greet us, he groaned softly and his face contorted in pain. We knew straight away what was wrong. Ever since I could remember, Grandpa had had problems with his back and his right shoulder. He was constantly in pain, probably as a result of the hard physical labour of his youth. However, in spite of his cheerful nature he was also disciplined and strict with himself, so he concealed his pain in our presence. But now he couldn’t hide it anymore. This was the first time I had seen him so
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