ROOTED in CHANGE: Continuity and Evolution across 50 years of Tai Chi

A discussion between Legacy Holder and senior teacher Greg Woodson, and TCF Board member
Charlotte Booth, exploring Greg’s early journey to Tai Chi and the centuries-old practice’s
potential benefit for our deeply conflicted world.

As they began their conversation, Greg offered this as a place to start: There is a whole lot of
goodness that has happened in our school over these past 50 years that gets to continue. And |
want to make sure that everyone understands the depth of where we come from, so that we
can tap into that, not just accidentally, but on purpose.

Charlotte: For me, that frames the whole point of doing this 50th anniversary project, not to
lose the important pieces before they get away from us — the direct words, connections, and
experiences that comprise the history of the school. It doesn't preclude looking forward at all,
but this is a liminal moment. Don't leave the past behind — take the important part with you as
we look ahead.

What’s important to you to share?

Greg: | think that Tai Chi, because of the nature of its grounding work, is supremely useful to
humanity, both to all of us on an individual basis, health-wise, feeling better, less pain, but also
in terms of awareness, readiness, calm, presence. It supports us being better humans, more
willing to stay connected to those we might disagree with. | mean today —in these times—in
every culture and country, to be able to be a grounding and neutralizing presence in the midst
of conflict, because there's plenty of conflict to go around.

Charlotte: Is this what you would like the school to point to? And do you feel that that's been a
conclusion you've come to over the 50 years? Or was that also the intent at the beginning?
What's different and what's the same over your journey with regard to this goal?

Greg: Well, | think it's both. What | say now, and what | can put into words and hopefully
convey in my teaching, is, to me, very consistent with how we started, but it wasn't always
explicitly spelled out. Patrick Watson had a lot of big plans and often talked about tai chi
helping to change the world, but it wasn’t clear how that would happen. Now | see it as an
organic process of connection with a calm, grounded person spreading to those around and in
contact. So in this regard, it really relies upon us each doing the work to discover our inner calm
and to moderate our over-reactions.

Working within Tai Chi principle gives you the kind of courage to hang on, persevere, be
present, deal with, and see yourself. Tai Chi itself is a path of self-observation, which is
sometimes confused with self-criticism, but it's not the same thing. It's about just seeing,
accepting, changing, moving on, and being patient with yourself over the whole process of
change, releasing, and transcending. This connection was there from the inception because this
school, this Tai Chi school that we know, started with Oscar Ichazo, founder of the Arica School,



asking Patrick Watson to make it happen. It started as the Arica Tai Chi Association. And then,
for organizational reasons, it became independent. Nonetheless, the focus on service to
humanity has been there the whole time. My understanding has grown, for sure, but | don't
feel that I've grown away from the original purpose. | feel like I've grown into the original
purpose. It is possible to be distracted by the details involved in “doing” tai chi. Staying aligned
with the simplicity of learning to be relaxed is the real key.

Charlotte: What was important to you before Tai Chi came into your life?

Greg: Music and physical activity. | was not an athlete or really into sports, but | liked the
action, like running out to catch the ball, but not being at the bottom of the pile of kids after
the tackle. The violent competition of sports put me off. | gravitated towards martial arts
because it seemed more honest and also directly addressed how to defend myself. My family
was peaceful enough, but my school environment, not so much. In my junior high school,
fighting seemed to be our favorite pastime, although | avoided getting involved. My first martial
art was judo. | also read books on karate, but | went and studied judo for a while, starting when
| was 12. There was a large Japanese community where | lived, so there were actually a lot of
Japanese men in class, and they matched people up by height. | was as tall at 12 as a lot of
those men, so | got tossed around a lot and learned how to fall. It was good training in how to
be flexible, how to be okay in close contact. That was the start of my martial arts.

Then there was a gap until | was 14 or 15, when | started studying Shorinji Kempo, and I liked it.
It was dramatic, there were flying jump kicks! And | learned a lot of twisting techniques and
how to deal with being twisted, and discovered that relaxing was the best way to deal with it.
But, there was an undercurrent of violence in it, and pretty soon | realized | was kind of
studying to hurt people, and | didn't go that far into it. Eventually, | kind of laid out for a bit and
finished high school.

That same year, | got involved with Tai Chi, so there wasn't a big gap. But, in between finishing
high school and starting Tai Chi, | participated in a couple of monumentally life-changing Arica
trainings that introduced me to myself in a very different way. | learned a lot of physical stuff, of
tuning into the body, and really enjoyed all that kind of work, especially the meditative
movements like the fire dance. We did exercises like moving in honey and energy generation,
all kinds of things with similar focus as tai chi. And then there's Tai Chi. The idea was that if you
like this stuff, there's something to DO that takes it further. And | heard about this guy doing it,
who | hadn’t seen yet.

