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Self-Healing with Chinese Medicine

“Jam-packed with practical insights, Self-Healing with Chinese Medicine provides a clear road map to restoring and maintaining your health and balance. This gem of a book distills beautifully and clearly the fundamentals of Chinese medicine and the world of nature and how we can apply them in our everyday life on our path to self-healing. Full of dietary recommendations, lifestyle advice, and detailed exercises and manual therapy that you can do at home, this will be one of those comprehensive and practical books that you will always refer back to.”

— REBECCA BOND, L.Ac., MBAcC, classical acupuncturist and 
member of the British Acupuncture Council

“In this extensive and practical book, Clive Witham shares with us a deep perspective of health and self-healing with the natural world at its core. I recommend it to everyone who wants to live according to nature’s patterns.”

— PERE GARCIA, L.Ac., N.P., naturopath and licensed 
acupuncturist

“Why do I have this health problem? What can I do myself to contribute to a solution? And what are the things I can do to prevent more problems? If you ask yourself these questions, then Self-Healing with Chinese Medicine is a must-read. It shows how our body and mind are interwoven with the nature that surrounds us and how you can empower yourself by following the eternal and fundamental principles of nature to lead a healthy and balanced life.”

ELMAR PESTEL, M.D., licensed internist and doctor of 
traditional Chinese medicine, manual therapy, and hypnosystemic therapy

“Clive Witham brings a profound knowledge of Chinese medicine to treating yourself for some of the most common conditions we see in modern-day society. This book contains a good amount of theory followed by lots of practical tips and is the perfect guide to self-help for all those who do not wish to consult the doctor with every minor ailment.”

XAVIER FRICKER, L.Ac., licensed acupuncturist and 
practitioner of Chinese medicine

“In-depth knowledge beautifully balanced with an engaging writing style, Self-Healing with Chinese Medicine is different from other books about traditional Chinese medicine. Complex ideas are explained in a way that’s easy to grasp, and I feel like reading it from cover to cover and then going back into the chapters to dig in more. Ultimately, this is a book that you’ll return to time and again, rereading and checking things, as you maintain your health.”

— ANETTE SELBERG, certified phytotherapist and herbal and massage therapist



Introduction

I am not the same person who wrote the first edition of this book. How could I be? I started it 15 years ago in the early days of my North Africa adventure, and so much has passed since then. It is apt, therefore, that in this new edition, I take the skeleton of the old book and fill it afresh with ideas and approaches that better meet the needs of where we are now in this stage of the 21st century.

And be in no doubt we are not in a good place. The world has changed and is in danger of further change for the worse. It is time for a new approach, one that veers from the main narrative and brings us to where we should have been all along.

When I explain many of the concepts you will learn about in this book to the people I help in my clinics, it is a wonder to watch their faces. They just get it. Of course, we are built like trees. Of course, our bodies act like rivers. Of course, we live with breath motion. I can see that I am not talking to their intellect. They do not need to process complicated theories in their brains. I am speaking to their primal bodies. It is knowledge within them that has been suppressed within the strict boundaries of what we are supposed to learn about the world as we grow up.

This is the helplessness I referred to in the introduction to the first edition. With the standard view of our health—the one that fits in so well with the separation of our bodies into manageable parts so that they can be pharmaceutically monetized—our interaction in the process of healing is usually limited. We rarely have a deep understanding of what is happening inside our bodies and, truth be told, you will find that this includes many medical professionals, especially connected to areas of your body that are still relatively unknown, such as the brain.

I have never hidden my opinion. If I designed a system of healthcare, I would not entrust my wellbeing to an overworked practitioner who is running late, with a waiting room full of people and barely five minutes to scribble an unpronounceable drug on a stamped piece of paper and send me off to the pharmacy.

Surely, in an ideal world, any one of us can come up with a better plan than that. I do not want to spend a fortnight blindly taking an antibiotic “just in case” and then return to square one for another drug when it turns out to not, in fact, be the case. I want someone to investigate—to investigate properly, find the problem, and resolve it.

But we do not live in an ideal world, and for many of us this is where we find ourselves, our children, our partners, and the people we care most about in the world. We have to follow a system, not because it is right but because it is there and alternatives are not often freely available.

I needed this book a long time ago, as an eight-year-old kid with a bowl haircut and chubby cheeks living in the suburbs of London in the 1970s. One day I woke up with small blue bruises dotted all over my arms and legs. I remember counting them on just one arm and the number reached well over 40. With the other limbs covered in even more, it was quite clear to me and my parents that I was sick, and so I was sent to be an inpatient at Great Ormond Street Hospital in London, where the cream of Britain‘s pediatricians spent the best part of a week doing a series of inconclusive tests on what was going on inside my body.

In the absence of any better solution, it was decided that since I had had an aspirin a few days before the appearance of the bruises, it was very probably an allergic reaction. As with most families at the time, aspirin was the go-to pill when any member showed the slightest sign of sickness, and we had all grown up with the familiar foil packets and the fizzy sound as the flat white pills dissolved in water.

It was, therefore, a surprise that one of us was allergic, but when a man with lots of letters after his name, wearing a white coat and grasping a clipboard with scribbled numbers, tells you you are allergic to aspirin, well, you are allergic to aspirin. And with that I was promptly discharged and sent home.

So time moved on and the bruises gradually disappeared, and as flared trousers and polonecks of the 70s changed to skin-tight jeans and leg-warmers of the 80s, they ceased to appear. I then grew up and continued to proclaim to any nurse with a sharp needle that I had an allergy to aspirin, but other than that the whole bruising incident was forgotten for many years.

That is, until the bruise-penny finally dropped in the brain of an older and wiser me. With the hindsight of someone in a very different place and time, I can now piece together what happened.

I was part of the school milk generation. And for anyone who is not familiar with this concept, you were force-fed milk on a daily basis for no apparent reason other than a date. My birthday hit during the summer holidays, and I had only just made it into that academic year, so along with the other “late” birthday people, I was obliged to ritually sip a bottle of milk a day through a stupidly small plastic straw. If I refused, then I could not go to playtime and waste 15 minutes trying to play soccer with a tennis ball with my friends.

The milk did not stop at school, though. My dairy consumption continued at home with a glass of bottled pasteurized milk (back then the milkman used to deliver them to the door) and a pile of ginger snaps, and this, added to the milk-soaked cereal from breakfast, and milky hot chocolate later on, meant that with just milk alone, I was drinking like a newborn calf.

Add to this my daily buttery sandwiches and my liking for potato chips, bananas, peanuts, tall glasses of orange juice, chocolate, and all things sweet, and it was no wonder I had developed into a barrel with cartoon chubby cheeks (“He’s so cute! I could just squeeze him!”).

What I know now, but what my mother (who like any mother had only the best intentions) did not know then, was that the food I was eating was proving too much for me to digest. It was getting stuck and slowly being processed through my steadily expanding body. This was quite literal, in the form of chronic constipation, but also meant that the other functions the digestive system would normally do with ease started to do the opposite.

One of these functions was connected with the containment of blood in my blood vessels. When the systems that control my digestion (the stomach and pancreas systems) became impaired, this had a domino effect on the liver system and the holding force to stop the blood from spilling out from veins—capillaries and the tiny vessels almost too small to see—was just not strong enough.

This is what was happening to me. I had bruises all over my arms and legs because of impaired digestion, which meant that it could not send enough strength around my body to control my blood from leaking out of the vessel walls. It was like a river systematically bursting its banks every few metres because they just collapsed.

Like any river system, if the flow of water is not strong enough, it cannot adequately support the farthest parts with enough flow, hence the symptoms specifically affected the four limbs. This was why the bruises appeared only on my arms and legs not my body (you will understand this better when I tell you about the root regions of your body).

If we had had this information back in the hot summer of 1977, the solution would have been simple: Stop the milk—and stop the orange juice, the bananas, the potato chips, the peanuts, and all the other food that was grinding my digestion to a halt.

