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Wing Chun Fighting Strategies (Part 2) 
There’s much more to Footwork 

 
By Sifu Donald Mak,  Photos Andy Chan 

 
In the previous article, we posed this question: What’s the best way to get closer to your 
opponent to take advantage of Wing Chun’s close-range fighting capabilities? The answer 
was straightforward — closing the distance to increase speed through good footwork, 
which is also the necessary condition for effective chain or straight punching.  
 
Speed, as mentioned in part one of this article, is the core combat principle of Wing Chun 
as reflected in the maxim, Yi Kan Kau Fai (以近求快), meaning to use the shortest distance 
to gain speed.   
 
But what does effective Wing Chun footwork entail?   
 
It boils down to having good balance while moving, besides maneuvering and stepping 
using angles and distance. It also means rotating the body correctly with a solo leg weighted 
stance for gaining angular momentum and creating the proper distance for linear 
momentum for striking. Good footwork also entails a flash of lightning or invincible style 
of kicking, which is performed at the close range. 
 
I believe that the modern Wing Chun world has an incomplete picture of what this is, as it 
is rarely disclosed or taught. I do not mean to imply that it’s some secret skill that was 
passed down to only a few select people, but I’m convinced that, for various reasons, the 
full universe of Wing Chun’s footwork has not been inherited in its entirety and that many 
key elements are missing from today’s Wing Chun.  
 
I’ve come to this conclusion because there are many ancient maxims and teachings, for 
example as in the Shaolin Fist Canon, that point to a more extensive range and skillset for 
Wing Chun footwork. The Canon was written during the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), 
which might make it the oldest book in existence to record the traditional Chinese short 
strike fighting art. 
 
A martial arts saying goes:  
 
Teaching the form but not the application; 
Teaching the application but not the footwork; 
Teaching the footwork but not the maxim; 
Teaching the maxim but not the Gung. 
 
Gung can best be described as the gasoline or the ingredients or using joints and bones, 
that can set one fighter apart from another. This Gung is hard to train and involves the 
joints, bones, and muscles acting together. One’s development of Gung is an essential 
reflection of his stage of learning, and the complete martial artist’s progression can be 
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described in this order: form, application, footwork, understanding of the true meaning of 
the maxims, and finally Gung.  
 
Another popular martial arts saying is that, once the student masters footwork, he can 
defeat his teacher. This was the thinking in the old days anyway. Today, footwork may not 
be taught simply because it may not be known. 
 
By now, many readers may be questioning my reasoning since we all know that Wing Chun 
has lots of footwork in Chum Kiu and Biu Gee. Indeed, these are important, but they are 
only foundational.  
 
In Wing Chun, what’s the optimal way of countering the type of proper Chain Punching 
we described in part one? It may be counter-intuitive, but the best way is to step in rather 
than step back. If you step back, you’re bound to lose. Shifting angles or stepping back at 
an angle will also not be effective. This is because you’re still staying at your opponent’s 
effective range of punching, which is about 40 – 50cm. This range is commonly recognised 
by many martial arts styles as the required range that is needed to deliver a powerful punch.  
 
Moreover, a skilled Wing Chun chain puncher can easily shift his angles of attack and chase 
you down because he’s still in the centre and you are in his circumference. So closing in 
with skillful footwork by moving obliquely forward, one of the angular stepping 
manoeuvres described below, is the best option, e.g., stepping forward while angling away 
from the attack and then spinning the waist toward your opponent for a counter-attack.  
 
Essentially, there are three types of angular stepping manoeuvres that can enhance your 
fighting strategy: (1) zig-zag, (2) centre-through, and (3) outward-inward stepping. 
 

  
 
But let’s first clear up some misconceptions. The Cantonese term Sam Kok Bo or “Three 
Corner Stepping” is often thought of as “Triangular Footwork” or “Triangle Footwork”, 
but this doesn’t mean the geometrical triangle.   
 

Diagram 1: Three 
Types of Wing Chun 
Angular Stepping 
Manoeuvres 
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What Sam Kok Bo actually means is a “Three Angle” or “Three Corner” stepping method 
for moving in three directions — left, centre/straight, and right (Diagram 2) —  
 

 
 
and is embodied in the three types of angular stepping manoeuvres mentioned above. In 
the Shaolin Fist Canon, this term is used but the diagrams don’t show any triangles. Instead, 
they show zig-zag, three-corner movements, and Plum-blossom five steps. 
 

