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The World is Our Dojo 
Lynn Keslar 
2017 Board President 

Dear members of the Pacific Association of 
Women Martial Artists: 

The 2017-2018 PAWMA board was convened 
at the end of last year, after a generously 
managed transition from the prior board, led by 
President Sonya Richardson (Sigung) and Vice 
President Nikki Smith (Sensei). They have 
remained available to us since then to answer 
any question and run down any detail. I know 
that they are committed to our success and the 
ongoing success of our organization. The long 
hand-off, the generosity of the prior board, their 
deep knowledge and love of their arts and 
fellow practitioners, reminds us that as women 
we bring connection to the table. We are at our 
best when we are holding each other up, and 
out, so that our gifts can deepen and be shared 
and our desires for the world and ourselves in 
the world can be realized. 

The new board has been fully engaged in bringing to life the many pieces of training camp, from 
the location and logo, to insurance and the schedule. So far, decisions have been met with 
inspiration. We are happy to be together and working on behalf of our sister warriors, women of 
all ages, races, genders, sexualities, abilities, religious beliefs, genetic sequences, and favorite 
movie references. We are bonded by the firm commitment to, above all, an organization devoted 
to the dignity and equality of everyone, all enjoying the thrill of a rigorous practice. 

The new board is: Lynn Keslar as president, Aminta Steinbach as vice president, Leslie Lippard 
as treasurer, Restita de Jesus as secretary (continuing from the prior board), Ellen Morrison, 
Tyler LePard, Gin Yang, and Mary Lynn Morales as fearless, brilliant colleagues. We want our 

Photo courtesy of Lynn Keslar.  
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work together to offer opportunities for everyone to develop in leadership, so as much as 
possible we are sharing responsibilities and sharing knowledge. Our hope is that in the important 
ways we will speak with a single voice as a Board. 

Our first meetings were dedicated to choosing a theme for the September 2017 training camp. As 
a body, we wanted the 2017 camp to celebrate not just the technical expression of our various 
arts, but also the ways in which training gives us entry into broader experiences in every sense. 
Our theme for 2017 will be: The World is Our Dojo. Camp will be held at Camp Sealth on 
Vashon Island, a beautiful location new to us, discovered by our board members from Seattle. 
(Some of us visited the site last fall - see the photo below for a glimpse of the ferry ride.) 

By The World, we mean absolutely 
everywhere. We want to bring our 
training, our concentration, our 
meditation, our ability to fight and our 
knowledge of how not to fight, to bear, as 
Gloria Steinem said at the women’s 
march in January, “in offices, in kitchens, 
in factories, in prisons, all over the 
world.” For us, I would add, the streets, 
our homes, the outdoors. Anywhere 
women walk we are side by side with our 
training. We want to think of the entire 

world as a training space. 

As martial artists, we learn that our 
training connects us deeply to the 

natural world, as well as to our communities, particularly through the values of honor, respect, 
and leadership. As women martial artists, we may also be especially aware of the ways in which 
our training affords us everyday opportunities to experience dignity and empowerment – we feel 
more comfortable walking in an unfamiliar place, talking with someone we don’t know, taking 
on a challenging conversation or intervening in harassment, bullying or abuse we experience or 
witness. We may also feel empowered to forego activity, and simply reflect in our own thoughts. 

When we practice - fighting, defense, awareness, self-expression, meditation - we are often 
working to maintain clarity and wholeness while under pressure from outside forces. We expose 
ourselves to physical and mental conflict, or pressure, intentionally and learn to see things more 
clearly and act without wasted effort. We balance studying and action, the pen and the sword. 

These special qualities, balancing intense effort with stillness and reflection, are the natural 
outcome of a well-focused practice. They are gifts nurtured by our commitment to mutual 
appreciation and benefit. They unite us as women martial artists. 

The wider world acutely needs the benefit of these skills, our commitment to mutual support and 
self-reflection, our grace and our power. As we introduce ourselves as your new board, we want 

Aminta Steinbach, Tyler LePard, Laneka Viney, and Ellen 
Morrison, on the ferry to Camp Sealth. Photo courtesy of 
Lynn Keslar. 
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to recall these particular strengths. We want to shine a light on the ways in which a martial arts 
practice helps us reach into conflict and emerge with clear intention and well-timed engagement, 
or reach across difficulty to create friendship. 