If we had had this book back then, my mother could have borrowed a Chinese soup spoon from the local takeaway, spread Vicks Vaporub on my back, and scraped just below my shoulder blades to help digestion. She could have pressed and massaged key areas to help to strengthen my stomach and pancreas systems. I could have done some stretches to help harmonize the balance of the river systems in my body and been forced to stop playing war with mini toy soldiers and get outside in the fresh air for some proper exercise.

But, alas, we did not have this book. Instead, we had panic, powerlessness, and confusion, and we were forced to rely on a medicine that, despite the shiny scalpels and the long Latin names, is deeply flawed. Far too much of the medicine we see and experience, whether at the local doctor’s surgery or clinic or in a hospital bed, is not how we would want it to be if we were the people in charge.

I get to see one specific part of the medical process: The end part. People 
usually come to see me at the tail end of a long medical journey. They have seen 
a doctor, a specialist, a surgeon, a physiotherapist, and a chiropractor. They 
have had a blood test, a urine test, an X-ray, an ultrasound, a CT scan, and an MRI. They have travelled great distances for a second opinion with another doctor, another specialist, and then had a new round of X-rays, ultrasounds, CTs, and MRIs. They have tried every medication the doctors have thrown at them—antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, pain killers, sleeping tablets, and valium. And then, and only then, do they finally step over my clinic threshold and want me to fix them as I am their last hope before a desperate operation to remove some important part of their anatomy.

It would, of course, be ideal if everyone could get timely professional help from someone who knows how to treat them using the best of Chinese medicine, but many people do not have the means or the opportunity. This lack of access does not have to be such a major disadvantage if you are privy to some natural wisdom of the ancients—knowledge that was collected thousands of years ago, firmly anchored to a natural scientific viewpoint, and based on an acute observation of the world around us; knowledge that is founded on practice, testing, and refining and that has matured like a fine wine in a dusty cellar. A fraction of this raw ecological knowledge is included in this book.

The techniques and advice I have included in this book are all things I tell my patients and encourage them to do away from the clinic. We all need to do what we can to keep our bodies working properly, and there are a variety of things all of us can do at home to prevent disease and ill health and help our bodies to thrive. This book, therefore, contains valuable information that can give you some of the tools to try and rebalance your body yourself.

Essentially, this book will help you return some sense of control to your life, so that your health destiny does not have to be totally in the hands of a white-coated, pill-toting medical industry. The knowledge of the ancients is more relevant today than it has ever been, and when used correctly can transform your life.

I do not just mean physically. What I am really introducing you to is a whole new approach to tackling how you see your body, your health, and your world.

If you can understand how nature is an integral part of how we are and how we should be living our lives, the changes that manifest can be profound on many levels. It can change your life.



How to Use This Book

This book is not designed to replace a health practitioner; Chinese medicine can be extremely complex, and diagnosing even more so. However, with due care and attention, the pages of this book can provide valuable help, as they are designed to empower you with information about how the body works and what to do to help it thrive. Divided into six parts, this book explains the core principles of Chinese Medicine along with self-care suggestions.

PART ONE aims to explore how we thrive in terms of 
ancient Chinese medicine and includes explanations of how your body functions. 
As well as trying to make the world of Chinese medicine more accessible and 
understandable for people without any specialized knowledge, this part is 
designed for people to look at the natural world around them and see how it 
affects their body.

PART TWO looks at visible signs of when the body is not 
thriving. These signs should be seen in conjunction with the patterns of 
imbalance or health conditions later in the book, not in isolation. For example, 
a bluish nose tip does not have to mean intestinal pain if you do not have any; 
or if, on close examination, you look yellowish, you do not automatically have 
jaundice. These are just clues that should be added to other clues, which 
together should help to find the cause for a body not thriving.

PART THREE explains the therapies that can be used to 
treat the patterns that can cause illness. They have been separated into four 
categories:

Food Therapy: This is one of the most important categories when treating yourself. We all have to eat, so why not eat foods that will prevent ill health rather than cause it?

Manual Therapy: Touch, whether done by yourself or another person, has a special healing quality about it. Knowing which places to touch, scrape, press, and manipulate can direct this healing where it is needed most.

Exercise Therapy: Along with diet, these stretching exercises are essential for the prevention of ill health. They do not take up much time, are repetitive, and can be done by almost anyone.

Lifestyle Therapy: Old habits can die hard but sometimes it is these habits that are contributing to ill health, and it may be time to kill them off for good.

You do not have to do every one of these therapies at the same time. They are there to give you a choice, as sometimes a therapy may be inappropriate or impractical to do. A combination of three or four done regularly can make all the difference when trying to rebalance your body within.

PART FOUR helps you to locate the various areas suggested 
in the book: On the body, hand, foot, and ear. These areas can sometimes be 
tricky to find, but the key is to follow the description and find an area that 
feels a little sore when pressed. This may be exactly where described, or it may 
be a short distance away.

PART FIVE introduces the most common patterns in your 
body and explains how to treat them. These patterns are independent of any 
disease or illness, and even someone who appears fit and healthy will have some 
kind of imbalance pattern. Ensuring these do not become too extreme is one of 
the keys in remaining strong and healthy.

PART SIX lists common ailments. I have chosen these based 
on how frequently I see them at my clinic. I could have included many conditions 
in this book but did not, purely because I do not see them often.

The hypochondriacs amongst us may read through the list of symptoms and believe that they have all of them. Indeed, most of us have several basic imbalances going on at the same time, and fixing them can mean a mixture of treatment choices. Symptoms often fit into several patterns, so in order to narrow down your choices, decide which seem to be the key symptoms and which seem to be secondary. The key symptoms are the ones that bother you the most and if you were to go to the doctor to explain your problems, these would be first on the list.

Like life, medicine is about trial and error. As long as you listen to your body and do not force it to do anything on the basis of a fad diet or a random magazine article, little harm should come.

Mistakes can sometimes be made and the wrong diet followed. This could then lead to a worsening of whatever condition is present. But as long as you recognize that a mistake has been made and do not go on doggedly following the same damaging diet, things can usually be reversed and the right diet found.

Take salads, for example. If you have a tendency for heat in the stomach system, a yin imbalance or live in a hot climate, the coolness of a salad can be really beneficial. If, however, you have a tendency for cold, a yang imbalance, and are tired and run down, a salad would be somewhere near the bottom of the diet list. Salads are indeed healthy, but not for all of us, all of the time.

Ultimately, a large dose of common sense is my prescription for using this book. Use your head, and do not continue to do things that could be harmful to your body. If something feels wrong, it probably is wrong. If it feels right, then it is probably doing some good. Either way, stay in control, and try to weave through the obstacles that life throws at you with a little self-help.

A note about the language of the book. It is customary in some books about Chinese medicine in the West to capitalize the first letter of many of the terms used to distinguish when the writer is referencing the Chinese concept or the Western concept of what is being referred to. Hence you might see both the Liver and the liver, or Heat and heat. The first edition of this book followed this convention in this way.

However, in this edition, I am not, and as you read the pages of the book, you will see why. The distinction between Chinese and Western concepts is an artificial one, as the ancient Chinese writers of the Huangdi neijing were referring to exactly the same bodies we know and the same nature we see. We just have to look at the natural world to understand. So when you see me refer to cold, it is the same cold you feel on a winter‘s day that is in your knee causing pain. It is not necessary to distinguish the meaning with capitalization because the meaning is the same. It is the natural world.



PART 1


What Allows Us to Thrive?

Within the framework of Chinese medicine and the natural world this system inhabits, there are concepts, ideas, and instructions that will help you on the journey to understanding yourself and your body. In this first section, we look at some of these core principles and what they mean for your past, present, and future health and vitality.
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When the Breath Is Moving

A great deal can be gleaned from Chinese medicine about what makes us thrive. In fact, when you delve into ancient texts, you discover that this premise underlies everything, and it is what gives us the basic understanding we need of how to keep in good health. The obvious place to start in any explanation of how to thrive with Chinese medicine is to introduce you to the missing natural links. They are conspicuously absent in most discussions of Chinese medicine, yet have been sitting in texts written thousands of years ago. What they contain is something so complex yet so simple, they can be applied to literally everything. This makes them accessible to everyone, no matter their background or knowledge base.

