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PART I
Principles of Chinese Sports Medicine



 


INTRODUCTION TO PART I


When I began to study martial arts some thirty years ago, I never imagined that practicing the fighting arts would lead me so far into the study of medicine. My inspiration to train hard in those early years came from stories of unbeatable masters, Asian knighterrants who defeated all comers and helped the weak and downtrodden. In time, I studied a variety of fighting disciplines under a number of different masters, became a professional martial arts instructor, and fought in full-contact matches in places as far apart as New York’s Chinatown and the Philippines.

Somewhere along the way, I found myself drawn to the stories of teachers whose superlative fighting skills were tempered by their ability to heal the sick and injured. During my earlier training, I met many great fighters, but few healers. However, like most subcultures, the martial arts world is small. If you look hard enough, you will find what you are searching for. Then it is merely a matter of having the courage or, in my case, the naive temerity to seize the chance. To make a long story short, I met the right teacher at the right time, and he set my feet on the path—an evening of being bounced off the walls of a hotel room, followed by an animated discussion of the connection between the martial arts and Chinese medicine that went into the wee hours, did the trick.

To my obsession with the martial arts I added apprenticeships in herbology and kung fu medicine, three years of acupuncture school, and endless study of books on Chinese medicine. Gradually I became familiar with the many facets of Chinese medicine. I began to treat patients and later opened a clinic. There are many specialties in Chinese medicine, but the kung fu medicine that evolved into Chinese sports medicine has always excited me the most. One reason for my enthusiasm is that Chinese sports medicine uses all the therapies available in Chinese medicine—herbology, acupuncture, and moxibustion, physical therapy and exercise, massage, and even diet therapy—allowing treatments to be more easily adapted to each injury and, more important, each individual. Another is that its often miraculous effectiveness satisfies my own impatience to see quick results.

My experience is that the West tends to view Chinese medicine as either an exotic Eastern philosophy with little practical value or a kind of quaint folk medicine that sometimes achieves inexplicable results but is full of poetic imagery that is confusing to the uninitiated. “Scientific” is not normally a word associated with Chinese medicine. Yet Chinese medicine is a science, based upon acute observations of the natural world and man’s place in that world. These are not the observations of one man or one woman or the viewpoint of a small cult of true believers. These observations were not made in a decade or over the course of one or two centuries. They are the result of two millennia of research, scholarship, debate, and practical experience by millions of people. The result is an elegant, sophisticated system of medicine that is clinically effective.

Sports medicine is one area in which Chinese medicine is particularly effective, but despite the explosion of books on alternative health and Eastern medicine, little has been written on the subject. Previous books have listed some of the herbal remedies employed in Chinese medicine or delineated treatments for specific injuries, but until now, no book has explained how to simply and practically use this medicine to treat an injury from the moment it occurs until you return to the playing field.

In medicine, receiving the right treatment at the right time makes all the difference. Nowhere is this more true than with sports, where correct treatment can prevent a minor injury from becoming a chronic problem. This book was born out of many things—the urgings of friends and students as well as the debt I owe my teachers to pass on their knowledge, but mostly it was born out of my frustration at seeing so many people who would not need to be in my office if they had treated their injuries correctly from the moment they occurred. This book is my attempt to make Chinese sports medicine available to everyone so they can get back to doing the activities they love as soon as possible. I hope it makes a difference.

I still get my inspiration from the stories of the old masters. These stories and the pictures of my teachers on the wall of my clinic serve as daily reminders of the long and diverse lineages linking the twin disciplines of fighting and healing. In the East, the masters of today are always considered inferior to the great masters of the past. While this sentiment keeps the teacher’s or doctor’s ego in check and offsets the praise of devoted students and satisfied patients, it is not merely a device to keep us humble. The feats of the past masters remind us of the vast experience and accumulated knowledge that form the foundation of Chinese medicine and breathe life into its practice.


 


CHAPTER 1
A Tooth from the Tiger’s Mouth


Martial Origins, Modern Alternative

China, 1899. The empress dowager sits on the imperial throne. Flood and famine devastate the countryside. Antiforeign sentiment grows, and the lives of European diplomats are threatened by fanatical martial arts societies. The country is on the brink of the Boxer Rebellion. Amid this turmoil, two men, one from the north and one from the south, both martial arts warriors and healers, became legends.