That fall, when | moved to Boston to go to music school, Patrick Watson and his current
students, including Patty Gorman, Sherry and Matsu, were doing monthly Tai Chi weekends. |
remember seeing Matsu do the form. | thought, oh, man, | want to do that. The classes had just
started, and | came to the second weekend. In those days (and for many years after that), five
hours of the form were taught over a weekend, which were called intensive weekends, and we
learned the whole form over six weekends.



It was the meditative aspect and the look towards unity that got me interested in Tai Chi. | got
‘hooked’ right away.

Charlotte: So, it was within the context of the Arica work that you heard about Tai Chi, tried it,
and then decided to dive in.

Greg: Yes, we (apprentices) were all initially pulled from a community of people who were
really openly looking to expand our perspective on being ourselves, as human beings, and
what's possible for us. | think we all had this intuitive draw towards Tai Chi and enjoyed the
physicality of it. Every one of the 12 people living in a house with me was studying the form. In
my classes, | was the youngest person in the room for probably 30 years.

| innocently went into class with Patrick Watson without knowing about other people's opinions
about him; that was handy. My initial interest in martial arts came through some sort of fearful
necessity, but also from television, from watching Bruce Lee on TV. So my image of a martial
artist was Bruce Lee, and then here was this guy. He just didn't look like that image at all—he
was a big, round guy, but he moved. His movements, his presence, and his ability to let me
know that he saw me were just profound. So it happened right away. This guy has something to
offer, and | want it. | want to do what | can to take this on, to learn.

Patrick was, at that point, looking to do what he ultimately did in the following months, which
was to start this school. He had already gotten that bug in his ear from Oscar Ichazo. Patrick had
the training from the professor, and he paid attention to me, too, not exclusively, but along
with other people, which was reassuring to me; it helped me.

Cheng Man Ching brought the purity of Tai Chi principle and his demonstration of it to his
students, who could really rock it in one way or another and physically take it on. Then there
was the connection the Professor had via Patrick to Oscar Ichazo and the Arica School—Integral
Philosophy.

Along with all the things that Patrick taught and said, he had a style that | found really
challenging. He wouldn't tell you much; he would repeat himself. Sometimes he reminded me
of my grandmother (who was also pretty fantastic). It's hard to put it clearly, but mostly, he
wouldn't give a verbal answer. We needed to find answers on our own. One time, a couple of
years in, we'd been learning more about push hands, and somehow | ended up in a room alone
with him doing Tai Chi, and | was like, "Show me the secret." And of course, he didn't say
anything, but he was like, touch me. And | couldn't touch him. I mean, | could touch him, but |
couldn't touch him. That was probably his best answer ever!

As far as | was concerned, it was no words, and it just summed up what this was all about. |
couldn't make an impact on him, you know, and he was just smiling and laughing, and | would
push on his belly, and it would go nowhere, and I'd fall over some of the time, even though he
didn't even use his hands on me for connection, he was just going with what | did. That was
really impressive. His most important teaching was primarily nonverbal, although he clearly said



a lot over the years and set up this structure with Patty's help to outline the steps — the stages
— we went through, which we still teach.

| got on the Tai Chi floor back then, and | realized | couldn't hide there. There was no way to
hide. Patrick had X-ray eyes, and | realized that the other people weren't seeing me the way he
was. Instead of freaking me out though, | just really embraced it. | let myself just keep working.
This is what is special about tai chi practice. It all shows, all the psychological turmoil is
represented in the body, tensions on display to be noticed, hopefully by helpful other humans.
So, | started to notice my tensions, and over the past 50 years, a big theme has been unwinding.
It’s not just physical difficulties, but the underlying thoughts and emotions and interpreted
feelings connected to overreactions in the body that kind of get smoothed out with the Tai Chi
work. Tai Chi sets the groundwork for opening up through self-observation.

As Tai Chi teachers, we use those same skills to see and support others. But the big deal is you
get to see yourself, and that's one of the things that is so interesting to me about push hands.
We all have our reactions to push hands, the emotional difficulties with it one way or the other,
but it does visually portray so much; it's amazing. It's such an amazing tool if it's dealt with
consciously. It can really be a part of a freeing, opening, and grounding process that | think is
really important for life.

We get to model this for all of humanity, to help people ease up a little bit and connect,
recognizing that we're all on the same planet. If we humans could apply these principles—an
orientation towards openness and relaxation with balance and grounding in motion—and bring
all that to our contact with each other, that's my dream for humanity.

Charlotte: So the Professor’s and Patrick Watson’s purpose became your purpose, bringing the
benefits of Tai Chi to people for their health and well-being. What has stood out in these 50
years of studying, practicing, and teaching Tai Chi principles?

Greg: Well, basically, what I've understood out of this whole thing—Arica work and Tai Chi—

and what I've experienced some of the time is that my dantian responds more appropriately

than my head to certain types of situations. It's gotten me out of trouble. It's helped me save
other people from hurting each other. It's been something that has been reinforced in Tai Chi
lessons, and which is where the influences of various people come in.

