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By Jim Thorp

Boston to Hong Kong by way of Xi’an, 
two young Americans learn firsthand 

that the roots of wushu and kung fu cinema are steeped 
in traditional martial arts.

In the 1980s, the Hong Kong film craze was at its 
height and the Beijing wushu team was the face 
of China’s national sport to the world — a well-
funded athletic juggernaut renowned for its grace and 
athleticism.  The rise of wushu as a sport and the 
dominance of the Beijing school on the world stage 
were points of pride for the Chinese government and 
supplied the martial arts film industry with one of its 
most recognizable stars - Jet Li.

Wushu and the Beijing school also represented a new 
chapter in the decline of traditional Chinese martial arts 
both in China and abroad.  At the time, few Westerners 
knew that, in China’s ancient capital of Xi’an, the 
country’s most decorated athlete practiced an explosive 
brand of wushu with deep roots in the combat arts.

Stephan Berwick and Donnie Yen were two who did.  
They met in the mid-1980s — Yen was already an up-
and-comer in the Hong Kong film industry; Berwick 
was a student of Yen’s mother, Bow Sim Mark, who 
taught bagua, Fu taijiquan and contemporary wushu 
at the Chinese Wushu Research Institute in Boston.  
The two quickly became friends, and traveled to China 
in order to train with Chinese wushu champion Zhao 
Changjun in the city of Xi’an.

“We weren’t the first Westerners to train in China, but 
those who did went to Beijing or Nanjing, because they 
had the most international recognition and government 
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support,” recalls Berwick.  “Donnie had trained with the 
Beijing wushu team, and he knew he wanted to go to Xi’an 
and train with Zhao.”

They left for Sha’anxi Province in 1986.  The decision proved 
to be pioneering and prescient: not only did their training in 
Xi’an help to cement Yen’s standing and establish Berwick 
in the Hong Kong film industry, but Zhao is now recognized 
as one of the greatest wushu masters of all time and as an 
outspoken advocate for traditional Chinese martial arts.

Zhao Changjun and Xi’an’s 
ancient urbanism
“It made sense to us: no one had sustained a career in 
competitive wushu as long as Zhao,” Berwick says.  “In 
modern wushu, you start when you’re a teenager and compete 
to your mid-twenties — if you’re lucky.”

By contrast, Zhao began his at age six and joined the 
Sha’anxi wushu team in 1970 at age 10.  Although he hasn’t 
always received the accolades of Beijing’s star pupil Jet 
Li, between 1978 and 1987 he won an unparalleled 10 
consecutive world championships and 54 gold medals.  
Zhao was not yet a coach when Berwick and Yen set 
out for Xi’an, but he was the draw.

“Zhao grew up on the cusp of this shift from traditional 
martial arts for combat purposes to wushu for sport and 
competition, and he imbued contemporary wushu with 
traditional martial arts’ explosiveness – it was much 
less dance- or gymnastics-oriented than the 
Beijing style,” says Berwick.  
“Training in Xi’an was a way 
for us to gain access to stuff 
no one else in the West had!”

The visceral appeal of the 
Sha’anxi brand of wushu was 
due in part to the authenticity 
of the place, according to Berwick.  
Pervasive government influence was 
the norm in Beijing but less in Xi’an, so 
the sport’s martial roots remained closer to the 

surface.  And historically, Xi’an’s martial arts scene would 
have been a mixed bag of styles and forms — a kung fu 
smorgasbord as diverse as the people who traveled the Silk 
Road to seek their fortunes.

Berwick witnessed this diversity firsthand: “As the 
ancient capital of China, the urbanity of Xi’an goes back 
thousands of years.  It’s quite culturally sophisticated 
— you see it in the mixing of ethnicities and religions; you 
can taste it in the food and hear it in the language.”