In keeping with our theme, there are two articles here from women martial artists who have 
travelled the world to share their knowledge and the beauty of their arts with others, and one 
article that reminds us of the power of our relationship to the natural world. Sifu Michelle Dwyer 
has written about teaching and training with women martial artists in Europe, and developing 
friendships over many years. Sigung Sonya Richardson has written about teaching self-defense 
to girls in India, about being transformed by reaching very far beyond the familiar. And Mary 
Lynn Morales, a Board member, certified acupuncturist, and T'ai Chi instructor, has agreed to 
write a continuing column on wellness related matters. Here, she reminds us how aligning 
ourselves with the season can help us stay healthy. Please enjoy their stories and allow them to 
inspire you in your practice. 

We look forward to hearing from you about your practice, support you might need, and how you 
feel your training connects us to each other and to the training space that is the whole world. 

Sifu Lynn has a 5th degree black belt in Kajukenbo and a 4th degree black belt in Doce Pares Eskrima. She is the chief instructor 
at Oakland Kajukenbo Kwoon in Oakland, California. 
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Traveling and Training 
Sifu Michelle Dwyer 

The year: 1989. 
The scene: Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo,112 degrees 
Fahrenheit. 
The first combined NWMAF and PAWMA camp. 

The charismatic Colleen Gragen probably conceived 
and definitely organized this dynamic meeting. For the 
first time I was hired to teach at national camp. At video 
night Colleen introduced me to Nina Van Roedon from 
Amsterdam. Nina organized a women’s summer camp 
in the Netherlands, F.I.S.T. (Feminist International 
Summer Training). Nina, at that time, was a strong kick 
boxer. I took her class early on in the camp. My legs 
talked to me the whole camp! I asked her to send me an 
application to teach at F.I.S.T. I applied. I got the job to 
teach at F.I.S.T. ’90. 

In the U.S.A. we have a national camp and a west coast 
camp but F.I.S.T. was truly international. Women 
teachers and participants came from Japan, Australia, 
Korea, U.S.A., Norway, Germany, Netherlands, Austria 
and more. Lucky for this American, all announcements 
and classes were in English. The camp was 9 days long 
with a free middle day. There was always a “disco” and 
bar on site. The trainings were progressive letting 
instructors go deep into their style. Between 200 and 
300 women joined the camp, half of them from 
Germany. The food was usually terrible. From 1990 to 1997 I traveled to Europe in the summer 
and taught at this fabulous women’s gathering and made many friends and contacts. German 
women began inviting teachers to their hometowns after camp for a weekend of training. The last 
F.I.S.T. was 1997 due to Netherland tax issues. I kept in contact with friends and from 1994 to 
2013 I traveled to teach in various European cities in Netherlands, Germany, Austria, France and 
Spain. Leaving my domestic classes to train on their own, I was gone from 6 to 8 weeks. A 
different city each week with 7 or 8 hours of training on Saturdays and Sundays; evening classes 
on the week days. I never stayed in a hotel. 

Germans have very good educations. Most of my friends speak five languages fluently. The 
women are very determined and dedicated to pursuing knowledge and training self-defense and 
martial arts. They avoid hierarchy because of their history. In each city there are long time 
training groups. They register with their city as a sport association so they can rent school 

Photo courtesy of Michelle Dwyer. 



PAWMA News • Vol. 39 No. 1 • Spring 2017  5 

Pacific Association of Women Martial Artists  5 

gymnasiums on weekends and during the summer months as training halls. The feminist network 
is vibrant in Europe. Throughout the year women travel from city to city, country to country, for 
self-defense meetings, political protests and anniversaries, martial arts and creating women’s 
publications. Women travel to Vienna for knife fighting weekends; to Hamburg for Modern 
Arnis; to Kassel for a week long winter training as an alternative to traditional holidays; to Bonn 
for Push Hands; to Bremen for Shaolin weapons training; to Berlin for T’ai Chi and Ch’i Gung; 
to Marburg for Northern Shaolin hand forms. The women are motivated and dedicated. They 
learn something; they keep it; they share it; they add it to their repertoire of gathered knowledge 
and skills; they build and add to it. Self-defense it very important in the feminist network and 
there is a yearly international meeting in France, on women owned land, to share skills, stories, 
and techniques. 