You may come to this book knowing a little about Chinese medicine, and you may be familiar with some of the terms that have been popularized in the West, such as qi, yin, yang, meridians, and so on. But for many people these terms can sound so foreign, so alien to everything they have grown up understanding about life, and seem to be concepts that do not fit in comfortably with their world view.

The problem is that these words do not have any real-world meaning for how many people interact with their environment. To some, qi is that weird thing they might hear people talk about in their yoga group or associate with a bunch of people shouting and punching the air at the local martial arts hall.

When something does not have meaning, it can be discarded, or worse still, it can be derided. But it does not have to be like that. This all stems from a fundamental misunderstanding of what these terms mean, and how they relate to your life. And trust me on this, they most certainly relate to your life in more ways than you can imagine.

So while you may be aware of some of the terms of Chinese medicine, perhaps what you did not know is that they are all connected in a web of ideas, not in some abstract, mystical martial art, but in real, tangible things like the plants in your garden, the trees in the park, and the water in a stream.

The ancient Chinese writers of the classic text upon which all of Chinese medicine is based—the Huangdi neijing, a collection of writings over two thousand years old—were not documenting an invented approach to how the body works and how to fix it; they were showing us how the principles that govern the natural world around us equally govern the world within us, too.

So this is where we begin—with the natural world and an applied approach to some of the ideas within Neijing Nature-Based Medicine.1 If you can glean the basic principles of how your rose bush grows from a seed to blossom, or how spring water meanders down the hillside, then you can unlock the very secrets of how your body functions, both in sickness and in health.

The universe is not the first place you might think of in order to understand the human body. It is, however, where you can find the key concept, essential to grasp if you are to comprehend the underlying structure of our bodies and learn how we can thrive.

So let me take you there—to a place of space, matter, and time; a place where stars are born and galaxies multiply; a place filled with cosmic rays and magnetic fields, where light illuminates darkness.

Instead of pointing your attention to things, I want you to focus on motions. In fact, this is what Chinese medicine is, if you really take it down to its bones: It is looking at, sensing, and feeling the patterns and motions of the universe, and applying them to us and everything around us.

But surely you cannot actually feel the patterns and motions of the universe, can you? Here we are on our planet, and all those galaxies and stars in the sky seem a very long distance away. This was one of the beliefs before March 13, 1989, when the entire province of Quebec, Canada was plunged into a power blackout for 12 hours. A powerful geomagnetic event from the sun not only knocked the Quebec power grid offline but sent NASA’s TDRS-1 communication satellite out of control and abnormalities in hydrogen readings in the Space Shuttle Discovery.2

Now, of course, the potential of sun bursts or solar flares, whose explosive releases of energy and high-speed electrons and protons have the capacity to interfere with life on Earth, is better understood. There even now exists an organization called the Space Weather Prediction Center, which forecasts geomagnetic storms and any other events coming from space. But how about if I told you that we can feel movements in space, not just from our sun, our solar system, and our galaxy? We can actually feel the base pattern of the universe.

In 2007, there was a dramatic discovery of mysterious radio waves coming from a dwarf galaxy three billion light years away from Earth. Despite only lasting milliseconds, these pulses, which could clearly be detected on Earth, had the power of hundreds of millions of suns. It caused quite a stir at the time, with talk of extraterrestrial contact and researchers at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics even considering a possible intelligent agent behind it as recently as 2017.3

It was not until 2020, however, that a consistent pattern began to be detected when these waves appeared. They became known as Fast Radio Bursts (FRB), and they actually follow a 157-day pattern of bursting for 90 days and then calming for 67 days on a constantly repeating cycle.4 Far from being aliens trying to send us inexplicable messages, these pulses are dramatically showing us a motion that is happening all over the universe, including all around us, and from which the ancient Chinese developed the principles around which they built their medicine.

It is nothing more than a simple pattern of expansion and contraction. During the 157-day cycle of the FRB, evidently there is an active, expansive phase, when the pulses are firing at a rapid rate and the sensitive equipment detecting it on Earth is vibrating as much as the excited astronomers; this is followed by a passive, contractive phase, when a period of calmness appears and nothing is lighting up the display panels. We cannot see it, of course, as it is too far away, but these pulses allow us to do something that normally is not possible—they allow us to feel it. Even if we were not able to feel this motion happening in another part of the universe, we could still see it happening. Stars are born inside vast clouds of rotating dust called nebulas, floating within galaxies. What happens with the formation of a star is that the nebula cloud begins to contract and divides into smaller circular clumps, called protostars.
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When the temperature of the protostars reaches 10 million degrees centigrade, nuclear fusion causes a giant explosion that results in a star. If the conditions are right in the night sky, you can see a nebula with your naked eye in the easily located Orion constellation, which looks like Orion the Hunter firing his bow. Below Orion’s Belt in the northern hemisphere (and above Orion’s Belt in the southern hemisphere) are what appear to be three stars in a line, collectively known as Orion’s Sword. The middle “star” of the sword isn’t actually a star at all but Orion Nebula, a giant cloud of glowing star-forming hydrogen gas.

What we are doing is exactly what the ancient Chinese were doing when they looked up to the stars to try to make sense of the world. They saw this motion of expansion and contraction and recognized its importance in how our world works on Earth. Instead of a mechanical name describing the actions involved, we can give it a name that should feel much more familiar to you and your daily life: “Breath motion”.5
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It is the very same breath motion you are doing now: Breathe in, and you have one part of the motion; breathe out, and you have another. Believe it or not, the same constant motion is happening right now in the deepest parts of our universe. The ancient Chinese gave each part a name you may have heard before: The expansion motion of the breath, they called yang, and the contracting motion they called yin, both being equal parts of the same universal breath motion.

Knowing this simple explanation should allow you to approach the terms yin and yang in a fresh way. I could give you long lists describing yin and yang, as this is how I learnt it at school, but using the context of breath, we have something that cuts through all the language and gives us a visible, instinctive idea of what the ancient Chinese were really talking about.

Go ahead and breathe in. Notice the air coming into your lungs and then gradually filling. Notice also how, when they inflate completely, a natural motion seamlessly switches from an inwards motion to an outwards motion, expelling the air, so when your lungs are full, the breathing-out process has already begun. As you breathe out, note how all the air is released, but as you near the final part of exhalation, your lungs are almost spring-loaded to switch immediately back to breathing in again. And then the cycle, of course, repeats itself.

The process happening in your lungs follows the same principle as star formation in a nebular dust cloud, and as it is the universal pattern of all things, it can be seen everywhere. And I mean everywhere. Allow me to give you an image of breath motion from my time as a fisherman working the deck of a Japanese flying fish boat in the East China Sea.

The fisherman phase of my life was based on the premise that in order to truly understand the concepts of nature, you first have to truly live them. So, against my better judgement, I joined up as a crewmember for six months and battled all the elements that nature and the captain could throw at me. I worked on the Shigemaru, one of the oldest vessels of the Yakushima flying fish fleet, and we would go off at an ungodly hour of the morning and find a spot a few miles off the space centre at Tanegashima to lay our nets. I particularly liked that spot, not because there were lots of fish to catch but because I could watch the rockets, standing vertically, being prepped for launch. After an hour of drifting on the Kuroshio current, the nets would then be heaved back in, and the deck would fill with all kinds of flying fish, dolphin fish (not the mammal), dart fish, mackerel, the odd sea horse, and, every now and then, what appeared to be a bouncing, spiky ball.