And, he explains, you could see it in Zhao’s wushu.  
Zhao was born to a Hui family, a member of the Chinese 
Muslim minority, and grew up studying traditional Hui 
martial arts including tan tui and cha quan (see “Where 
Wushu Went Wrong,” Kung Fu Tai Chi Magazine, 
December 2006).  Under a Communist regime that 
early on did not approve of religious practices or the 
metaphysical aspects of traditional martial arts training, 
says Berwick, the old masters were paid to develop a 
forms-intensive sport for the health and pride of the people.  

But Zhao practiced wushu with a 
deep combat ferocity — his old-
school martial arts training evident 
just below the surface.

“Zhao is a great example of 
someone with deep roots in 
traditional martial arts and 
great success in wushu.  
And today, he can be more 
outspoken regarding 
traditional martial arts 
because of his unique 
stature and remaining 
based in Xi’an.”

Berwick 
characterizes Xi’an 
as “real China,” 

sustaining real 
Chinese 
martial arts 
and producing 
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With Donnie Yen, National Coach Bai Wenxiang, and National Champion 
Zhao Changjun (along with a local TV crew) at the Sha’anxi Athletic 
Technical Institute in Xi’an, 1987 (unrecorded photographer)
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the greatest contemporary martial artist.  Thus it was the 
perfect place for this West-meets-East cultural exchange.  
And the Beijing Team’s international popularity had primed 
the pump: The Sha’anxi Athletic Technical Institute’s 
students and coaches were ecstatic to receive guest students 
from the West.

“They were blown away that we wanted to live and train with 
them and not in Beijing,” he says.  “Under Deng Xiaoping, 
the regional governments competed to attract foreign guests, 
so this was a great honor and opportunity for them.”

Their year-long stay provided constant stimulation.  They 
ate and trained with the team under coach Bai Wenxiang in 
a spartan Soviet-style complex with no indoor plumbing “but 
with a Chinese family atmosphere,” says Berwick.

“We trained twice a day for about three hours each session.  
Early mornings started with a five kilometer run followed by 
weight training and calisthenics.  Then breakfast and a rest 
period followed by a late-morning martial arts training session 
(with a 20-minute basketball game as a warm-up).  This was 
followed by lunch and a two-hour nap, then a late afternoon 
session, followed by a rest, then dinner.

“After dinner, team members worked on academic areas, 
while Donnie and I worked hard with Zhao and Bai.  We 
focused especially on weapons: I learned Zhao’s famous 
broadsword, staff, long fist and drunken sword routines.  
And from Bai, we learned a very rich two-handed straight 
sword routine.  I also learned the definitive contemporary 

praying mantis routine created by 
renowned mantis grandmaster Yu 

Hai.”

Yen and Berwick 
flew with Zhao 
to Beijing to train 
with China’s first 

national wushu 
team, which competed 

in the first Asian Games 
that year.  The two young 
Americans were the only 
Westerners to train with 
this elite group.  The team 
dominated the martial arts 

competitions with Zhao as the 
all-around champion.

Berwick and Yen stayed in a “two-
star level hotel with sporadic hot 

water” located at the complex for 
honored guests.  To foster good will, they 

opened their room for team members to 
shower.  They were fed three square meals 

a day — sufficient calories for professional 
athletes — but the sanitary conditions took a toll 

on the Americans.

“When we left Xi’an we were both quite skinny 
and not very healthy, but our martial arts were at a 
whole new level,” says Berwick.  “We went because 
Zhao was there … We felt that any team with Zhao 
as captain had to be something special.  And Bai is a 

wushu pioneer — a highly respected, first generation 
wushu champion from the sixties — so we knew 
Sha’anxi was bound to be a special place all around.”

Today, he says, Zhao and Bai own and operate China’s 
first large, live-in private martial arts school.  The foreign 
affairs page of the school’s Web site (www.zhaocj-wushu.
com) includes an old photograph of three young men: 
Yen, Zhao and Berwick.  The photo exudes — and elicits 
— great pride.
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With China’s 1st National Martial Arts Team assembled 
from the top WuShu athletes of the era, training in 
Beijing for the first Asian games that included martial 
arts competition, 1987.  (Photo by Donnie Yen)

Performing Chang Chuan on the Great 
Wall with Li Xia, China’s famed Wu Shu 
champion from the Beijing WuShu Team, 
1987. (Photo by Donnie Yen.)

