
I Tell You When- by Ed Fisher

Mr. Lo comes over to me and says, “Put hands on my shoulders.”
! I’m in Virginia Beach for a weekend seminar with Mr. Lo. I do as he asks. He 
touches me lightly with his hands at my elbows.

“Now,” he says, “push when you want. Push fast. I tell you when.”
I don’t fully understand what we’re doing but I push as hard and fast as I can. A 

strange thing happens. Just before I move, but too late for me to stop, he calls out 
“Pushing.”

I’m not quite sure what just happened. 
“Again,” he says.
This time I make absolutely sure to exhibit zero “pre-strike motion” as it was 

called in my previous external martial arts training. I know how to do this. I mean, there’s 
nothing, no wind-up, not the slightest little movement to give anything away. Just 
explode forward from a dead calm. I can’t do it perfectly every time, sometimes I 
overthink it, but most of the time it’s good.

 “Pushing,” he says again, just before I move. He giggles a little bit, then gets 
serious again. If he wasn’t concentrating fully before, he is now, as am I. Hey, I’m not 
slow! No way this is happening.

I clear my mind. I empty it like in Zen practice. Push after push and each time, 
without fail, he is able to say “Pushing” before the push happens.

I know from reading scientific studies that it takes about one-half of one second 
for someone to perceive a cue and then make any verbalization or movement in 
response. This is easily seen in track and field sprinting events where the half-second 
gap between the gun’s report and the start of the runners’ movements is clearly evident. 
There, severe penalties are necessary to keep the runners from guessing, to keep them 
from anticipating the gun. (After a runner false-starts, a second false-start, by anyone, 
results in disqualification of all offenders.) 

If the runners were allowed to guess, everyone would always guess, because the 
half-second advantage is so large when compared to the 10-second duration of a 100-
meter race, for example. The world record would immediately drop by a half-second. 
! So, if Mr. Lo’s verbalization happens simultaneously with my push (and that’s 
being conservative because it’s clearly slightly before my push) then he must be 
perceiving in me some precursor to the push at least one-half of one second before any 
motion occurs. 

In terms of martial arts utility a half-second is an eternity. Game over. It’s like the 
Allies in WWII intercepting and decoding the Japanese communications and knowing 
that the next attack would occur at Midway island on a particular day. The battle still had 
to be fought, but on vastly different terms with the advantage of surprise lost to the 
Japanese and with sufficient Allied forces in place. The Allied victory at Midway changed 
the course of the war.

I develop a plan: I’ll think about pushing him, but won’t actually do it and see if I 
can trick him into saying “pushing” when I don’t push.

After a minute of my mental/emotional gymnastics he looks at me and says, 
“Come on, push!”



So much for that idea. He’s really got my number.
New strategy: I’ll not “decide” to push at all. Instead, I’ll wait for an external 

trigger. I set up a push “potential” in my mind and body, a hair-trigger psychological 
state. Then I wait for a loud noise to happen in the room, which is full of people doing 
push-hands. This is like the track and field sprinters, waiting for the starting gun. If the 
starting gun isn’t inside my head, then he can’t possibly anticipate it, right? I stand there, 
ready to go, for five or ten seconds. Mr. Lo’s eyes are almost closed, his finger-tips so 
light on my elbows that I can’t feel them.

A loud noise happens, I explode into him and he flies backwards without a 
word… Not! Just kidding! 

It makes no difference. He goes nowhere. Once again he says “pushing” before I 
begin to move.

I’ve pushed him about thirty times by now. Okay. I’m convinced. 
I ask him directly, “How can you know I’m going to push before I decide to push?” 
This is the question he’s been patiently waiting for me to ask. I wonder if he’s 

ever had such an obstinate student.
“I feel chi rise up. I call out. Push comes.”
Then he walks away.