This was a puffer fish, a perfectly rounded ball with two large eyes and a pinched mouth. It is known as fugu in Japan, a fish so ugly that it is actually very cute, and so dangerous that, second only to the golden poison frog of the Amazon rainforest, it is the most poisonous vertebrate in the world.
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The reason that fugu is helpful to understand the yin/yang breath is that it does not always look like this. It is normally small, blue, smooth, and rather unassuming (if you discount the mounted bug eyes). The motion of what happens is plain to see from the dramatic changes on the outside, and for all intents and purposes, you could easily believe that it switches between just two states—one seemingly aggressive, bloated, and spiky and the other calm, short, and flat.

It is, however, what is inside that makes the fugu fascinating. When our slow-moving spiked friend is relaxed and mulling around in the depths, darting here and there at the sight of microscopic food, it has the appearance of the yin motion of breath. When it expands, however, with all the heat and energy required to pump water into its stomach and bend its spine into an almost impossible shape, it appears more of the yang motion.

After expanding, the sheer concentration of energy it needed to enlarge itself has all been used up. So when it is sitting on the deck waiting for one of us to find it and throw it right back into the ocean, while the outside is looking yang, in fact it is predominately yin inside. When it is inert and blue, all that potential for ballooning itself is still sitting there like a coiled spring, so the yang motion is inside, despite the more yin state on the outside. Even when lying lifeless on the deck in the most yin of states, it has enough neurotoxin to kill 30 people.

So while we have the simple breath motion of expansion and contraction that the fugu shows us so well, what happens inside is a continuation of breath motion on many levels. Rather than one motion happening all over the body, if we had to visualize what happens, it would look more like the cogs of a grandfather clock, all moving in different directions in a complicated symmetry to ensure that the clock keeps perfect time.

This idea is essential in trying to figure out how the human body functions, as it is not only one thing or the other. As with the fugu, there is a lot going on under the surface.

In terms of the body as a whole, the ideal is to have the breath motion smoothly moving, just like you are breathing with your lungs right now. In this way both yin and yang motions can be balanced. The reality of this perfect state is that the very act of living normally limits this for only short periods. Perhaps if you were able to remove all stress from your life and live a simple happy existence, it may be more permanent but, of course, this is not the reality for most of us.

The norm is that the motion becomes impaired, and the balance of your body swings more towards one or the other. On a simple level, if the yang motion is weak, there may be symptoms of coldness and tiredness, and, if yin is weak, signs of heat and agitation.

If yang is too strong, there may be signs of heat rising upwards to the head, and if yin is too strong, signs of coldness and water retention.

As the imbalance between the motions becomes more pronounced, either through a weakness or overflow pattern, the signs of one of them predominate.

The same patterns of yin/yang breath motion exist when we venture deeper within the body. Blood vessels and circulation systems all have their own breath motion, which may or may not be contributing to the balance of the whole body.

For example, an exhausted person may suffer from lower back pain due to an impairment of yang in the kidney system. They may also have headaches in their temples from too much stress at work causing impairment of yin in the liver. In this way both yin and yang motions can be imbalanced at the same time within different parts of the body.
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The application of breath motion means that it would be possible to follow this pattern all the way down to a microscopic cellular level and still find the same yin/yang breath motion imbalances in individual cells.

The body is, therefore, in a constant state of yin/ yang balance on many different levels, from one moment to the next. As the balances become more skewed one way or the other, physical signs often appear that give us clues about where the breath impairments are, and also how severe they may be.
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When the Natural Circulation Is Maximized

We take for granted the shape of things. A tree looks like a tree because that is what a tree looks like. A river looks like a river. A flower looks like a flower. A cloud looks like a cloud. They all have a distinct shape that we grew up almost instinctively recognizing, and we can assign categories to the shapes we know. But how did these shapes come about? Why those shapes? Why not a different shape? And why are we shaped like we are? We have a head at the top, and four limbs at the corners of a body. Why not some other shape?

To answer this, we have to return to the breath pattern in the universe and look at what is holding it all together. When there is a continual expansion and contraction motion, there has to be something tangible to expand and contract in between, right? There has to be something holding it all in place. For an astrophysicist, this would be something called “ordinary matter”, or “baryonic matter”, which is believed to be the material we are made of, but there are other materials, too, such as “dark matter” and “dark energy”, which are much less understood.

Fascinatingly, the ancient Chinese had an understanding of the binding aspects of the universe well over two thousand years ago. They theorized that the motion of expansion and contraction that constitute breath were held together by something called qi (chee). This may sound like we have stepped into the realm of quantum physics, but qi was basically thought of as the fabric of space–time continuum.6

In physics, this is a theory that space and time are interwoven in a single continuum that combines multiple dimensions. It does this by combining the three dimensions of space (length, width, and height) with that of a fourth dimension: Time. If you imagine this concept as a piece of fabric, like a sheet hanging outside on a washing line, time gives you the place where you might touch the material; the idea is that if you were to push your finger into the material, it would create a distortion in the sheet and a curvature of spacetime around it.

It is this fabric we come to when we want to understand qi. In deep space, qi is the fabric, the raw material behind the birth of stars, the appearance of new galaxies, and planets being formed. But the further we move from deep space, the more the patterns of motion change, and so does qi. 
This means that in some dimensional environments, qi can be immaterial and almost vapourlike, but in others it can be material and totally solid. Qi is basically at the mercy of the motion forces around it.

From its Chinese character, it is not automatically evident that qi has this deep universal meaning. It looks like this 氣 and represents steam rising above boiling rice. But like most Chinese characters, they are more than what they seem. When motions around qi go through different environments, form is created, and this is essentially the idea behind our planet. Qi forms the building blocks of every single thing on Earth, no matter the object, no matter the size. The motions on our planet are more complicated than that of deep space, and as you will discover in the other sections, many factors interplay to mould qi into the solid forms we are now familiar with.

The same qi is essentially stardust floating in space. In truth, we are actually made from the same stuff. We are stardust, and once our time on this planet comes to an end, we will return to stardust.

The shapes formed in this moulding process are not random and make sense. The basic principle is that the circulation pattern within those shapes is maximized for the environment they inhabit, so the fact that we are solid human beings who look like we do, and not like intelligent floating clouds, is down to the manipulation of qi in the particular environment on our unique planet. If we had evolved on another planet, perhaps we would look very different.

There is another important aspect to the motions that affect us and influenced how we developed: The growth patterns of nature. The ancient Chinese observed the natural world as it is—not some wild chaotic place but governed by rules and principles that are consistent throughout.
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Look at a tree, and follow the branches towards the leaves. Look down from a high vantage point on a river system flowing towards the ocean. Watch a fork of lightning flashing down to the earth. Look at a close-up image of the blood vessels in your eyes. They follow the same shape—not a similar pattern but exactly the same shape. This is because they are following universal growth patterns of nature, which are also clearly present inside our bodies.

Most of my memories of school days were utterly miserable. Worse, I knew they were miserable at the time, much like going to the cinema and realizing within the first few minutes the movie is going to be awful but, unable to get up and leave, you just have to sit through it. So I never thought that the painful years I spent in school studying the industrial revolution in my modern British history class would help me understand the shape of all things, but it did.

The bit of the industrial revolution that stuck with me was the invention in the 18th century of something called the “flying shuttle”. This was a simple weaving machine that allowed more fabric to be produced using a wooden bobbin to weave yarn at a much faster speed. Rather than the machine, however, it is the process of weaving that illuminates the natural world.

Weaving works with two threads. One is called the warp, the longitudinal thread that is fixed in place in the frame and kept stretched as tight as possible. The other thread is the weft, the transverse horizontal thread that is pulled through and inserted over and under the warp. It is the use of both that allows for the formation of a strong piece of fabric or cloth. There are many variations, but this is the basic pattern of weaving.
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It is also the basic pattern of growth of everything around us. The warp is the longitudinal growth seen in the trunk of a tree and the main waterway of a river, while the weft is the latitudinal growth seen in the branches of the tree and the tributaries of the river.