Sun Lu-tang was one of the most famous boxers of the northern nei jia, or “internal,” school of martial arts. By the time of the Boxer Rebellion, he had already studied with some of the most famous martial arts masters in China. Tales of his encounters with bandits and his effortless victories in challenge matches with rival masters still inspire today’s generation of kung fu enthusiasts.

Some of the most compelling stories about Sun revolve around his compassion for those injured in combat and his ability to heal them. On one occasion, he defeated a group of bandits and then resuscitated them and set their dislocated bones. Another time, a large, powerful student attempted to injure the diminutive Sun. Sun lightly struck an acupuncture point on the student’s arm, incapacitating him. The next day the arm had turned black. Sun administered an herbal remedy, and the student recovered with a humbler attitude. Sun was not familiar just with acupuncture and herbal medicine, he also practiced Taoist health exercises reputed to harmonize the functioning of the internal organs. Sun attributed his robust health in old age to these exercises. Even in his seventies, traversing the steep mountain paths of northern China, he was able to outpace students decades younger.

Wong Fei-hung, Sun’s counterpart in southern China, developed a reputation as a peerless fighter and skilled physician. His exploits are today immortalized in the films of Jet Li. Wong initially learned kung fu from his father, one of the famed “Ten Tigers of Guandong” (the ten top martial artists in southern China). His father passed on to Wong many of the secrets of the fighting monks from southern Shaolin. When his father was challenged by a rival master, the thirteen-year-old Wong took his place, easily defeating the challenger. He later studied with other great masters in southern China. His many exploits in helping the common Chinese people made him famous by the early twentieth century. Wong founded a clinic known as Po Chi Lam (“Precious Iris Woods,” a reference to his skill with herbal medicine). At Po Chi Lam he taught martial arts and the related medical skills of acupuncture, herbal medicine, and bone-setting. Wong’s fighting system, the “Hung Fist,” still flourishes today, and his herbal recipes are still used to treat training injuries.

Fighting skill and the physician’s art seem like odd bedfellows, yet in China they have been linked for nearly two millennia. The skills exhibited by Sun Lu-tang and Wong Fei-hung were the distillation of centuries of warfare and civil strife. Martial arts medicine was an outgrowth of warfare. Treatment of battlefield injuries had to be simple and effective, so that soldiers could return to combat as quickly as possible. In armies composed of martial arts adepts, even training for warfare could be incredibly brutal. Dislocated joints and broken bones were not unusual and sprains and contusions commonplace. Over centuries, martial arts masters, Shaolin monks, and Taoist recluses developed hundreds of herbal formulas that could treat everything from spear wounds to fractured ribs.

Military commanders were also accomplished martial artists and often well versed in practical medical skills. Marshal Yue Fei, China’s renowned military leader in the twelfth century, studied all the warrior arts, including traditional medicine. The effectiveness of Yue Fei’s troops is attributed to their rigorous training in the martial arts, and Yue Fei himself is credited with the creation of several unique kung fu styles as well as the Eight Brocade Plus exercises presented later in this book.

Looking at the past from our modern perspective, we could easily assume that without antibiotics and today’s surgical wizardry, people died from even minor wounds. In fact, this was much more the case during America’s Civil War than in conflicts in China. The ancient Chinese employed hundreds of herbal substances that could kill pain, stop infection, reduce inflammation and swelling, and help tissue regenerate. Some of Wong Fei-hung’s medical knowledge originated in India, where ancient texts describe Hindu physicians performing many surgical operations, such as cesarean section, hernia operations, and rhinoplasty. In AD 927, two physicians successfully trepanned the skull of a Hindu king, using a general anesthetic. Merchants, pilgrims, Buddhist monks, and soldiers traveling the Silk Road brought Indian medicine and fighting traditions to China. Ta Mo, a Buddhist teacher from India, noticed that during meditation many of the students were so frail that they fell asleep. He created a series of exercises to strengthen the body. Later, Ta Mo’s “18 Luohan” exercises became the basis of the Shaolin fighting arts. These traditions were exemplified by Hua Tuo, perhaps the most famous doctor of the Han dynasty (206 BC—AD 220). Hua Tuo performed surgeries using herbal anesthetics. A student of Taoist mountain sages, he also developed a regime of health exercises based on the movements of animals and derived from martial arts traditions.

