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It is always a difficult thing to see men, women and children suffering from pain and 
disease. It is even more difficult if you know that help for these problems often lies in 
their own hands.

For the fact is that every day as a doctor of Chinese medicine I see people in my office 
who complain of ailments that I know, with the proper knowledge, could be relieved and 
in some cases totally cured by the patients themselves.

In China, doctors of traditional Chinese medicine have a long tradition of providing 
health education as well as healing. Working hand-in-hand with the men and women 
who come to them for help, they provide self-healing techniques that are easily applied, 
that cost nothing, and that work with quick effectiveness to relive a spectrum of com-
mon ailments including sinus problems, headache, indigestion, joint stiffness, nausea, 
constipation, symptoms of PMS, stress, insomnia and many more.

I have always admired this philosophy of helping the sick to help themselves, and so in 
my own practice I often go out of my way to provide patients with at- home, hands-on 
healing techniques that supplement the acupuncture, acupressure and herbal treatment I 
provide in my office. Over the years many of my patients have thanked me for this infor-
mation, and some have urged me to put it all down in book form in order to help others 
gain control over their own state of health.

This current volume is the result. It is my hope that the chapters you are about to read 
will not only educate you in the basic principles of traditional Chinese healing, the 
world’s oldest and some believe best form of medicine, but that they will provide you 
with a toolkit of at-home healing procedures for a number of common aches and pains 
that can, with the proper knowledge and know-how, easily be helped. As an old Chinese 
saying has it, “The patient is always his own best medicine.” After reading this book I 
hope you agree.

Dr. Tsoi Nam Chan

Preface
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The most beautiful and most profound emotion we can 
experience is the sensation of the mystical. It is the sower of all true 

science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger,
who can no longer wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead. 

To know that what is impenetrable to us really exists, manifesting 
itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty which our 

dull faculties can comprehend only in their most primitive forms - this 
knowledge, this feeling, is at the center of true religiousness.

Albert Einstein (1879 - 1955)

CHAPTER ONE
Points to Note
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But how do I know it’s a misfortune?
Th ere’s a venerable Chinese story I’d like 
to share with you. I’ve heard it told and 
retold in diff erent cultural versions, but 
I can assure you from my own upbring-
ing in China that this story is originally 
from Ancient Kingdom lore.

It goes like this.
Once upon a time 

an old farmer named 
Sai lived in a cottage 
with his only son. 
Together they plant-
ed crops on their few 
acres of land, stored 
up grains and roots 
for the winter, and 
somehow scraped out 
a passable living.  

One day Sai’s 
horse wandered off , leaving him with-
out a pack animal to pull the plow and 
hence no means of livelihood. Th e 
neighbors came to his house to tell him 
how sorry they were for his misfortune.

All Sai said was “But how do I know 
it’s a misfortune?”

Several days later the plow horse 
reappeared, bringing with it sever-
al wild horses it had befriended in its 
wanderings. Sai and his son trained the 
new arrivals, and soon they had a stable 
of powerful farm animals to work the 
fi elds. Th e neighbors, duly impressed, 
paid him a visit, congratulating him on 
his good fortune.

“But how do I know it’s good for-
tune?” asked Sai.

And sure enough, one day while his 
son was plowing the fi elds one of the 

new horses took off  and dragged the 
boy across the fi eld, breaking his leg. 
Now the aging Sai had no help on the 
farm and his future looked bleak. Th e 
neighbors once again commiserated on 
his misfortune.

“But how do I know it’s misfor-
tune?” said Sai.

Not long aft er the 
accident war broke 
out and a company of 
soldiers arrived at the 
old man’s farmhouse. 
Th e captain in charge 
knocked on the door, 
informed Sai that he 
and his men were go-
ing into battle, and 
that his son was being 
conscripted for mili-

tary duty. But as fate had it, the boy was 
still on crutches from his accident, and 
so the captain was forced to pass him 
over.