The ancient Chinese called the longitudinal jing and the latitudinal luo, and were able to break down how nature and the human body act in sync by applying these simple principles of growth.7

You just have to go outside and find a tree (or plant) to see how these patterns repeat themselves as it grows. The main stem or trunk has a strong longitudinal force pushing upwards, and then this gives way to a latitudinal force as the branches grow outwards. An individual branch has both forces acting on it as it grows straight, and then splits again. The same forces continue this growth pattern until it reaches maturity and stops.

This longitudinal–latitudinal circulation pattern is yin/yang breath motion in action, and the same process has formed our bodies. Our main blood vessels coming to and from the heart are the jing vessels and are usually long, straight arteries and veins. The many smaller vessels branching from these arteries and veins all over the body are the luo vessels. These are within your connective tissue structures. You just have to look at any images of the blood vessel system within the body, and you cannot help but think of trees and rivers.

But what exactly is being circulated around in this system? Is it the mysterious energetic qi about which I was taught when I went to Chinese medicine school? Or is it something altogether more down to earth—more tangible, more magical?
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Let me turn your attention to fireflies (also known as glow worms or lightning bugs). I have come across fireflies only a few times in my life. Once was in late spring, around the banks of Miyanoura River on Yakushima in Japan, where they were dancing around the forest like stars in a miniature universe. It is no wonder that Miyazaki, director of the ever-popular Ghibli anime movies, spent time on the island in pre-production research, and I often recognize real places in his imagined worlds.

I have seen them more often in my current home in the mountains behind Barcelona. I am lucky enough to live deep within the protected natural park, which, despite being within the Barcelona city limits, is a place of roaming wild boars, tangled forests, and often complete and utter silence. It is here, in the dusk of early summer, that we often see fireflies. They appear out of the forest on our terrace or on the crumbling path across the valley, and their neon glow is almost in sync with the beep of the midwife toad mating call.

The light of the firefly is created by a process called bioluminescence, which is produced by specific biochemical reactions on the underside of the firefly’s abdomen. To a firefly, it is just another way to attract a mate. They are not alone in the natural world in producing this chemical reaction. It is common amongst some species of fungi, bacteria, algae, squid, jellyfish, worms, crustaceans, and fish.

It may sound a little far-fetched at first, but our bodies actually emit light, too—not the same kind of light that happens in bioluminescence or occurs with thermal radiation, which you might see with an infrared device. In fact, it is not a light we can normally perceive at all, but we know it is there because it can, and has been, measured with the right sensitive equipment.

We glow because of something called “biophotons”, which are light particles that constantly radiate from the body surface of all living organisms without any external stimulus causing them to glow.8 They can be detected by a photomultiplier device, which converts photons into an electrical signal that can then be measured.

Studies show that this weak light emission, which is a thousand times weaker than the bioluminescence of a firefly, has a responsiveness that suggests it is not there to attract mates. In plants, it appears to actively interact with its environment. A plant will emit this light depending upon its current state of health and hydration.

The proximity of other parts of the plant causes biophotons to become more active through a dynamic feedback mechanism.9 The signals in this mechanism show the biophoton-emitting units actually work cooperatively through a process called “quantum coherence”.10 Biophotons are thought to be the result of a whole other intelligent system of communication within and between cells in your body.11

Further studies on the emission of biophotons are even more illuminating, in that they are thought to vary according to the location in your body, along with circadian and seasonal rhythms. For example, they are emitted more in summer and less in winter (not connected with any temperature changes). They are emitted less during the day and more at night (not depending on either temperature or light changes). The palms of your hands emit double the amount of photons compared to your back. And your limbs and head have a much higher emission rate than your abdomen and chest.12

While researchers admit that the reason these patterns are present within biophoton emission is puzzling, there is something within Chinese medicine to help them figure it all out. For this, we have to look into Neijing Nature-Based Medicine and draw out the concept of something called shenming.

As with qi, we have to go into the world of space–time to understand shenming, but unlike qi, it is actually outside the rules that govern our universe, and stands apart as the prerequisite for all life. It appears when particular circumstances cause yin and yang to suddenly interact and merge, and the subsequent spark that this generates is nothing less than life itself.13

It is the kind of wondrous explosive event that forms a star in a nebula, or starts the heartbeat of a new human being for the very first time. This is actually how the ancient Chinese saw it. They used the same Chinese character (神明) for the heavens in the night sky and the shenming force of light within your body. In effect, what they were saying is that the light of the stars is quite literally within you.

So if we return to biophoton emission with the knowledge of shenming, then not only are we made of the stuff of the universe (qi), we have the light of the stars (shenming) running through our bodies. Shenming was described by the ancient Chinese as an organizing force that circulates in the blood of your river systems to restore and repair your body wherever needed.14 It is basically the template of how you should be.

Shenming  is, therefore, the basic circulation pattern of the body that will allow you to flourish. The mesh that holds it together is
qi, the fabric of space–time. The force of circulation that allows it to grow and function is the expansive and contractive motion of breath (yin and yang), which guides the longitudinal (up/down), and transverse (sideways) growth patterns (jingluo), and the organizing and repairing force of light within your blood (shenming) to create a healthy, thriving human body.
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When the Qualities of Nature Are Balanced

The closer the yin/yang breath motion gets to us, the more change it goes through, much like a sound wave changes length and frequency as it hits different mediums. When it interacts with our specific environment on Earth, the ancient Chinese categorized its effect on the natural world into five clear qualities of natural motion, or circulation patterns, known as wuxing.

You might know these as the “five elements” or “five phases”: Earth (soil), metal, water, wood (plants), and fire. It was noted that these moving and transforming qualities interact with each other within the body, just as they do in the natural world, and form an intricate relationship in maintaining good health and allowing us to thrive.
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The image shows the natural motion of the qualities, which flows in a clockwise direction, much like a spinning pinwheel when you blow on it. This is the harmonious movement of nature in balance and is known as zheng motion. When this motion becomes impaired, a transverse motion called heng (which is represented by the arrows in the middle) creates a different cycle, which causes the qualities to impair each other in a web of imbalance. These are the motions that lie behind the weakness and overflow patterns later in the book.

The following is a summary of how to see these qualities, and how your body may react when one of them is impaired. This information can be of great help in understanding some of our tendencies and where they come from.

WOOD

It is springtime. Life is springing back after the harsh winter months, plants are coming up through the ground, all the animals, insects, birds, and other creatures are noisily making themselves heard, and a strong breeze is blowing through firmly rooted trees, swaying to and fro.


	
Storage system: Liver and gallbladder

	
Direction: East

	
Tissue plane: Connective tissue

	
Colour: Blue/green

	
Sound: Shouting

	
Emotion: Anger

	
Odour: Rancid

	
Season: Spring

	
Climate: Wind

	
Flavour: Sour

	
Fluid: Tears

	
Orifice: Eyes

	
Sense: Sight

	
Residue: Nails

	
Grain/Pulse: Barley and rye



When the wood quality is balanced, it is about new things emerging. It allows you to be calm, rooted and demonstrate good decision-making and leadership skills.

When the wood quality is imbalanced, you can become frustrated, angry, impatient, aggressive, explosive, depressed, moody, unable to structure daily life appropriately, and prone to headaches, eye problems, and stagnation.

A tendency to any of these characteristics or symptoms could mean that the balance of wood holds an important place in allowing you to thrive.

FIRE

Imagine it is the height of summer. The sun is at its peak in the southern sky, meadows of green grass are dotted with daisies lapping up the sun’s rays, and the warmth is enhanced by the sound of children splashing each other in a gentle stream.


	
Storage system: Heart, heart ruler, small intestine, and triple 
	burner

	
Direction: South

	
Tissue plane: Rivers

	
Colour: Red

	
Sound: Laughing

	
Emotion: Joy

	
Odour: Scorched

	
Season: Summer

	
Climate: Heat

	
Flavour: Bitter

	
Fluid: Sweat

	
Orifice: Tongue

	
Sense: Taste

	
Residue: Hair

	
Grain/Pulse: Corn and millet



When the fire quality is balanced, you are openminded, genuinely friendly, enthusiastic, humble, have clarity of thought, and solve problems.