I know several Americans who have immigrated to Europe and teach martial arts. Wendy 
Dragonfire teaches Karate in the Netherlands. Beth Holt teaches Modern Arnis in Holland. 
Sunny Graff teaches Tae Kwon Do in Germany. I think the 1990’s was fortunate timing for me. 
Chinese martial arts were just arriving in Europe. Many Chinese masters left China in the 1980’s 
and started teaching in the U.S.A.; west coast, east coast, Texas. From there the internal and 
external Chinese martial arts traveled to Europe. Women teachers were rare. Everyone wanted to 
train Chinese weapons: straight swords, sabers, long staff, and partner sets. As years passed 
(everyone getting older) people were interested in T’ai Chi, Push hands and Ch’i Gung. Northern 
Shaolin sets are demanding and long. Some hand forms we could do in one weekend of 16 hours 
training. Some of the long forms were learned half in one year and half the following year. 
Women learned in this condensed fashion. They practice and keep the forms. Several women’s 
Kung Fu clubs still train and teach the Shaolin forms. In Berlin a small but dedicated T’ai Chi 
club carries on. 

I am 68 years old now and travel is not so alluring to me. However, twice a year I get German 
visitors who join all my classes and we train together at my home practice space. In between I 
tour guide friends to all my favorite nature spots, San Francisco museums and Chinatown and of 
course the East Bay. This year I am honored to teach at a martial arts camp in Greece. The dates 
coincide with the PAWMA camp. I will miss all my PAWMA friends and all the great trainings 
at my very favorite camp. My martial arts path has been fun, challenging and enriching. The best 
thing about martial arts is martial arts friends. I want to thank the women’s martial arts 
community worldwide for all the opportunities to travel, train, teach, learn, laugh, and love. 

Thank You. 
Sifu Michelle Dwyer 

Sifu Michelle Dwyer has been training in Chinese Martial Arts and Healing Arts since 1974. She is a long-time 
member of Jing Mo, San Francisco, CA where she specialized in Northern Shaolin Gung Fu, Hsing Yi, Yang Tai Chi 
and many weapons. She has taught many times at PAWMA camps; F.I.S.T. (Feminist International Summer Training, 
Netherlands); Canada's Women's Festival of Martial Arts and at National Women's Martial Arts Federation Special 
Training. In 2012 she was the recipient of PAWMA’s Lifetime Achievement Award and in 2013 she was inducted into 
the Association of Women Martial Arts Instructor’s Hall of Fame. For 21 years she has traveled to Europe and taught 
women in Germany, Austria, Netherlands, Spain and France, as well as many weekend workshops in Portland, OR 
and Seattle, WA.  Sifu Dwyer is the author of Tai Chi Chuan – Dragon Tiger Mountain. 
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A Trip Transformed Into Journey: 

Teaching Self-Defense and Self-
Empowerment to Middle School 
Girls in India 

Sigung Sonya Richardson 

What are your needs and hopes, on a 
fundamental level, for yourself? Your sisters? 
Daughters? Mothers? I want to be safe, feel 
valued and loved: positive opportunities are 
certain to manifest from that baseline. So stand 
our collective wishes for girls and women 
throughout the world: live in safety and be 
afforded possibilities. And that is where 
teaching judo and self-defense in Patiala, India 
began: we are our sisters’ keepers. 

As PAWMA members, and women training in 
the martial arts and self-defense, we are 
fortunate to have had four decades of 
foremothers (board founders, teachers and 
participants) assuring yearly camps and serving 
as mentors throughout the year. Keiko Fukuda 
Shihan, 10th dan, the highest ranked woman in 
Judo, was one such trailblazer. Recognized by 
PAWMA in 2012 with the organization’s Lifetime Achievement Award, Fukuda Shihan 
dedicated her entire life, ninety-nine years, to learning, and teaching women the art of Judo. The 
Keiko Fukuda Judo Foundation was established to sustain her legacy: it would serve as a pivotal 
catalyst, encouraging middle school girls half way around the world in India, to recognize 
themselves as worthy, capable and strong. 

In December 2012, Jyoti Singh, a 23 year-old student riding the bus with a male friend in Delhi, 
was brutally gang-raped by six men. Following five days of attempted life-saving measures in 
hospitals in India and Singapore, she died from her injuries, which included disembowelment. 
Her rapists’ attorneys stated she got what she deserved, being out after dark and/or for being an 
unmarried woman going out to the movies with a boy (an unmarried man). That horrific tragedy 
shook India by the shoulders, pressing a much needed collective consciousness to the basic 
plight of her women and girls who daily are subject to a wide spectrum of sexual hostility 
trenched deeply in cultural norms. Thousands of protesters across India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, Bangladesh and Paris stood up and said “No more!” 