“What good fortune!” cried his 
neighbors. “How do I know it’s good 
fortune?” Sai replied.

And so forth. You get the idea. 
Th e outward point of this story is, 

of course, that from our restricted per-
spective in time and space we can never 
tell if the events that take place in life 
will ultimately bring us suff ering or joy. 
Events that fi rst present themselves as 
good luck can easily, and sometime 
quickly, transform themselves into a 
misery, and vice versa. As stanza 58 of 
the famous Taoist manual the Tao Te 
Ching puts it:

 Good fortune can arise 
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 because of disaster
 While bad fortune
 Can play its part 
 To promote the good.
If you were asked, let’s say, to name 

the most fortunate event that could 
possibly happen to a person you might 
well say winning the lottery. Yet, ac-
cording to several university studies 
a disproportionately large number of 
lottery winners experience a string 
of grievous life events almost as soon 
as they start collecting their payouts. 
Family break ups, loss of old friend-
ships, illness, scrapes with the law, drug 
and alcohol abuse, and occasionally 
even bankruptcy are not uncommon. 
Ironically, the more millions of lottery 
dollars a winner collects the more like-
ly he or she is to encounter life-shatter-
ing problems. As the story of the farm-
er cautions, there are no certainties and 
no absolutes. 

Looking a bit deep-
er, however, I appreci-
ate this story because 
from a Taoist point of 
view the constant in-
terplay of good and bad 
that takes place on Sai’s 
farm illustrates the most 
fundamental of all cosmic 
laws, the law of Yin and Yang, 
wherein the dark or negative force 
of the universe, known as Yin, and the 
light or positive force, Yang, are end-
lessly transforming themselves one 
into the other, just as the tale told by 
Sai implies. In my clinical practice as 
a professional acupuncturist I see this 

interplay of opposing forces at work all 
the time, especially in terms of sickness 
and wellness. Just like good fortune 
and bad, I have observed, wellness and 
sickness, health and disease, are not so 
easily separable.

For example, seemingly harmful 
symptoms such as, say, fever, headache, 
or congestion sometimes turn out to 
be signs of emerging wellness, while 
the apparent good health of a symp-
tom-free patient may, in fact, be mask-
ing the seeds of serious disease. 

Th is tendency for the events and 
conditions of our life to continually al-
ter, transform, and turn into their op-
posites, Chinese wisdom has it, is due 
to the natural creative rhythms that 
drive our world and our bodies in the 
world – “natural” being the operative 
word here.

What’s natural about natu-
ral?

Th is is a book about Chi-
nese medicine - which 
means it is also a book 
about natural medi-
cine, natural healing, 
and a natural way life. 

As you’ve probably 
noticed, many people use 

this term in a general kind of 
way, especially when they place it in 

front of some otherwise unrelated word. 
Natural keyboard, for instance, or natu-
ral toothpaste. What exactly do these and 
the other “naturals” printed on egg car-
tons and hair dye packages really tell us?

I can’t answer for the merchandis-

Looking a bit deep-

ate this story because 
from a Taoist point of 

What’s natural about natu-
ral?

Th is is a book about Chi-
nese medicine - which 
means it is also a book 
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ers, of course, but for our own purposes 
“natural” simply means the way nature 
would do things if left to its own ends. 
This is probably as good a working defi-
nition as we have of this term, and it’s 
a definition that any Chinese doctor 
would agree with. 

Why? 
Because in the judgment of the 

Taoist sages who created Chinese med-
icine more than 3,000 years ago, if left 
to its own devices nature will always 
build a system that is in perfect equilib-
rium with itself – the famous “balance 
of nature” from which nothing can be 
added to and nothing taken away. “Per-
fection,” as the saying goes, “is when 
nothing further can be removed.”

Just as the First Law of Thermody-
namics in physics tells us that energy 
can be converted from one form to an-
other but never created or destroyed, so 
nature is a sealed system containing all 
possibilities. 