When the fire quality is imbalanced, you can suffer from depression, mood swings, memory problems, confusion, have a pale or red complexion, and be inappropriately open and vulnerable.

A predominance of these characteristics or symptoms could mean that the balance of fire holds the key to you thriving.

EARTH

The summer is drawing to an end, and harvest time is in full swing. It is later in the afternoon, and the air is full of the sweet smell of the last blooms of the season. Distant rumbling rain clouds bring periodic deluges, which the soil will gratefully lap up.


	
Storage system: Pancreas and stomach

	
Direction: Centre

	
Tissue plane: Flesh

	
Colour: Yellow

	
Sound: Singing

	
Emotion: Deliberation

	
Odour: Fragrant

	
Season: Late summer

	
Climate: Damp

	
Flavour: Sweet

	
Fluid: Saliva

	
Orifice: Mouth

	
Sense: Touch

	
Residue: Fat

	
Grain/Pulse: Wheat



When the earth quality is balanced, you can have a strong appetite, smooth digestion, strong arm and leg muscles, and be responsible, stable, creative, and imaginative.

When the earth quality is imbalanced, you can have a poor appetite and digestion, stuck feelings, put on weight, be tired or overly concerned, and worried.

If these characteristics feel more familiar to you, the balance of earth might hold an important place in allowing you to thrive.

METAL

The sun is setting in the west, and there is a slight chill in the crisp autumn evening. The leaves on the trees have changed their colours and begun to fall. The summer has left, and there is a general preparation for the winter to come.


	
Storage system: Lung and large intestine

	
Direction: West

	
Tissue plane: Skin

	
Colour: White

	
Sound: Weeping

	
Emotion: Grief

	
Odour: Rotten

	
Season: Autumn/fall

	
Climate: Dryness

	
Flavour: Pungent

	
Fluid: Nasal mucous

	
Orifice: Nose

	
Sense: Smell

	
Residue: Body hair

	
Grain/Pulse: Rice



When the metal quality is balanced, you can be principled, consistent, ordered, good at prioritizing, and have well-conditioned skin and hair.

When the metal quality is imbalanced, you are more likely to be confused, dissatisfied, disordered, have dull skin and hair, and unable to let things go or have an inappropriate view of your own worth.

Should any of these symptoms or characteristics ring true, the balance of metal may be the one that holds the key to your health.

WATER

The darkness of winter has arrived, and a cold wind is blowing from the north. Most of the forest creatures are less active and have found refuge beneath the earth to preserve and restore themselves, listening for the first signs of the coming spring.


	
Storage system: Kidney and bladder

	
Direction: North

	
Tissue plane: Bone

	
Colour: Black

	
Sound: Groaning

	
Emotion: Fear

	
Odour: Putrid

	
Season: Winter

	
Climate: Cold

	
Flavour: Salty

	
Fluid: Sputum

	
Orifice: Ears

	
Sense: Hearing

	
Residue: Teeth

	
Grain/Pulse: Beans



When the water quality is balanced, you can be calm, consistent, wise, easygoing, and flexible. When the water quality is imbalanced, you can become fearful and insecure, take inappropriate risks, and have problems with hearing and issues with joints, bones, teeth, and the urinary and reproductive systems.

A tendency for these characteristics or symptoms suggests that the balance of water may hold sway inside and be the one that helps you to thrive.
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When the Storage Systems Are Balanced

The storage systems were listed in the qualities of nature in the previous section and most have familiar names of the organs in your body (lung, large intestine, stomach, pancreas, and so on). It would be easy to think that those organs, the ones you studied in biology class, and these storage systems from Chinese medicine, are one and the same. But the ancient Chinese had different ideas, and although they incorporate these anatomical organs within storage systems, they are, in fact, the moulding of the qualities of nature into a different form of qi.

As the motions of the universe pass through our atmosphere to our planet and into our bodies, they create moving forces around qi (the fabric) to form solid structural patterns. This is how our bodies were shaped and also how the storage systems inside them were formed.

For example, let us look at how your liver storage system was modelled. We start in the star constellation of the eastern direction, and as the motion of the universe (yin/yang breath) moves towards us from there, it moulds qi and forms the wind in our atmosphere. This wind then has its own unique moulding motion, and as the breath continues down to us, it manifests something completely different: The wood quality. This process is repeated with the wood quality motion, which has yet another unique motion, creating the structure of your liver system. In this way, you can see the close connection with all the manifestations of breath, which is core to the understanding of how the ancient Chinese saw our relationships with nature and the universe.

Exactly the same pattern applies to the other storage systems. Your heart system manifests from the southern direction (heat and fire quality); your pancreas system from the centre direction (damp and earth); your lung system from the western direction (dryness and metal); and your kidney system from the northern direction (cold and water). These core structures, which were made tangible and moulded from qi, are known as the zang storage regions.

The five zang storage systems are completely different ecosystems to each other in your body, and they provide the root from which the qualities of nature and river systems are anchored. They are storage regions, not the organs most are named after, and their function is to store jing, the life force of breath motion. For this reason, when mentioning these zang regions, I use the term “system”—for example, the “liver system” or “stomach system”—to ensure clarity of meaning in what I am referring to.


Lung Storage System

The lung system is formed from metal and is symmetrical on both sides of your body. Every breath your physical lungs take is like the hours of a day, or the seasons of the year. It is a complete cycle of breath motion.

The lung system helps you to:


	regulate your breathing and the passage of life force, from your lungs downwards to the rest of the body;

	provide the force of blood circulation around your body;

	ensure your skin is nourished with enough moisture and blood;

	generate grief to allow you to let go and move on with your life.



Common symptoms of an impaired lung system: Respiratory disorders like asthma, coughs and shortness of breath; skin problems like eczema and dry skin; tiredness; and hand, arm, and shoulder pain.




Pancreas Storage System

The pancreas system is formed from the earth quality and is centred in your body. It is so intertwined with the stomach in all its functions that the stomach and the pancreas are essentially extensions of one another. It is located behind the stomach, and plays a major role in digestion by producing enzymes to break down food and hormones to regulate your blood.

The pancreas system helps you to:


	extract nutrients (the five flavours) from digested food and transport them to your four limbs;

	store body fluids as fat and release it when needed;

	keep your blood in your blood vessels to prevent bruising;

	bring colour to your lips;

	help you think clearly.



Common symptoms of an impaired pancreas system: Tiredness, weak limbs and muscle atrophy, dizziness, pale lips, numb limbs, a heavy feeling, headaches, low appetite, over-worrying.




Heart Storage System

The heart system is formed from the fire quality and is located where it is for a reason. It is the place in your body where shenming originates. If you recall from chapter 2, shenming is the light that circulates within the blood river systems and organizes and gives coherence to them.

If we draw a longitudinal line and latitudinal line on your body, the place they meet is your heart, so this is where yin and yang intersect, and the spark of life ignites.15

The heart system helps you to;


	control blood, shenming, and the blood vessels throughout your body;

	give rhythm and coherence to the complex interactions within your body;

	affect your complexion by controlling the blood supply to your face.



Common symptoms of an impaired heart system: A 
pale complexion, anxiety, palpitations, sweating easily, tiredness, poor memory, 
disturbing dreams, insomnia, agitation, and rash behaviour.

NOTE The heart ruler, which is featured throughout this book, is missing in the zang storage regions, as it is such an integral part of the heart system that it is included within it. There are some specific actions, however, which can be more attributed to the heart ruler, such as calming your stomach.




Kidney Storage System

The kidney system is formed from the water quality, and is symmetrical on both sides of your body in the area below your ribs in your mid back. More than any of the storage systems, the kidney is the one that acts like your battery power. If it is fully charged, you are raring to go, but if it is depleted, you will inevitably be exhausted.