Photo courtesy of Sonya Richardson.  
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Navneet Gill, an engineer and student of Fukuda Shihan’s living here in the Bay Area, rose in 
alliance. Having grown up in India prior to her years of college and work in the United States, 
Navneet experienced much of the same disempowering gender harassment firsthand. “When 
Sensei died, after the initial grief and sense of loss, I realized I wasn't following her biggest 
teaching. All my life I had complained and railed against how unfair it was for women in India 
yet hadn't done anything about it. And here she had lived her life fighting against bias, unfair 
traditions, and overcome some of the biggest challenges that led to so many positive changes that 
affected women all over the world. And she had done it in her own graceful (strong, beautiful, 
and gentle) way - through practice day after day.” Navneet approached Dr. Shelley Fernandez, 
President of the Keiko Fukuda Judo Foundation and way-making activist in her own right, with 
the idea of teaching girls in her home city, Patiala, in the state of Punjab. 

Some movements begin by sitting in defiance (Rosa Parks), or signing petitions. Navneet is the 
type to passionately fly forward and hip throw any obstacles blocking the path. She enlisted a 
partnership team on the ground of persons still living in Patiala: her best friend from childhood, 
Raman Jeji; Raman’s sister, Navneet Jeji, a college professor preparing academic teachers for the 
public school system; as well as Sensei Jai Gopal, retired Head Coach of Judo from India’s 
National Institute of Sports. Together, in 2013, they trudged through governmental bureaucracy, 
performing judo demonstrations at thirty-five schools. Of those, five schools embraced change, 
and a Judo/Self Defense class for middle school girls in Patiala was born. This year, the program 
expanded to twelve sites: a phenomenal feat reflecting passionate insistence on the part of 
program organizers. 

In addition to the highly skilled judo 
coaches teaching the girls, young 
women recommended by the National 
Institute for Sports, the Foundation 
invites a guest instructor to teach each 
year. This November, Shifu/Sensei Koré 
Grate, one of PAWMA’s founding 
members and the current Executive 
Director of the Association of Women 
Martial Arts Instructors, was extended 
the opportunity. She invited me to teach 
with her: I will be ever transformed, 
inspired by the beautiful students and 
persistent program directors. We were 
fortunate to be accompanied by Raman 

Jeji and Navneet Gill, as well as led by Dr. Fernandez, now 86 years old, throughout our days of 
teaching. 

Our self-defense intensive ran for one week. We taught up to five classes a day, our driver 
speeding, as much as one can through roads filled with people on foot, motorbikes, tractors, 
cyclists, cows, feral dogs, trucks, trains, water buffalo, wheelchair riders and goats, to the next 
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assignment. The van rides served as study hall and observation lab, as I sought crib notes from 
Raman regarding who we would teach next, their ages and time training in Judo, and clarity on 
cultural norms. In addition, I asked simple and profound questions: “Who gets to go to school?” 
“Can every girl get an education if her family supports that decision? Who pays for her uniform? 
Do the girls have to bind their hair in braids? How are boys of the same age raised?” “You can 
ask me anything. It’s okay,” she said. Her openness dissolved separation: the bedrock we all 
need, everywhere, for trust, community building and progress to take place. 

Raman is a blend of case manager and den mother. She traded her childhood judo practice for 
yoga long ago, but her investment in the program and love and concern for the girls is 
exemplary. Attentive far beyond her years, she is exceptionally capable, resourceful, and calmly 
assertive. Raman is water that carves a stone, where Navneet is thunder that breaks t Photo 
courtesy of Sonya Richardson. he silence. Both are vital, complimenting each other’s skill set to 
push through oppressive societal barriers. Both were as busy as New York executives, making 
calls from the en-route van to set up face to face meetings with government officials in order to 
rally for program funding, check on the status of judo gi fabrication, or talk with families who 
had pulled their young daughters from school in order for them to work alongside their parents. 

Raman, Navneet and the young coach, 
Shalini Tariyal, translated our teaching 
of the Five Fingers of Self Defense into 
Punjabi or Hindi as each group called 
for. Classes varied in length from twenty 
to 60 minutes, depending on how thick 
traffic was and whether or not we had to 
sit and greet the school’s principle prior 
to starting. We taught at each of the 
twelve programs once and returned to a 
number of schools for a second class. 
The girls ranged in age from very young 
(6 – 8 years) to college students (21 – 23 
years), but most were middle school 
girls (11 – 12 years): a pivotal time to 
encourage self worth. Some were in 
classes for their very first day; some 
had a week’s worth of training prior to 
our arrival. A few had several months of training and, already, placed in regional judo 
competitions. 