True, the elements of the natu-
ral world  are constantly being trans-
formed. Nothing in time and space re-
mains the same for even a nanosecond, 
and it is no accident that the I Ching, 
the famous Taoist/Confucian scripture 
believed to explain all the operating 
principles of the universe, is referred to 
as “the Book of Changes.” Yet according 
to Taoism, the underlying forces that 
govern the natural world remain forev-
er the same, the still point in the center 
of all flux and change. “The unseen de-
sign of things,” writes the Greek philos-
opher Heraclites “is more harmonious 
than the seen.” 

The ancient Chinese sages looked 
at the planet they lived on and saw hu-
man beings floating in the river of time 
along with animals and vegetable life, 
with mountains and oceans, indeed, 
with all phenomenal existence. 

They saw the animals around them 
nesting, hunting, cooperating, but also 
tearing each other apart. They saw the 
wind rip the roofs off their houses, but 
they also saw it drive the great cargo 
ships across the sea. They saw fire burn 
down forests but also warm their chil-
dren on frigid nights. Winter killed all 
plant life in the fields around them. Yet 
in the spring they saw green sprouts 
push up through the frozen soil, fertil-
ized by the same vegetation they had 
watched wither away months before. 
Something died so that something 
could live; something perished, some-
thing ate. Everything supported every-
thing else. It was a perfect perpetual 
motion machine.

The sages observed the natural el-
ements around them, the minerals, the 
water, the soil, and they saw that the 
flesh and blood of all living creatures 
were composed of these same materi-
als. Nothing was apart from the matrix 
of nature, nothing was separate from 
heaven and earth. We were all made up 
of the same clay and star dust. 

And since human beings are con-
structed of the same building blocks 
that compose the rest of nature, they 
reasoned, the same set of laws that gov-
ern animals and plants and stars must 
govern the human body as well. 

In this sense, they realized, our bod-
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ies are controlled by the cadences of the 
physical world around us, by the move-
ment of the stars, sun and moon, the 
light and darkness, the day and night, 
gravity, the ever shifting weather; by the 
rotation of the earth and the changing 
of the seasons, the oceans with its tides, 
the bio-electric and magnetic forces that 
emanate from the bowels of the planet or 
from galaxies distant beyond reckoning. 
We cannot escape the influence these 
primal elements have on our minds and 
bodies, they understood, even if we are 
ignorant of them. 

The sages, in short, saw the harsh 
side of nature and the benevolent side 
working hand in hand to create a sym-
metry of all its parts – a world that 
passes through never-ending cycles of 
creation and destruction, yet whose 
fundamental laws remain always the 
same. It is, claimed the sages, the job of 
every human being to learn how these 
cycles operate and to live in harmony 
with their rhythms. Disobey the uni-
versal operating code, they warned, 
go against Mother Nature’s rules, and 
we unleash terrible forces – forces that 
ultimately become the doomsday sce-
narios threatening us today: pollution, 
deforestation, chemical poisoning, 
disappearing wildlife, dying oceans, 
chronic disease. 

And what was the organizing power 
behind this perfectly balanced continu-
um? What was the mysterious intelli-
gence that choreographed the eternal 
dance of creation and destruction? 

An Ultimate Reality was clearly at 
work, the sages insisted, running the 

whole super-sized show from behind 
the curtain. But this reality was also 
unseen and unknowable. They called it 
the Tao and cautioned that:

The Tao that can be described 
Is not the eternal Tao.
The Tao that can be given a name
Is not the eternal Name.
The sages made one further obser-

vation as well. 
Across the entire planet earth, they 

pointed out, there is only one species of 
animal that can and often does disturb 
the balance of nature’s immense cosmic 
ecosystem, both in the world around it 
and in the world inside it. 

Human beings.

The fundamental reason why we are 
sick or well
Much has been written about the dev-
astation of our natural habitat and of 
the toxins that are fouling our nests. 
Clearly, we are moving on the fast track 
to poisoning ourselves to death.