By the Tang dynasty, China had a rich tradition of medicine based on practical experience. Although physicians had to be well versed in both Chinese and Buddhist medical texts, they were above all clinicians who prided themselves on getting results. The Shaolin temple became a repository for much of this knowledge. Martial arts medicine was one of Shaolin’s closely guarded secrets, passed down by oral tradition. With the destruction of the Shaolin temple in the Qing dynasty, the monks fled and spread their knowledge to martial arts societies throughout southern China and Southeast Asia.

At the time of the Boxer Rebellion, the separation of martial arts from military science had begun. Guns and cannon replaced traditional weapons and martial ways. Men like Sun Lu-tang and Wong Fei-hung were part of the last generation directly connected to the old ways. During their lifetime, martial arts and their attendant medical traditions passed from arts of war to arts of self-defense and self-cultivation. Competitive martial arts schools replaced warring armies. Schools with effective methods guarded them jealously from other schools. Challenges and even outright brawls between schools were rampant. Martial arts teachers kept knowledge from their own students, often passing on herbal formulas and other techniques to only one or two worthy disciples. Even today, many kung fu schools use a liniment to treat strains and sprains called die da jiu (literally “hit-fall wine”), whose formula is kept secret from even the most advanced and loyal students.

In the twentieth century, this secrecy and the push toward industrialization combined to ensure that fewer and fewer people had the medical knowledge of men like Sun and Wong. Traditional teachings that had withstood the test of centuries were gradually eroded. A more crippling blow was China’s Cultural Revolution. During that time, the teaching of martial arts and traditional medicine was suppressed, making it dangerous to admit knowledge of either one. Many of the great teachers of martial arts were killed, and the Shaolin monks were all but wiped out of existence. As fewer people were instructed in these methods, martial arts medicine became more secretive and esoteric. Later, traditional medicine came back into favor. Acupuncture and herbal medicine regained their former popularity, but the medicine of the martial arts that today we call Chinese sports medicine remained a closely guarded secret, protected by an older generation of martial arts masters out of favor with the Chinese government. Consequently, Chinese sports medicine is not taught even in colleges of traditional Chinese medicine. In the United States today, acupuncture schools proliferate, yet Chinese sports medicine is absent from the curriculum. Add to this the emphasis in these schools on internal medicine, and the result is that the majority of their graduates don’t know how to treat sprains, contusions, and other musculoskeletal injuries. Despite this state of affairs, the medical skills of Wong Fei-hung and Sun Lu-tang are not lost. They have been kept alive by people like me: modern practitioners of Chinese sports medicine who learned their craft in traditional schools of martial arts.

The medical feats of Sun Lu-tang and Wong Fei-hung are not just the stuff of stories. Many injuries can be treated easily and cheaply with knowledge of a few basic principles and readily available herbal formulas. Although I have studied at modern acupuncture schools and today run a busy clinic specializing in athletic injuries, the most effective treatments I know come out of thirty years of study and research in the ancient martial arts traditions. Like Sun Lu-tang, I treated an arm that turned black from a martial arts strike. A simple poultice of san huang san (“three yellow powder”), one of the formulas covered in this book, resolved the problem in two days. I have treated nonhealing fractures that mystified doctors using formerly secret Shaolin formulas that aid the knitting of broken bones. I have seen countless sprained ankles heal in a fraction of the usual time using Chinese sports medicine. Western medicine can offer little help for these types of injuries. I was not a licensed practitioner of Chinese medicine when I first treated these injuries. I was a martial arts instructor with a rudimentary knowledge of Chinese sports medicine. With this book in your hands, you will have at your fingertips far more information than I had.

Chinese sports medicine has always been like the Chinese saying “a tooth from the tiger’s mouth”: knowledge difficult and even dangerous to obtain. It has survived centuries of change and upheaval because it works. The goal of every athlete and every active person in every time and place has been to get back to the activities they love as soon as possible. In our busy modern world, this has never been more true. This book can help you do this.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Presumably, most authors arrange their books to be read from start to finish, each chapter building on the previous one. This book is designed to be read that way, but with an understanding that many of you will want to skip to the part that concerns you and perhaps browse through other sections of interest. With that in mind, the book is divided into four parts. Part 1 presents the theoretical background of treating sports injuries: the anatomy of injury, the basic principles of using Chinese medicine to treat them, and the basic dos and don’ts of Chinese sports medicine.

Parts 2 and 3 present the four pillars of Chinese sports medicine, the therapies passed down by the secret martial arts societies in China:

1. External Herb Therapy

The secret injury formulas of the Chinese martial arts that stimulate local circulation, kill pain, and promote healing in the injured tissues. These formulas have never before been shared with the general public. (See chapters 10–12.)