©Inbal More 
Photography, DC, 2007



JUNE 2007  KUNG FU [ TAI CHI 59

“We appeared on a nationwide television documentary about elite 
sports in Xi’an.  We were interviewed and filmed performing routines, 
doing heavy-bag training, and training with the team,” Berwick says.  
“As it turned out, we opened the door for other outsiders, and as the 
first with Zhao and Bai in Xi’an, we’re now the only ones honored 
publicly as his foreign students on his site.”

Kung Fu Credentials Meet 
Street Credibility
Berwick credits his wushu training in Xi’an for cultivating in him 
both an untapped toughness and a deeper appreciation for the spirit 
of traditional Chinese martial arts.

“The professional execution, the sheer physicality in terms of speed 
and power, and most importantly, the unique spirit and warrior pride 
of kung fu that comes through in films like Hero, Iron Monkey and 
Kung Fu Hustle — those are exactly the elements sought by Yuen 
Woo Ping in his films and performers,” says Berwick.  “So for me, 
it was a fairly seamless transition to film, especially with Donnie’s 
mentoring.  Training with Zhao Changjun gave me that final 
credential.”

When they reached Hong Kong in late 1987, Yen was going back to 
work in film and Berwick planned to head home.  Yuen had previously 
discovered Yen, saw his star potential and mentored him in Miracle 
Fighters 2 (stunt double, 1982), Drunken Tai Chi (lead, 1984) and 
Mismatched Couples (lead, 1985) — but now Yen and Berwick 
arrived to find the director seeking a new style.

“He wanted to do something gritty and stylized — more urbane, 
like Miami Vice with martial arts,” Berwick recalls.  “Donnie told 
him he should check me out — that I had trained with Zhao, him 
and his mother; that I had other unique martial experience; and that 
I had potential for film.  So he had me show him some stuff, and 
said, ‘Okay, if you’re willing to grow a beard.  But you’ll still have to 
do a screen test.’  I went ahead with some photography and headed 
home.  I didn’t really believe anything would come of it until I got the 
contract back in New York.”

Berwick had the look, the acting chops and the requisite skills.  He 
signed on for three films with the Yuen brothers (Tiger Cage, In 
the Line of Duty 3 and In the Line of Duty 4) and quickly realized 
that even the most devastating fighters looked weak on film if 
their technique wasn’t flawless.  Usually scenes were strictly 
choreographed, in part because many actors didn’t have actual 
fighting experience.  Yen, Berwick and their co-star Michael Woods 
did, however — and with Tiger Cage, Yen introduced the use of 
advanced improvisation to fight choreography.

In an article for Kung Fu Tai Chi magazine in July 2000, Yen’s 
approach is likened to a jazz master’s: mastery of the basics and a 
willingness to enter uncharted creative territory:
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Demonstrating Western boxing for Xian 
TV, 1987. (Photo by Donnie Yen)

Performing Drunken boxing in Macau, 
1988.  (Photo by Donnie Yen)
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Some of his recent movie fight scenes 
reveal an astounding ability to improvise 
without requiring much choreography: 
“For certain scenes, I told the actor or 
stunt person to just keep up and don’t 
stop until I do.  Then I would find an 
internal rhythm, like a musician or 
modern dancer, and just express myself 
— always keeping it explosive and 
continuous with a controlled fury.” 
–Berwick, “Donnie Yen: The Evolution 
of an American Martial Artist,” Kung 
Fu Tai Chi

That metaphor still resonates — and 
the recent return to realism by Yen, Tony 
Jaa and others makes it more difficult 
for non-practitioners to mask their 
inexperience.