Yet according to Traditional Chi-
nese Medicine (known popularly by its 
acronym, TCM) it is not contaminated 
food, water, and air that ruin our health. 
Nor is it the germs and pathogens that 
invade our bodies; at least not in and of 
themselves. The cause of disease, TCM 
believes, is the effect these poisons have 
on the flow of energy inside us.

Here, according to classical Chi-
nese theory, is the elemental reason 
why we are sick or well. 

Our body finds its natural path to 
good health, TCM maintains, when all 
the energy systems that nourish it are in 
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balance; when these systems are not too 
empty, not too full, not too stagnant, not 
too active, not too strong, not too weak. 

This balance, TCM believes, is what 
nature desires, what it strives for, yearns 
for even. Balance is health. All things in 
nature, Chinese medicine and Chinese 
philosophy holds, are continually striv-
ing to balance all its parts, our bodies 
included. Like it or not, know it or not, 
we are all consciously or unconsciously 
striving to reach the Tao within us. 

Thus, it is not the disposition of our 
organs that ultimately determines if we 
are well or sick. If our heart is beating in 
tune and our liver is filtering toxins ef-
fectively, Chinese theory tells us, this is 
an effect, not a cause. The true origin of 
a healthy organ – or a sick one – is the 
quality of the flow of life energy cours-
ing through it in a network of invisible 
channels, pulsing in and out in regular, 
predictable rhythms and feeding every 
tissue of the mind-body continuum. 

The Chinese call this fundamental 
life energy Qi. 

If the Qi inside us is disturbed due 
to any number of reasons, either en-
vironmental or behavioral, our organ 
systems are thrown out of sync.

For example, if Qi flow becomes 
too rapid a surplus of energy builds up, 
the interconnection between the body’s 
working parts goes out of adjustment, 
over-stimulation follows, and illness re-
sults. If, on the other hand, Qi flow is kept 
stable through proper living habits and 
preventive care, health inevitably follows.

Seen in this light, the physical symp-
toms we complain of when we visit our 

doctor are not the beginning of an ail-
ment; they are in a sense the end of it, 
the final result of a process of disrupt-
ed energy flow that has been building 
to a critical mass within us for weeks or 
months or years. Or said another way, 
illness begins first on the energetic plane 
and only later, after it has developed to 
a crisis point, does it materialize in the 
physical body in the form of, say, fever, 
headache, labored breathing, paralysis, 
stroke and so forth. 

All human health and all human 
sickness depend on the flow and bal-
ance of Qi. This is the most important 
principle of Chinese medicine, and one 
we will talk about a great deal in the 
chapters to come. 

What is the force that really heals us?
Another critical fact basic to traditional 
TCM is that all true cures come from 
the body’s ability to cure itself. This 
means that the methods Chinese doc-
tors use in their practice (such as acu-
puncture, acupressure, massage, diet, 
herbs, etc.) are not designed to stifle 
symptoms or wipe them out. They are 
meant to correct and align the inner 
movements of energy so that our body 
can use its natural healing powers to re-
balance itself and get well on its own. 

The human body wants to be well. It 
is programmed by nature to be well and 
is straining to reach homeostatic stabili-
ty every moment of the day. This capaci-
ty is inborn; it is nature’s gift to us. From 
this point of view, our body is both its 
own patient and its own physician.

Here then is a second cardinal 
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principle of TCM and, for that mat-
ter, of any legitimate natural medicine: 
the doctor’s job is not to suppress the 
symptoms of disease. It is not to kill 
pathogens or adjust metabolism or reg-
ulate heartbeat. The doctor’s job is to 
create conditions in the body that allow 
the body both to heal itself and, if a per-
son is already healthy, to help his or her 
body stay that way. 

Ask the patient, not the doctor
For millennia health and longevity have 
been fundamentally important to the 
people of China.