When asked why self-defense was important to them, the reply most in common was “I want to 
feel safe when I’m walking outside and I want to keep my little sister and mother safe too.” 
Nearly all of the girls were poor in finances and rich in spirit. They were brilliant and focused, 
hungry for knowledge and appreciative of feedback. Some ran through skills we taught them in 
the days prior as we arrived, organized by a natural leader amongst them: remarkable for 11 – 12 

Photo courtesy of Sonya Richardson. 
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year olds, and an act for us adults to emulate. They did not wait for us to direct them, but instead 
demonstrated motivation and gratitude through the simple act of practice. 

Sometimes our dojos were small, crowded music rooms; sometimes they were raised outdoor 
stages with large ants scurrying between our bare feet. Occasionally, we worked in a spacious, 
dedicated mat room. We went with the flow when school custodians apologized for stacking 
bags of dry cement, a valuable commodity requiring the protection of an otherwise locked room, 
in what would serve as our training space. We worked around the premeditated, congealing, 
actions of vice principles who mysteriously lost the key to the judo room. Our collective purpose 
far outshone imposed or perceived training hall limitations. We had two target pads, 
determination and skill: an inalienable combination for any travelling self-defense class. 

I watched Shifu Koré skillfully work an otherwise defeating and chaotic situation where we were 
intentionally blocked from classroom use. Standing under an outdoor overhang and holding up a 
large framed photo of Fukuda Shihan, Shifu Koré told the story of who Shihan was and how her 
life work led to our class together that day. A few moments later, mats appeared and were placed 
nearby for use. We were there with the goal of serving the girls: how could anything short of 
victory occur when the ground was diligently laid by program organizers and so many students 
stood eagerly seeking hands-on knowledge? 

 

Photo courtesy of Sonya Richardson.  

I have far more stories to tell you than time permits here. Perhaps we can sit over chai and speak 
longer. India’s effects were expansive and far-reaching: I am still sorting through and 
conscientiously assigning words to my experiences. I was shifted awake both quickly and subtly: 
mind and heart open for the lessons: some lovely, some seemingly unjust. The dynamics of 
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power, race and gender were palpable daily, but experienced and perceived differently through 
each of our lenses. That’s what India ignites: astonishing wonderings that seek reflection and 
voice with a resulting churn to action amongst community. I was brought on to teach, but learned 
far more in the exchange as I witnessed Raman and Navneet roll up their sleeves, stand up, stand 
in, dive deep and repeat the process again and again. They galvanized my perspective and re-
energized my commitment to giving the best of my abilities to support transformation in others. I 
invite you to do so also, as it relates to your life and your community. 

In our roles of martial artists and social justice workers, we woman warriors serve as bridges, 
named Change, between need and progress. The bridge is tested, falls apart, and no doubt is 
rebuilt monthly and daily, but what a worthy investment when elemental respect and freedom for 
you, your sisters and daughters is the goal. There is a gospel song, African American in tradition, 
with the lyrics “I don’t feel no ways tired. I’ve come too far from where I started from...” I 
awoke with that in mind daily in Patiala, inspired by the indomitable and life-changing efforts of 
Raman and Navneet. Who was I not to get up and share my offerings alongside them with 
India’s jewels, her beaming middle school daughters, through teachings encouraging each to 
stand bravely, live safely, and be allies to one another? 

When asked why she continues to invest her time and energy so tenaciously, Navneet told me the 
following: Sometimes, all people need is a little help at the right time. There are so many little 
girls who have the fight and desire to make their lives better, to make it a fairer world and help 
themselves, their mothers, sisters, families, societies... But the weight of circumstances, of 
poverty, of unfair societal structures, of an apathetic administration is too much - it kills the fight 
in them, forever bowing down to 'their lot in life as it is. If we can help fan the flames of that 
spark in them, shield them just a little at the right time till the flames grows brighter, stronger, 
and prevent the spark from getting extinguished in even one person - it is all worth it. 