The kidney system helps you to:


	store your energy reserves;

	produce marrow and keep your bones strong;

	keep your hearing in good condition;

	maintain the strength and colour of your hair;

	regulate your sexual organs and the uterus.



Common symptoms of an impaired kidney system: 
Urinary problems, hearing loss and ear infections, knee and lower back problems, 
problems with teeth, respiratory problems (especially difficulty inhaling), and an excess of sexual energy.




Liver Storage System

The liver system is formed from the wood quality, and is actually symmetrical on both sides of your body, if we include your spleen as its pair on the other side.16 It mirrors many of the functions of your physical liver, such as filtering blood, regulating blood clotting, storing iron, and detoxifying foreign substances.

The liver system helps you to:


	move and store blood;

	ensure that circulation smoothly flows around the body;

	nourish your tendons so as to prevent weakness and cramp.



Common symptoms of an impaired liver system: Headaches (especially at your temples and behind your eyes), neck and shoulder pain, bloating, eye problems, depression, irritability, nausea, gas, a lump in your throat, problems in swallowing, brittle nails, and painful, irregular periods.

These five zang systems should mutually benefit from their interrelationships with each other, and if the motion of breath is moving freely between them, you will be thriving. When these interrelationships break down, however, weakness or overflow patterns start appearing.




The Fu Systems

In addition to these five storage systems, which are all yin, there are other systems that, together, make up the core systems that run your body. But these are not root storage systems of the zang, instead they all act in some digestive, draining manner downwards, away from them, and are called fu.

Fu  systems are the large intestine, stomach, small intestine, triple 
burner, bladder, and gallbladder. As they are all actively processing rather 
than storing, they can be regarded as yang.
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In order to understand the difference between the five zang regions and the six fu regions, let us look at bamboo sozu water containers, which can be found in temples, shrines, and natural places throughout Japan.

Sozu are a particular type of shishi-odoshi, which are devices used to scare away wild animals, and they consist of a weighted bamboo container held on a pivot that swings downwards with gravity when filled up with water. What scares animals is the sharp tapping noise it makes after it releases the water and strikes a rock placed beneath it.

The sozu container helps us see the nature of the fu regions, because neither is designed to hold what fills it. The sozu fills with cool water from a stream and immediately releases it below. When it swings back up, it is completely empty, ready to be filled again. And this is the essential structure of the fu systems. They are connected with the drainage of the zang. The zang are the stream feeding the fu, and the fu are the sozu container transforming and moving what is passed to them.

So what do the fu regions do exactly?

Stomach: The stomach system is essentially the overseeing system of the fu. Along with the pancreas system, it receives the food you eat, and through a process of fermentation with digestive juices and enzymes, it extracts the nutrition your body needs via the five flavours (these are listed in the qualities of nature in the previous section).

The stomach system helps you to:


	break down food into the five flavours and send its nutritive life-force to the rest of the body and the four limbs;

	ensure sufficient fluid levels in your body;

	maintain a downwards motion with circulation (this is the action of peristalsis, the involuntary wave-like muscular action, which governs the digestive tract).



Common symptoms of an impaired stomach system: 
Anxiety, worry, depression, eye problems, nosebleeds, swelling of the neck, 
facial pain, weak legs and arms, abdominal pain, diarrhoea, lack of appetite and 
taste, thirst.

Small Intestine: The small intestine system is where the 
digestion really gets going. The food comes in via the duodenum and gets broken 
down with the help of digestive enzymes from the pancreas and bile from the bile 
duct, and the small intestine system deconstructs and extracts.

The small intestine system helps to:


	process food from your stomach (the “pure” fluids head to the large intestine to be reabsorbed, and the “impure” fluids are sent to the bladder to be excreted);

	help you think clearly by separating out your thought processes.



Common symptoms of an impaired small intestine system:
Chest tightness and pain, elbow, arm, shoulder and neck pain, problems with hearing, depression, abdominal pain, bloating, and being unable to understand and work through ideas easily (the reason for some of these may become clearer when you look at the trajectory of the small intestine river system in the next section).

Large Intestine: The large intestine acts like the small 
intestine by breaking things down, but it then reconstructs them in a different 
form. By the time the food you eat reaches your large intestine, much of the 
digestion is already done. So while some of the remaining nutrients from your 
food are extracted, the work of the large intestine is to transform the leftover 
digestive waste into your bowel movement.

The large intestine system helps to:


	control the transformation of digestive waste from liquid to solid and transport them out of the body;

	absorb fluid to keep blood volume steady;

	support the lung system so that it controls the pores of your skin.



Common symptoms of an impaired large intestine system: Abdominal pain, diarrhoea, fever, sweating, cold symptoms like a sore throat, skin problems like dry skin, and runny nose.

Triple Burner: The triple burner has a name that follows a different pattern from many of the other organ-named systems, such as stomach or kidney. It is a direct translation of sanjiao, the arterial system (the superior mesenteric, the inferior mesenteric, and the celiac arteries) that connects your physical heart with the digestive system.17

It does this by acting like a drainage ditch running alongside the digestive tract and extracting warmth and nutrients and sending them up to the heart ruler (the arteries around your heart).

The triple burner system helps to:

	regulate digestion and ensure that fluids and blood are correctly distributed around your body.


Common symptoms of an impaired triple burner system: Hearing problems, including deafness and tinnitus; dizziness; constipation; arm, chest, shoulder, and neck pain; headaches; and eye problems (the reason for many of these may become clearer when you see the trajectory of the triple burner river system in the next section).

Gallbladder: The gallbladder system acts exactly like the bamboo sozu in regards to bile, its main contribution to digestion. Bile is a digestive juice that is actually made in your liver system; the liver system is the stream of water filling the gallbladder sozu.

When bile is needed to process fat, it is released from the gallbladder into the cystic duct and small intestine. For this reason, it was considered by the ancient Chinese to control what is allowed in and out in more ways than only in digestion.

The gallbladder system helps you to:


	store and excrete bile to assist digestion;

	ensure your tendons are nourished;

	make decisions.



Common symptoms of an impaired gallbladder system:
Sciatica, chest pain, neck and shoulder pain, headaches (especially one-sided), an inability to digest fats, dizziness, sighing, and a lack of courage.

Bladder: Your physical bladder expands to store urine and 
then contracts to empty it through the urethra, but for the ancient Chinese, the 
bladder system was much more than this, and involved a more metabolic function 
of fluids. These fluids are more connected to the nourishment of joints, bones, 
marrow, and the brain.

The bladder system helps to:


	store and release body fluids sent to it by the kidney system;

	stabilize the tissues and organs in the body.



Common symptoms of an impaired bladder system: Lower back pain, sciatica, urinary problems like cystitis, eye problems, and genital and reproductive problems.

In order for your body to thrive, the balance of the five zang and six fu systems must be maintained. The best way to do that is to understand how their related river systems work.
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When the River Systems Flow Freely

Chinese medicine uses the natural world as its reference point. This fact lies behind one of the key misunderstandings of how the body’s circulation pathways are organized. You may have come across the word “meridian” to describe the lines that snake over the body like a subway map. This is a mistranslation of the character 脈 (mai) by a French diplomat named Soulié de Morant, who introduced an energy idea of Chinese medicine in the 1930s.18 Unfortunately this was never properly corrected, and to this day it is used widely within the Chinese medicine world.19

A more accurate translation would be “blood vessel”, or mai vessel, and this would make sense, as it is thought that the writers of the original Huangdi neijing text had a detailed understanding of the blood vessel system from extensive use of autopsies.20 The text even describes this explicitly: “Once he has died, he may be dissected to observe his [interior appearance].” And it goes on to explain how to measure and quantify body parts.21 It is easy to forget, but this was over 2,000 years ago.