As far back as the third centu-
ry A.D. the conquering emperor Shi 
Huang-ti (the first builder of the Great 
Wall), in his efforts to reform Chinese 
society from the ground up, ordered 
the burning of all books – except med-
ical books. In traditional China the test 
of a doctor’s skill was determined by 
the health of his patients. For centuries 
it was the custom to visit a doctor regu-
larly even if you were in top shape, the 
idea being that the doctor’s treatment 
would keep you that way. If a patient 
developed a serious illness under a doc-
tor’s watch this was considered a breach 
of contract, and a colored lantern was 
hung outside the doctor’s office. Too 
many lanterns over the door and peo-
ple took their business elsewhere. Such 
doctors, people knew, were not keep-
ing their patients disease-free, which 
meant they were not doing their most 
important job. 

Today, of course, the lifestyle of 
the average man and woman in China 

is not always a model of sound living 
(Chinese people smoke more than any 
other people and breathe some of the 
foulest air on the planet), and certainly 
in its scramble to industrialize China 
has dangerously soiled its air, water, and 
soil. Nonetheless, the age old reverence 
for health and longevity continues to 
thrive and many Chinese families still 
guard their “secret” methods of healing 
and good health. 

It is, for example, common for Chi-
nese households to keep jars of pun-
gent medicinal herbs on the kitchen 
shelf, to boil up herbal decoctions ev-
ery morning for longevity, or to cure 
assorted maladies by burning herbs 
such as moxa (artemesia) over select-
ed acupoints. Barely a meal made in a 
traditional Chinese household fails to 
include one or more tonic herbs – gin-
seng roots, angelica, jujube dates, goji 
berries, deer antler, and many more. 

All Chinese know to keep the area 
over their kidneys warm in winter when 
these organs are most vulnerable or to 
avoid high winds in the spring when 
sudden gusts can cause a variety of liv-
er-related problems (in TCM the liver 
and spring are related). Many people in 
China are skilled at self-healing massage 
or at preparing combinations of foods 
that cure specific diseases. Others are 
expert at self-applied acupressure, vi-
sualizations and meditations, breathing 
exercises, Qi building with techniques 
like tai chi and Qi gong, and many oth-
er time-honored self-healing tools. And 
since prevention has been held in high 
esteem in China for so many centuries, it 
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is axiomatic among Chinese people that 
the primary accountability for health 
starts with the patient, not the doctor. 

We only see a doctor on occasion-
al visits, after all. The rest of the time 
we are on our own, deciders of what we 
eat and drink, who we associate with, 
the quality of our sleep, where we live, 
and how we live; which means that the 
day-to-day job of maintaining a strong 
constitution is our own responsibility. 

Chinese people are thus raised 
in a society that values medical self-
care, and as a result they look on this 
practice as the norm. Sometimes the 
techniques they use are handed down 
in families from generation to genera-
tion. Sometimes they are learned from 
doctors or teachers or at the universi-
ty. Sometimes they are borrowed from 
folk traditions or are the inventions of 
skilled do-it-yourselfers. Whatever the 
source, there is one point on which the 
majority of Chinese people agree: TCM 
methods really help; they really work. 

It is not too late
Common sense tells us that from an 
early age we should all be taught a cur-
riculum for keeping ourselves well and 

for curing ourselves when symptoms 
appear – a program that includes diet, 
exercise, self-massage, herbal self-treat-
ments, poultices, baths, and much more. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case 
in the West.

 Most Westerners I work with are 
uninformed concerning the thousand 
and one self-care techniques that Chi-
nese people have used for centuries 
and that they consider to be part of 
their national heritage. Even many pa-
tients in my own medical practice have 
turned over responsibility for their 
body’s  well-being to a vast and at times 
unresponsive medical colossus that is 
focused on curing people from disease 
but not – definitely not – helping them 
avoid getting sick. 

As a teacher of mine once remarked 
while I was a medical student in China: 
“The Western medical system is only 
half a medical system. The treatment 
part is there. But where is the preven-
tion part? The education? Where is the 
knowledge we all need to manage our 
body’s own health?”

It is missing, of course. 
But don’t worry: it is not too late to 

find it again. 