To contact Navneet Gill directly regarding the ongoing projects for the girls in Patiala: 
Navneetgill30@yahoo.com 

Sigung Sonya Richardson is a 7th degree black belt in Kajukenbo and 5th degree black belt in American Kenpo 
Karate. She is the head instructor and executive director of Hand to Hand Kajukenbo • Self Defense Center, 
established in 1980 by the late Professor Coleen Gragen. She recently retired from three years of service as 
PAWMA’s board president and is currently serving in the role of elder counsel. She is deeply grateful to the Jeji family 
in India for their wonderful care and hospitality, and to Dr. Shelley Fernandez and Shifu Koré Grate for their lifetime 
dedication to non-profit causes. She bows deeply to Fukuda Shihan, whose life motto, “Be strong, be gentle, be 
beautiful,” rings clearly and is reflected back in the hearts and actions of the hundreds of girls her legacy reaches in 
Patiala. The Keiko Fukuda Shihan Judo Foundation: keikofukudajudofoundation.org 
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For Sifu 
Anonymous  

With hands that dance upon the air, she gathers strength and energy 
With patience and with focused care she balances and moves the Chi 
Behind the grace a power lurks, intension strong and clear 
Matched only by a passion for a form that she holds dear 
She helps us clear our minds and hearts, for peace and for renewal 
A sense of true well-being becoming our new fuel 
Our class is filled with friendship, kindness, fellow feeling 
While often times the outside world from ugliness is reeling 
That's not to say we don't have fun, as we T’ai Chi play 
Minds and bodies learning, growing, to start a brand new day 
We keep on coming back, as months and years go by 
We love the way she makes us stretch with new things that we try 
No matter what we feel like, when we come to class 
We're always so much better, as the hours pass 
But that's not the reason, that each week finds us here 
It's because we love our Sifu, everyone of us holds dear! 
And so we wish you all the best, may your heart always sing 
And the years ahead be kind, and only good things bring 
So may your "rumbles" all be small; life has tiny wrinkles 
I wish you all of this, and more, with my love and twinkles! 
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Eating for Health in Sync with the Seasons 
Mary Lynn Morales, MS, L.Ac 

Food that grows in the area where you 
live not only costs less, in terms of 
resources, to get to your fork, but it tends 
to be fresher and have more “qi”, or vital 
life energy – and nutrition. The longer 
food is “off the vine”, during transport 
and refrigeration, the more vitamins and 
life force tend to degrade within the food. 

In my own personal experience of living 
on a farm, there really is nothing like 
eating food that you have literally just 
harvested, in terms of taste and 
satisfaction. This is a good argument for 
trying to grow a pot of tomatoes or some 
salad greens on a porch, or at least some 
fresh sprouts in your kitchen. 

In general, one should eat plenty of fresh, 
whole foods in many colors and avoid 
processed foods as much as possible. 
Anything with the words 
“hydrogenated”, or “partially 
hydrogenated” should be avoided, as 
these fats are difficult for the body to 
assimilate. Healthy fats include avocados, coconut oil, fish and flax oils and even moderate 
amounts of ghee or butter. 

And don’t forget to drink plenty of fresh water. Hydration is essential for health and healing. To 
add flavor and assist in detoxification, you can add some fresh lime or lemon to the water. It is 
also helpful to minimize the liquids that tend to drain water from the body (diuretics like soda, 
caffeine in coffee or black tea, and alcohol). 

It isn’t just what you eat, but HOW you eat that can affect your health. Here are some general 
recommendations to help assimilate your food: 

 Eat only when you are hungry. 
 When you eat, don’t do anything else. Sit down, and enjoy your meal. Try not to argue at 

the dinner table. 
 Take a moment to relax before eating. Breathe deeply and prepare for your nourishment. 
 Chew, chew, chew! Eat slowly and be sure to chew your food well. 

Photo courtesy of Mary Lynn Morales.  
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 Eat only as much as you need. Eating slower will help you recognize that you are full 
before you are overfull. 

 Drink less during a meal, so that your digestive juices are not diluted. 
 After eating, relax awhile, then do some light movement, like walking, to help digest and 

assimilate nutrients. 
 Avoid lying down for two hours after eating, before bedtime. 
 Eat a balanced, varied and colorful diet, to maximize nutrition. 

In Chinese medicine, we learn about the role of being harmony with nature to create better health 
and well-being, and in studying the seasons and elements, we discover the relative balance of 
those elements within our own bodies. We also use the concepts of ‘Yin” and “Yang” to 
represent how opposites balance and become one another. Our bodies are literally made up of 
this continual interchange of yin and yang – sleeping and waking, eating and digesting, 
anabolism and catabolism –the normal act of building up and breaking down tissues in the body. 