I think that a major part of what we're training as Tai Chi enthusiasts, as opposed to the person
who learns to stand up straighter and feels better, which is hugely important to the majority of
humanity and what we want for everybody—but for those of us who want to delve deeper and
are teaching, | think the key thing is to learn to let the dantian drive. To be grounded and
present is a dantian thing that sets a base for calm emotions and clear thinking. There's a whole
shift of perception that gets to happen, and it's subtle, and it's part of this path of self-
observation. We need to learn to see it without interfering with it by judging.



One of the key moments for me in my Tai Chi process happened 10 or 15 years ago now, after
being seriously ill and losing a lot of muscle. All the things | depended on to just move and live
were gone. | had to relearn how to walk. And luckily, | had a life of practice and emphasis on Tai
Chi principle, which gave me an approach, a way of finding the center of my balance with each
step. At any rate, it changed me. It changed my physicality in a good way. Plus, it highlighted
that life is short, and | might as well get with it and find my part of the flow, to be in function
and be useful.

Another standout - we had a guy who walked into our office with multiple devices- two
permanent crutches and a whole-body brace, and he started asking questions. Then he started
to learn Tai Chi, and unwound himself to a huge degree, even became a teacher of the first
third. And this was a wonderful person to have around, an inspiring process. This guy was not
young at the point he came in, and he did what he could do, and he unwound what he could
unwind. And | think that really helped improve the quality of his life. That was such a clear and
not surprising, but amazing view into the power, the potency of the human spirit

Charlotte: In the history of Tai Chi and in the history of this school, there is an ongoing interplay
of continuity, honoring tradition, and change. How do you see what is different now, and what’s
the same, after 50 years?

Greg: Change has been the constant in the history of Tai Chi. Starting with the invincible martial
arts guys way in the past, who were involved in life-or-death practice protected by great
secrecy, the work comes down to Yang Chen Fu, who was supremely skilled. He changed the
scope of the path, takes the professor to be his student, someone from outside the family, and
the professor retains all of that proficiency and also makes it accessible as a health practice. The
professor changes the scope of the path again by developing the 37 posture form to make it
more accessible, and beginning with him, this work is not just for Tai Chi geeks, traditional Tai
Chi warriors, but there’s a new definition of what a warrior is, and a new approach, distilling
what's important. That process has continued, and now we need to be able to deliver as best
we can based on what we take in, and we don't need to be stuck in what it used to look like.

Cheng Man Ching saw the need to teach China, then he saw the need to teach the world, and
he moved to New York, and we're still expanding the scope. We need something that is
accessible to more people, that works for people who are starting to learn it when they're 60,
that truly works to bring the principles to everyone. The professor mostly taught the form and a
little 8 Ways. We do too, AND we are also teaching Qi Gong in many places, refining the Roots
and Branches work developed in the school. The Professor’s method had its time, and now we
get to distill its essence, what's important from it, and deliver it in a way that works in our
times.

When Patrick started the school, we all learned the form in half the time it takes to teach it now
in our current structure, either in weekend intensives or classes that met twice a week.
People’s lives are so demanding that no school offers that; it’s all once a week, live or online.
And the summer trainings were three weeks long for years, now they’re six days. And for a
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while, we all showed up at every training, and when we all got back together twice a year, then
we would share, and it was BOOM! The motion of the group would carry. There's a rhythm that
you want to maintain, which | feel we've lost over time due to the complexities of people's
personal lives. But over the history of this art, it's been taught a lot of different ways. And for
those of us who teach, we want to support each other in having the best embodiment of what
this balanced state is, so that we can come from that embodied state into the world.

Our school is very important to me, and sometimes | get a little wound up in that. And so since
the nature of our work is to get unwound, | feel that's appropriate action. | think it's really
useful for us as teachers to understand, and as much as we're able to, embody what makes Tai
Chi functional as a martial art, so that we can pass on the essence of that, the internal
awareness, our presence in ourselves. | want all of us to know —all of us being teachers,
apprentices, new learners— to realize that we have an impact on the people around us just by
how we are. So, the main thing is less what we say, and more just how we manifest physically,
and if we can show, as Tai Chi teachers, how to respond in a relaxed way. If I'm challenged in
keeping my own balance under certain circumstances, | can point that out, and that becomes a
good example for other people to realize oh, that's when relaxation needs to happen. It's the
nub of what | think is really important about what we do. And so, everything, as far as the
school is concerned, | want it to point to that goal and make it easier for us to get to that goal.
And so, some of the structures that we have get to change.

Charlotte: As the school completes its half-century and begins the next 50 years, it is impressive
to see the consistency of purpose and its openness to change.

Greg: The course of action here for me is to find my ease with the process, and that's one of
acceptance of how it is and how it's going, and to give as much positive input as | can to
shepherd it toward providing clear tools for all of us, tools to become more balanced, less
reactive human beings, grounded enough to have the courage to open our hearts to each
other, for us to all see what we have in common.

Charlotte: Thank you, Greg, for sharing your perspective. And on behalf of so many more over
the next half century, thank you for all you have given to TCF in service of our mission.



