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Dedicated to
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whose lives embodied not just the letter, but the very spirit of
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whose work helped build the bridge between East and West across
which I invite you to travel with me.

* With a special “thank you” to
Chieko Maekawa
for being my go-between.
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION
Today, with so many books about acupuncture and Oriental
medicine available, the interested reader must have some way to
select one, or even a few, that will hopefully match their specific
interests. I was fortunate that when I began studying acupuncture
in the early 1970’s there were so few books in English that it was
not difficult to simply read them all, but that is no longer a
reasonable option. With that observation in mind, I would like to
describe some of the unique features of this particular book, so that
the reader can better determine if it seems likely to match his or
her interests.
I will start by classifying this genre of books, not by their subject
matter, but by their types of author, because one’s point of view is
inevitably colored by one’s relationship to the subject at hand. In
very broad terms books on this subject have been written by
authors with the following backgrounds: sinologists (scholars of
Chinese history and culture), professional practitioners, recipients
of treatment and interested laity. Let me examine these one at a
time.
Sinologists would seem to be the most excellent resource,
especially as concerns the history of acupuncture, but one must
exercise caution here. For the most part, the sinologists who have
written about acupuncture have little or no practical experience of
the material they discuss, and so do not have any meaningful
criteria with which to judge what is valuable and reliable clinically,
as opposed to what merely makes for an interesting story. They do
not even have to believe in either the theory or efficacy of the
practices they describe, and this is unfortunately the case with
some of the current literature.
Professional practitioners, on the other hand, have a stake in how
the subject is portrayed. There are literally dozens of styles of
acupuncture practice, for example, and each will have its defenders
and detractors. Perhaps the biggest split in this regard, is between
physicians and non-physicians, who naturally are in competition for
the patient’s health care dollars. Any given practitioner, however,
will not necessarily be familiar with the other styles of practice, nor
with the long history underlying their profession.
Similarly, patients who have been successfully treated will
naturally focus on the style of treatment that worked for them, and
will most likely be unaware that other styles of treatment even
exist. Finally, lay authors might be expected to be least likely to
produce reliable works, as they have neither the education of the
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sinologists, the training of the practitioners, nor the personal
experience of the patients, however they may be excellent writers
and storytellers, and for some readers this could be the most
compelling criterion.
In this book I have tried to combine as many of these points of
view as possible. Writing about Chinese history compelled me to
learn a little about the written Chinese language, so I studied under
and then taught collaboratively with the late Father Claude Larre,
principal compiler of the esteemed Ricci Dictionary of the Chinese
language. I am trained as both a physician (M.D. and also Ph.D. in
neurophysiology) and an acupuncturist (in Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Vietnamese, French, English and other styles), and have
taught this subject to members of both of these professions around
the world, as well as having been on the receiving end of various
approaches to acupuncture treatment.
In addition to the qualifications mentioned, my interest in the
varieties of acupuncture styles which have developed in various
countries throughout the world has definitely influenced the writing
of this book. As the reader has probably already gathered, my
writing is very much in a “first hand” style, and for that reason is
more suited to those who are not put off by informality. I have tried
to steer clear of the classically dry academic text type of
presentation.
Who then is this book written for? Ideally, I see it as being of
value to both the professional and general readership who seek a
deeper, personal exploration of acupuncture and Oriental medicine.
We live in an era when interdisciplinary studies happen to be in
vogue, and the present work certainly cuts across many fields in
tracing the history of its subject matter. I welcome you to read
further, and I trust the result will be both educational and
entertaining.
Peter Eckman, M.D.
San Francisco
2007
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CONTEXT
Acupuncture is the practice of inserting needles into the body to
activate a change in its state of functioning. There are many ways of
using acupuncture, perhaps the most well-known being its
spectacular ability to substitute for conventional anaesthesia, in
allowing major surgery to be carried out on awake and cooperative
patients, without their experiencing any pain or suffering. This
procedure is called acupuncture analgesia, and was developed in
China in the 1950’s (Fig.1).
Thousands of years before that, in the same part of the world,
acupuncture was used to treat and prevent disease and other
disorders of the human organism. It developed there as part of the
indigenous health care system called traditional Oriental medicine.