If you look at the context of these vessels, it becomes clear that what the ancient Chinese were talking about was something altogether more encompassing and more akin to river watersheds and their complex ecosystems. In fact, the Huangdi neijing text correlated each of the systems that you will see in this section to an actual flowing river within China (at least at the time).22 It is not that they were saying that the vessels in your body are like rivers, that they appear the same; what they were saying was not a metaphor—they are rivers. Because rivers are an expression of qi and breath, and moulded from the same motions as we are. Thus, if you observe how river watersheds behave in the natural world, this will allow you to study the action of the same river systems in the human body.

For purposes of clarity, instead of using the terms “mai rivers”, “channels”, or “vessels” to refer to the circulatory system of Chinese medicine, the term “river systems” will be used—the same river systems of headwaters, pools, brooks, streams, marshes, rivers, and deltas you would find flowing down a mountainside on their journey to the sea.

So for the ancient Chinese, these were never mysterious energy meridians of qi flowing magically through your body. This simplistic understanding does not do justice to the sheer marvel of what they were explaining. They were describing whole river ecosystems of flowing blood, qi, and shenming, following demonstrable fascial planes and surrounded by vessels, tissue, fascia, cartilage, muscle, tendon, ligament, and skin, as a flourishing valley frames a river.

And just as river systems act in the natural world, so do they act within our bodies. They can dry up; they can flood; they can get blocked; they can flow too fast or too slow; they can be choppy or calm; they can split; and they can change direction. If you see them as this, it can transform how you perceive and treat your body.

What do you do when a river is obstructed? You find the obstruction and remove it. What do you do when a river runs dry? You try to reconnect it with the water circulation and build up the water supply. What do you do when the water breaches the river banks? You drain the excess water and restore the integrity of the river.

And so, in this way, by looking at real things in the natural world, you can understand how the same principles can be applied to the circulation system inside your body. As you might have guessed, nothing about Chinese medicine is random. It adheres to the same principles throughout. So these river systems are organized according to breath motion and the maximization of circulation patterns.

To understand this better, we need to look at the circulation structure of a tree. This is because a tree has its own circulatory, or vascular, system, which transports water and minerals up and down its length, and as it follows the patterns of the natural world, it has valuable insights into how the ancient Chinese saw the circulation system of our bodies.

Let us start by looking at a tree that was actually around when these ancient ideas were being formulated. Such a tree perhaps predates even the oldest of Chinese theories of antiquity and is still alive today. I have visited it several times and would have done so more often but for the nine-hour hike to get there and back.

This tree is Jomon-sugi, a Japanese national treasure, which sits deep in the forested mountains of the island of Yakushima in the East China Sea. It is 25m (82ft) tall and has a trunk circumference of 16m (52ft), but the most notable thing about it is its age, estimated to be somewhere between 2,600 and 7,200 years old.

It is difficult to comprehend a living thing that has such a vast lifespan. I was a wood craftsman on Yakushima, and we used to work with a special kind of fallen cypress tree called Yakusugi, which by definition had to be over a thousand years old. Many of these grand old trees had been felled during the Edo period in the 19th century and have been lying on the forest floor intact ever since. But Jomon-sugi was left untouched and is a fountain of life, hosting 13 distinct plant species growing on its branches.

The reason trees like Jomon-sugi have such longevity is that they have an extraordinarily efficient circulation system, which maximizes the benefits of its environment. Distinct types of plant tissue make up its circulation system, which are designed to behave in different ways.

[image: image]

Xylem makes up the innermost tissue layer of the circulatory tissues. It is used mainly for transporting water and other dissolved compounds upwards from the roots. As Yakushima is made up principally of hard granite, many of these roots are visible and above ground, snaking over the undergrowth. The upwards motion rises to the stems and leaves at the upper end of the tree, something that the rhododendron, trochodendron, and mountain ash plants on its branches feed from.

Phloem is the outermost tissue layer just inside the 
leathery protective bark. It is responsible for transporting food produced from 
photosynthesis across other branches and stems and all the way down to the roots 
again.

Although both types of tissue take up a narrow area around the outer part of the inside of the trunk, it is this simple circulatory pattern of the upwards-flowing xylem tissue towards the inside of the tree (yin) and the downwards-flowing phloem tissue towards the outside of the tree (yang) that gives us the insight we need to make sense of the 12 river systems in the human body.

Let’s look at what rivers look like within a human structure. As the tree circulation system is formed by the same patterns of breath motion as we are, there are some similarities.

Like xylem and phloem tissue pathways, human river systems can be neatly divided into yin and yang according to their location, direction, and depth. They were named according to which of the systems they are associated with, so most match the zang and fu systems: Lung, large intestine, stomach, pancreas, heart, small intestine, kidney, bladder, heart ruler, triple burner, gallbladder, and liver.

Although these 12 rivers are separately identified, they are all essentially one long current flow, like a river coming all the way down the mountain to the sea, and each one runs seamlessly into the river next on the list. This is the pattern of flow:

The lung river (yin) rises to the large intestine river and then falls through both the large intestine and stomach rivers (both yang). It then changes flow as it switches to the pancreas river, so that it rises through the pancreas and heart rivers (both yin). Change then comes to the flow as it drops again through the small intestine and bladder rivers (both yang). It switches direction again as it moves up through the kidney and heart ruler rivers (yin), before descending once again via the triple burner and gallbladder rivers (yang). It returns to the source, and rises to the lung via the liver river (yin) for the flow cycle to start again.

It is common to see the river systems in this order, as it follows the flow of circulation. But let us now look at each part in more detail. The following is a general summary of each river system and some of these common symptoms associated with each individual one.
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Lung River System

The lung river system begins deep in your middigestive system and connects with the large intestine before coming up to the lung area and the esophagus. It then comes out on a more superficial level at the front of your shoulder and roughly follows the brachial artery down your upper arm and the radial artery to your wrist. It then goes through your thenar eminence, the muscle on your palm below your thumb, and up your thumb to finish at the tip (and a branch goes up to the tip of the index finger).

Both the lung and large intestine river systems are within the metal quality, and you can see the deep connection between them here. As the lung river comes down the arm, loosely matching arteries, remember that it is not the artery we are referencing; it is far more than that. The artery is the river at the bottom of the valley, but the river system is the whole valley from top to bottom, including muscles, tendons, connective tissue, small blood vessels, qi functions, shenming, and so on. The lung river system was considered to be closest to the giant Yellow River in China.
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Large Intestine River System

The large intestine river system begins at the tip of your index finger (where the lung river ended) and roughly follows the cephalic vein up the side of your arm towards your shoulder. On a deeper level, it then goes into your lungs and down to your large intestine, and on a more superficial level, it comes up the external jugular vein in your neck, across your jaw to your lower teeth, and ends at the flare of your opposite nostril.

It should come as no surprise, after reading this, that toothache in the lower teeth is often connected to the large intestine river.

NOTE You find a colour depiction of all river systems in the colour insert at the end of the book.
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Stomach River System

The stomach river system starts at the bridge of your nose, and goes down to your upper teeth and jaw, and then up to the corner of your forehead. It goes down the front of your chest, through the stomach and pancreas, down the abdomen, and then your thigh, knee, lateral lower leg, and finally reaches the end at either side of the middle toe (and also a branch goes to the tip of the big toe).

This is one of the main river systems because of the sheer amount of your body it transverses. Technically, the large intestine and stomach rivers are two parts of one long river called the yangming. The large intestine was characterized as the Yangtze River and the stomach as the wide ocean. It should also come as no surprise that toothache in the upper teeth is often connected to the stomach river system.

[image: image]

Pancreas River System

The pancreas river system begins at the tip of your big toe and runs up the inside of your foot and ankle, along the medial marginal vein area, and then along the great saphenous vein up your leg. It continues up through the groin, on a deeper level to the pancreas, stomach, and heart, and finishes at the tongue muscles.

You may have come across this system with a different name, and indeed in some of my previous publications I used the term “spleen”. The descriptions of the Huangdi neijing text strongly suggest, however, that what is commonly termed “spleen” in English, in translation of the character 脾 pi, is actually the pancreas. And the spleen is instead closely connected to the liver system.23
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