“I think the first fight scene in Hero 
[choreographed by Yen and action 
director Tony Ching Siu-Tung] and the 
genius choreography of the alley knife 
fight in SPL [“Sha po long” or “Kill 
Zone,” choreographed and performed by 
Yen with Beijing wushu alum Jacky Wu 
Jing] best represent this return to form,” 
Berwick says.  “I can definitely see who’s 
the real deal and who isn’t — but most 
people can’t.  This is a testament to the 
choreography and film-making skills of 
titans like Yuen and his protégé, Donnie, 

as well as Yuen’s requirement 
that non-practitioners undergo 
months of full-time martial 

arts training to work on his 
films.”

This return to realism doesn’t 
trump the demand for grace and 
athleticism — echoing Berwick’s 
respect for wushu, which remains to 
this day.

“I took up wushu because I was 
deeply impressed by the sheer level 
of skill and classical martial art 
athleticism it exhibits,” he says.  
“I grew up on the classic dynamic 
Chinese martial art films.  For me, 
wushu provided the dynamism of 
Bruce Lee in a very logical, scientific 
way.

“During the early days, wushu was 
closely intertwined with its classical 
roots.  The top champions of this 
period – the 1960s through the mid-
1990s – were extensively trained 
by esteemed traditional martial 
artists to supplement their wushu 
training. The foremost example of 
this is Zhao Changjun.”

No technique 
without 
tradition
Berwick shares the widespread 
concern that wushu is drifting 
further from its martial source and 
deteriorating.

“For me, it was all about highly 
developed basic training, leveraging 
the best classical training methods 
in a logical, progressive way to 
build physical attributes that 
transcend style and are applicable 
to any martial discipline,” he 
says.  “Wushu began to lose its 
martial essence when it reached 

its sport pinnacle in the late 
’90s.  It became so popular 
that it began to grow as an 
international sport more so 
than an art — which was the 

Chinese government’s plan all along 
— seemingly without needing the 
input and inspiration of the traditional 
masters that shaped wushu’s first 
wave.”

Berwick likens what’s missing from 
modern wushu to the difference between 
Cirque du Soleil and gymnastics.  “Like 
gymnasts, the acrobats in Cirque du 
Soleil still have to meet high standards 
in terms of ability, grace and athleticism 
— but they are also steeped in the 
traditions of the art.  Watching them 
perform is not the same as watching 
gymnastics — something deeper is 
going on.”

Attention to the core techniques, 
training and traditions of Chinese 
martial arts is the only way to raise 
professional standards for contemporary 
wushu and classical martial arts 
practitioners, he says.  All aspects 
of the global martial arts culture can 
play a role — from mixed martial arts 
competitions to traditional disciplines 
to the new kung fu cinema.

“It’s not just about physical ability and 
execution,” Berwick says.  “There’s 
more of a spiritual component.  You 
have to be rooted in the classics, the 
time-tested traditional approaches 
that fuel the mind as much as the body.  
These roots are hard to describe, but are 
unmistakable in the power of ancient 
disciplines that have stood the test of 
time.”[

Stephan Berwick is a senior disciple of Chen 
taijiquan Master Ren Guang Yi who is also 
mentored by Grandmaster Chen Xiaowang.  With 
José Figueroa, he is co-author of Practical Tai 
Chi, a systematic approach to Chen-style taijiquan 
foundational training that is equally appropriate 
for students of all levels and traditions.  He can 
be found online at truetaichi.com.  Jim Thorp is 
a professional writer based in Minnesota whose 
extracurricular interests include exploring Eastern 
thought, Asian film, anime and haiku.  He can be 
found online at werdnerd.com.

60 KUNG FU [ TAI CHI  JUNE 2007

Promotion in Hong Kong’s Sing Tao newspaper for the Yuen 
Woo Ping classic police action drama Tiger Cage, introducing 
Stephan as “Vicious Legs”, due to his kicking ability. 1988
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