This use of acupuncture is therefore called traditional acupuncture
(Fig.2).
This book is about the history of traditional acupuncture, the
culture in which it developed, and its migration West.
Figure 1: ACUPUNCTURE ANALGESIA.
This patient is undergoing an open-lung operation in Beijing with
acupuncture as the only “anaesthetic.” The two views show the
patient smiling and eating watermelon during surgery!
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Figure 2: TRADITIONAL ACUPUNCTURE.
There are many styles of acupuncture that have developed in a
traditional context. This painting depicts a Japanese approach in
which a guide tube is used to insert the needle. The practitioner’s
concentration and concern for the patient’s well-being are evident.
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INTRODUCTION
There have been three seminal events that catalyzed the
tremendous popularity of acupuncture and Oriental medicine in the
U.S. in the latter half of the twentieth century. The first two were
President Nixon’s visit to the People’s Republic of China in 1972
following shortly after the successful acupuncture treatment for
post-operative pain of New York Times reporter James Reston in
Beijing. Nixon’s overture to China bespoke an about-face on the
part of the previously belligerent power elite towards this
communist giant, while Reston’s experience had a serious impact on
the media and the intellectual community, which together may be as
influential a force in modern America as the power structure’s
infamous military-industrial complex. The third event was the
publication in 1983 of Ted Kaptchuk’s best-selling book, The Web
That Has No Weaver—Understanding Chinese Medicine, (1) a work
that for the first time explained many of the principles of Chinese
medicine in a personal style that began to affect a much larger
segment of the American populace, one which was already in the
midst of a period of questioning the monopoly on health care of
conventional Western medicine. What ties the affairs of Nixon,
Reston and Kaptchuk together in the context of the story you are
about to read, is that the image they project of Chinese medicine is
that of a well-defined, homogeneous, almost monolithic discipline.
It is curious that no thorough historical account of the
development of this popular style of Chinese medicine has as yet
been written, at least in English. Were such a history to be
documented, I believe it would show that Traditional Chinese
Medicine, this officially approved methodology which is promoted
by the Chinese government, and which I will henceforth refer to as
TCM, was itself a creation of the latter half of the twentieth century,
and is in fact only one line of development among many from a
conglomeration of theories and practices in the Orient stretching
back to the stone age, and which I will refer to by the more generic
and inclusive label, traditional Oriental medicine, or TOM.
During the same time that TCM and its style of acupuncture were
becoming popular in the West, other styles of acupuncture were
emerging from the mother discipline, TOM. As early as the 1930’s,
these other styles, reflecting practices in Japan, Korea, Vietnam and
other Oriental countries, also began to migrate West, and had their
initial impact on Europe.(2) A cross-fertilization occurred, as it will
whenever two cultures come into contact, and European
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acupuncture began to incorporate some of the Western vitalistic
ideas which were cognate with the basic theories of TOM, while in
China, the influence of Western medical thinking on the nascent
TCM was a substantial one, as was also the case in Japan and
Korea.
The outcome of this process of historical development is that
contrary to popular thought, there are currently many distinct
styles of acupuncture, each of which can be considered traditional
insofar as it has evolved from the common progenitor, TOM, and
honors its original root (Fig.3).
Figure 3: VARIOUS STYLES OF ACUPUNCTURE THERAPY
Although all of these uses of acupuncture have demonstrated their
clinical efficacy, this historical study is restricted to the traditional
styles, and in particular focuses on the last entry LA, and contrasts
it with TCM, the first entry.

It would not be feasible for me to trace in equal detail the
evolution of each of these unique styles of acupuncture. For reasons
I will explain shortly, I have chosen one particular style, Leamington
Acupuncture, which I will henceforth refer to as LA, to be the focus
of this historical study. LA, like TCM, represents a style of
acupuncture which developed in the twentieth century based on
ancient principles and is widely practiced in the United States and
Great Britain. It is more commonly known as Five Element
acupuncture, after its main guiding theory. TCM on the other hand,
is based on a different paradigm, the Eight Principles for
Differentiating Syndromes, for which reason its style of practice is
popularly referred to as Eight Principle acupuncture. For the
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benefit of the reader who may not be familiar with these terms, or
the other technical material to which I will refer in the historical
narrative, I have included two preliminary chapters as an
acupuncture primer of sorts. I would like this book to be accessible
to the lay reader, while still maintaining its appeal to those in the
profession itself. Thus, some of this material may seem either overly
technical or too elementary, but I would encourage the reader to
persevere through these passages as I have included them for the
sake of referencing important material to be introduced later on.