Depending on your own personal constitution, you may have more relative heat (yang) or cold 
(yin) within your body. For instance, children have an abundance of yang qi, and are often seen 
racing out the door without their coats or even taking them off, because they are easily too hot. 
Older folks, on the other hand, are often cold, even indoors with the heater on, and often bundle 
up even in warmer temperatures. Of course, there are always individual exceptions. From a 
Chinese Medicine perspective, however, these are some basic ideas that can be very helpful in 
balancing your diet to optimize your health all year long. 

Chinese medicine also incorporates the idea of Five Elements, or seasons. During each of these 
seasons, the weather and our bodies tend to differ – and our food needs are different. For 
example, in the summer, when days are long, and the weather warmer (yang), we tend to eat 
lighter foods, and more raw foods. In the winter, when days are shorter and colder (yin), we 
naturally gravitate toward warmer foods, cooked longer, roasted or stewed foods. 

Let’s start by considering some of the seasonal associations within the Five Elements in Chinese 
Medicine. Once you have a grasp of these associations, the food choices can be customized to 
your own individual tastes and preferences. 

In the Nei Jing, an ancient Chinese text, each of the Five Elements corresponds to one of the 
major internal organ systems in Chinese medicine, as well as a particular season. The Nei Jing 
also states that the energy in our bodies varies with the seasons. For instance, it teaches us that in 
summer, when days are longer, we have maximum energy and activity, and in winter, we are 
advised to go to bed early and rise with the sun, to focus on conserving and replenishing our 
energies. 
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The Chinese medical system doesn’t use 
the same strict anatomical correlation to 
organs that Western medicine does. The 
“organs” in Chinese medicine describe 
functions in the body. For example, the 
energy of the Spleen in Chinese 
medicine correlates to the functions of 
the spleen, stomach, pancreas, and other 
parts of the digestive tract as we 
describe it in Western medicine. So, it’s 
more of a description of the functional 
aspects of digestion, than a literal organ, 
and it encompasses a much larger area 
of the body. 

It is beneficial to attend to the health of 
each organ and meridian in its 
corresponding season. While an 
imbalance or illness can affect an organ 
during any season, many health 
problems can be treated, or better yet, 
prevented, by adjusting the diet – 
making it more warming or cooling – 
and by choosing foods to either strengthen or cleanse a particular organ. 

In the Chinese system of Five Elements, Spring is associated with the element Wood, and the 
liver and gall bladder organs. Wood energy represents growth, and structures like roots, trunk, 
and branches of trees. In humans, the Wood element represents our spine, limbs, joints, tendons, 
and ligaments. It is associated with the color green, and the eastern direction, and the rising sun, 
and a fresh start to the day. Spring relates to wind, and the fresh new wind of Spring clears old 
stagnation and creates fresh air, like the transition from winter to spring. Spring is the season of 
planting, and new growth. Also, per the Nei Jing, imbalance in the Wood element can lead to 
problems in the tendons, muscle and ligaments. As martial artists, we should protect our tendons 
and ligaments in the spring by staying well hydrated, stretching sensibly, and eating lighter, 
fresher foods than we do in Winter. 

Spring is a good time to indulge in more juices of fruits and vegetables, and reduce heavier, 
denser foods like dairy and meat. Many fresh greens and sprouts are full of new life energy and 
are helpful to the body now, as well as peppermint tea, which is said to “dredge” the liver, and 
aid in the spring cleaning process. Moderate consumption of sour flavored foods is good for the 
Wood element in the Spring. Lentils, sprouts of all sorts, chicken, lamb, and tart fruits like plums 
can all be beneficial in the spring. 
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In our next issue, we will continue our discussion of how to protect and heal the Wood element 
(tendons and ligaments), especially for female martial artists, along with some herbal first aid 
suggestions. 

Mary Lynn Morales is a member of the PAWMA Board and a Licensed Clinical Acupuncturist. She teaches taijiquan 
(t’ai chi ch'uan) in Berkeley, California, where she has an active traditional Chinese medicine practice. Her column on 
traditional health practices will be an ongoing feature in the PAWMA newsletter. 

 

 

From the Editor: 

Thank you to those who contributed, assisted, and took the time to write an article for this 

newsletter. If you are interested in writing an article for the upcoming newsletter, please email 

Newsletter Editor at newsletter@pawma.org.  