 
 
Grandmaster Yip Man taught the zig-zag footwork to my Sifu in Hong Kong and the 
training was carried out in a series of four steps, representing two pairs. The first movement 
was evading, followed by attacking while turning the body towards the opponent’s centre 
with footwork. In the second section of Chum Kiu, we step to the side while using a Bong 
Sau. This teaches us to move obliquely forward to evade an incoming strike. 
 

Diagram 3:  
Diagrams of stepping 
methods from the 
Shaolin Fist Canon 
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The two-man drill where one partner uses Pak Sau followed by a palm strike to attack, 
while the other partner defends the strike with a Kwan Sau, was also passed down by Yip 
Man. Like the solo exercise, the drill was performed with zig-zag footwork, which is to 
enhance the zig-zagging concept in which you first use oblique stepping to get close to 
your opponent’s second gate and then turn and step into his third gate and take his position. 
An example of this can be seen in the first section of the wooden dummy where we angle 
out and then turn toward the dummy and attack with a Tan-Da.  Similar techniques are also 
found in sections three, four, six, and seven of the Wooden Dummy form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This zig-zag footwork is best used against a physically stronger opponent. But when he is 
weaker, centre-through footwork using alternate stepping to attack the opponent’s centre 
is best. This is similar to walking or left-right-left-right. In Wing Chun, this type of 
footwork is only seen in the Double Knives form.  
 

  

 

Photos 4 & 5:  
Sifu Mak 
demonstrates 
the footwork 
and the Tan-
Da from the 
first section 
of the 
wooden 
dummy 

 

Photos 6 & 7:  
Sifu Mak 
demonstrates 
the footwork 
and the Tan-
Da and low 
front kick 
from the 
third section 
of the 
wooden 
dummy 
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The main disadvantage of the more commonly known Wing Chun footwork we learn in 
Chum Kiu, where we have a leading leg and a rear leg following, is that your mass is always 
on one side, so once your opponent shifts, he can get out of the way and turn you. It’s best 
used at close range but doesn’t work effectively at a distance. To close in on your opponent, 
therefore, you need alternate stepping that keeps your mass alternating from left to right so 
your opponent can’t evade or turn you. One application of this centre-through alternate 
stepping footwork uses Gang Sau, followed by a Kau-Da and then a palm strike in 
conjunction with alternate stepping toward your opponent.  
 
The third type, or outward-inward stepping, captures the similar idea of zig-zagging to get 
out of the way of an attack. Here we cross-step to evade the opponent’s incoming strike 
and then spin toward the opponent and attack at an angle. The main advantage here is the 
power you get from hip spinning. Both zig-zag and outward-inward stepping have their 
advantages depending on the attack. Cross-stepping, for example, is better for take-downs 
or getting to the rear or inside of your opponent. One possible application involves Kau 
Sau while cross-stepping and then stepping in with an upward elbow strike.  
  
Perhaps one of the most important ways we can improve our fighting skills using Wing 
Chun is to change our habit of moving our arms first. Instead, we need to learn to move 
our centre of gravity properly through footwork or body motion. We have to move our legs 
faster than our arms. When you move, use Newton’s Third Law of Motion, the action-
reaction force principle, by pushing the force through your leg down to the ground and 
creating a reaction force that gives back to push you up and forward. This can also help to 
gain better momentum and power. It is the way to actualise the famous martial arts maxim, 
“Power Coming from the Ground” (Lik Chung Dei Hei 力從地起). 
 
Two simple concepts might help improve balance while moving. First, when stepping and 
moving, don’t shift your centre mass improperly, i.e., no leaning or losing balance. We 
need to constantly maintain our structures for greater power.  
 
Second our shoulders, waist and buttocks should be aligned along a perpendicular line 
running vertically to the ground. Otherwise, there will be a tendency to lean forward and 
lose balance. More precisely, our shoulders, knees, and toes should also be aligned, as 
should the buttocks and heel of the front leg. When we have mastered such a structure, it 
will be easy to unbalance your opponent when you launch an attack with skillful footwork. 
 
Finally, if you want to actualise the Wing Chun maxim of neutralising attacks easily 
through footwork and body movement (Ying Siu Bo Fa, Ying Fu Sung Yung  形消步化, 應

付從容), you have to apply the theory behind the Plum-Blossom Five Steps (Mui Fa Ng Bo 
Faat  梅花五步法) because it contains the know-how on how best to use Wing Chun’s 
footwork in combat. A Sifu trained in this footwork should be able to pass on both the 
theory and the application.  