Following the didactic section I will begin my tale with a look at
ancient China through its mythology so as to recreate the setting in
which acupuncture first developed. Then I will trace acupuncture’s
historical origin and evolution, first in Asia and finally in the West.
Admittedly, all of what follows is written from a decidedly
subjective point of view formed by twenty years in the study and
practice of TOM so perhaps I should begin first with a little
personal history. My initial training was in Western medicine and
physiology, and it was only afterwards, in 1973, that I began to
study acupuncture under Kim Se Han , a Korean practitioner living
in Los Angeles. My exposure to acupuncture and the panoply of
teachings which make up TOM was a transformative experience
that determined the future course of my professional career. I
subsequently began studying with Professor J.R. Worsley of the
College of Traditional Acupuncture in Leamington Spa, England,
and was somewhat shocked to discover that the Five Element style
which he teaches is quite different from the Korean style I had
begun learning; and both of these styles were different, yet again,
from TCM which I later studied in China. By the time I was exposed
to Japanese and Vietnamese styles of acupuncture I was no longer
shocked by their differences, but rather eager to discover the
unique teachings of each and how they could help shed further light
on the nature of human life in health and in illness, which is the
essence of TOM.
In my experience, all of the varieties of acupuncture which I have
investigated have proved to be powerful and at times miraculous
tools for health care when used by well-trained practitioners. My
training in England left me however, with a particular fascination
regarding the style of practice taught by Professor Worsley (Fig.4).
His approach specifically aims at touching the more intimate levels
of human experience, especially the life of the Spirit which was one
of the original foundations of TOM. Worsley’s style has come to be
known as Leamington Acupuncture or LA after the location of the
main school where it is taught. The history of LA is even less welldocumented then that of TCM, to which I will be comparing it, and
has led to insinuations that LA, far from being traditional, was
purely a creation of Worsley himself. Certainly, there have been
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understandable requests for some historical documentation.(3)
Figure 4: PROFESSOR J.R. WORSLEY.
Although Professor Worsley doesn’t use a guide tube to insert
needles, his level of concentration and concern as an acupuncture
practitioner is reminiscent of the medieval Japanese practitioner in
Figure 2.

Which brings me to an explanation of how I came to write this
book. It was only on a recent lecture trip to England that I was
labelled as being an historian. For the past twenty years I have
thought of myself first as a physician, and foremost as an
acupuncturist, but now that I think about it, I have been doing
historical fieldwork for just about as long as anything else. My dear
friend Allegra Wint from Oxford reminded me of a dinner party
some of us students gave for Professor Worsley when we were
beginning our acupuncture studies with him back in 1974. While my
classmates took it upon themselves to make it a social evening, I
used the occasion to pester my revered teacher with questions
about his background—where did he learn such-and-such, did he
study with so-and-so, etc? Perhaps the reason I became something
of an historian was due to his persistent reticence. As I didn’t get
much information out of him, I just kept asking the same questions
over and over again of anyone who might have some information,
until it became a part of me—a quest, or perhaps simply a Zen koan.
In any case, this process reflects the focus of my discussion of
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Western acupuncture on Worsley and LA. In no way do I wish to
imply that the other styles of acupuncture taught in the West, even
in England itself, are any less authentic. In fact, I will discuss many
of them in passing, but as my process in this regard has been the
attempt to shed light on the mystery of where Worsley got his
goods, I have reported the results of my detective work as they
materialized from the numerous letters sent and interviews
conducted around the world over the years.
On a similar note, my choice of TCM as the “foil”—that is, as the
dominant style of acupuncture with which to contrast the teachings
of LA is not meant as a slight to any of the other styles of
acupuncture practiced in the Orient. The dedication of this book
reflects the debt of gratitude I feel to the Japanese tradition, both
for the historical role it has played and for the assistance its
practitioners provided in gathering the necessary materials to tell
this story. I wish in doing my research I could have used the same
method of interviews and letters for tracing the development of
TCM—unfortunately I have had neither the time, the contacts, nor
the linguistic skills to do a proper job of it, so my account therefore
is based entirely on secondary sources. Finally, my capsule
presentation of the long history of TOM is admittedly far from
complete, and is offered simply as an ice-breaker. If my work turns
out to be somewhat amusing and educational without being too
offensive to the established professors of history, then its purpose
will have been fulfilled.
I might jump the gun here with a bit of contemporary history
which I think nicely illustrates some of the themes I will be
discussing. Let’s go back to July 12, 1971, when the aforementioned
James Reston finally arrived in Beijing after having been delayed in
his trip from the U.S. for several days in Canton by bureaucratic red
tape. He was anxious to interview the Chinese leadership in the
capital, which would have been quite a reportorial coupe as China
had, until then, been closed behind a “bamboo curtain” for quite
some time. You can imagine, then, his reaction when he was
informed on his arrival in Beijing that Henry Kissinger had just
“scooped” him by announcing plans for President Nixon to pay an
official visit to China the following year (Fig. 5). As soon as this
news was delivered, Reston felt a sharp pain in his abdomen which
developed into a classical case of appendicitis. He was rushed to the
Anti-Imperialist Hospital (which by the way, was formerly the
Peking Union Medical College, built and paid for by the Rockefeller
Foundation in 1916) where he underwent an emergency
appendectomy under conventional Western anaesthesia. In the
following days, he began to experience post-operative abdominal
pain and distention and was offered acupuncture as a possible
treatment. This was accepted, and he was treated by the staff
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acupuncturist who inserted three needles in his right elbow and
below his knees, and then used burning moxa(4) to warm his
abdomen. This treatment was successful in relieving his distress,
and the Western world began to hear about acupuncture in a big
way (Fig.6). Now Reston’s treatment serves as a good example of
the practice of TCM—his condition was handled as an organic
physiological derangement, both from the point of view of Western
medicine and of TCM which were used conjointly to successfully
treat him. But what of Reston’s own perception of the experience?
He was quite clear that the most sensible explanation for his illness
was his reaction to the news of Kissinger’s triumph. The
relationship of the mind and the body has become a prominent field
of study which in the context of health care has led to the
development of “psychosomatic medicine.” Curiously enough, it is
just this psychosomatic approach, in which terms Reston tried to
understand his illness, which is the primary focus of LA. Thus, in
addition to addressing Reston’s abdominal discomfort, an
acupuncturist of the LA persuasion would have tried to ensure that
Reston’s troubled Spirit had also been eased, using needles and
moxa for instruments, just as had the TCM acupuncturist. In this
anecdote I am caricaturing TCM and LA more or less in the
following ways: I see TCM as having adopted those elements of
TOM that are most compatible with Western science. The thrust of
its development has indeed been to integrate these two materialist
approaches to health care so that its practitioners might most
appropriately be referred to as doctors. LA on the other hand,
seems to me to have preferentially adopted those elements of TOM
of a more metaphysical character: the place of Man in the cosmos,
and the meaning—be it physical, psychological or spiritual–of his
moment to moment experience in health or in illness which assigns
its practitioners to a role that might better be termed “healer” or
“medicine man.” In order to understand how these different styles
of “traditional acupuncture” compare, and how each of them can
stand as complete systems of medicine parallel to the one we are
familiar with in the West, I have developed a model which I will
elaborate in the first two chapters, following which we will travel
backwards in time several thousand years in an attempt to discover
the origins of these arcane practices.
Figure 5: RICHARD NIXON IN CHINA
Nixon’s ceremonial visit to the Great Wall took place in 1972.
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Figure 6: JAMES RESTON IN CHINA.
Following his recuperation from surgery, Reston was photographed
visiting the acupuncture department of a hospital in Thao Yang, and
he was instrumental in exposing many Westerners to acupuncture
for the first time.
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