2. Internal Herb Therapy

Herbal teas, pills, and tinctures that reduce inflammation and strengthen the body’s ability to heal itself. The herbal formulas used to heal tendon and ligament injuries and the specific herbs that help broken bones to heal. (See chapter 15.)

3. Physical Medicine

Treatment methods that directly manipulate, stimulate, or heat the injured area, such as cupping (chapter 9), acupressure (chapter 13), self-massage (chapter 14), and moxibustion (chapter 16), to break up the accumulations of stagnant fluids and blood that can lead to chronic pain and dysfunction. These methods are all easily self-administered and can be applied by anyone.

4. Health Preservation

The closely guarded training methods of martial arts masters that enhance athletic performance, prevent injury, and preserve health. Also dietary secrets of the Chinese martial arts and the foods that can aid or prevent injuries from healing. (See chapters 5, 6, and 7.)

I anticipate that many of you will skip right to part 4. Here the most common sports injuries and their appropriate treatment are arranged in alphabetical order. Try to read the earlier chapters or at least go back to them, especially those in part 1, so that you are familiar with the basic concepts on which the therapies are based. As much as possible, related information is either repeated in different sections of the book or cross-referenced to the relevant chapter to keep you from having to hunt through the whole book to find an herbal formula or specific treatment.


 


CHAPTER 2
Sports Injuries East and West


 

MODERN MEDICINE AND TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE

There is no such thing as perfect health. The very concept of perfect health is an illusion. For many of us, health means feeling no pain or weakness. In fact, health is a balancing act, a constant series of small shifts back and forth to maintain a general sense of equilibrium. For this reason, when the body moves out of balance, medical interventions must be chosen carefully, with the goal of returning the body to a balanced state.

In the West, illness, weakness, or pain is perceived as “not good,” and steps are taken to rectify the situation. Interventions in modern medicine often take the form of painkillers, antiinflammatories, antibiotics, antidepressants, or surgery. These interventions may lead to a change in symptoms. These new symptoms, in their turn, may also require correction. Each shift may be seen as a separate entity and each set of symptoms as a different disease or syndrome. Each is a disease to be overcome and defeated. As diseases and syndromes proliferate and the technology used to treat them grows more complex, specialization becomes a necessity. The very nature of specialization in modern medicine requires that the specialist work within the borders of his or her understanding, often without regard for the whole. The patient’s sense of his or her own body and the interconnectedness of the whole is overridden by the expertise of the specialist, who is concerned with only one part.

As new discoveries and advances are made, old wisdoms are regarded as outdated and are discarded. While this seems to make sense, in fact it can lead to further confusion. What was perceived as “good” at one point in time is now “bad.” These changes can come so fast that we forget they occurred. When I was growing up, butter was considered a major culprit in heart disease and margarine was eaten by every family I knew. More recent studies indicate that margarine is far worse for one’s arteries than butter, but a whole generation ate margarine for twenty years. Public perception of what is healthy shifts with each new study that comes out, even when the new study contradicts the previous one. Even more recently in the news is the discovery that women who take hormone supplements after menopause increase their risk of developing dementia, heart disease, and certain types of cancer. In this case, using drugs to “turn back the clock” worked against the body’s inner rhythms and its innate wisdom. Millions of women took hormones to prevent hot flashes and osteoporosis, problems that Chinese medicine has treated for centuries with diet and exercise and herbal supplements.

Modern medicine is very good at understanding disease but does not give us the tools to understand health. It cannot offer clear-cut ideas about what health is because it has no standard to go by. Traditional Chinese medicine, on the other hand, has an understanding of health that dates back to one of its oldest books, the Huang Ti Nei Jing, The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine (third century BC). These ideas have never become outdated despite the technological advances of Western medicine. Why? Because in ancient times, the Chinese observed the minute changes that occurred in the human body in relation to season, weather, climate, diet, exercise, and emotional shifts. From these observations was born a system of medicine that perceived the fundamental holism of the human organism and its interconnectedness with the surrounding environment. Thus Chinese medicine offers a unique perspective on maintaining a state of harmonious balance in the human body.

Modern medicine has a tendency to view as normal dysfunctions that stem from an unhealthy lifestyle. If the average fifty-year-old has some arthritis in his knees, this is considered normal. He is told to take anti-inflammatories or painkillers and he goes back to jogging. By masking the pain in this way, further damage is often done. If the knee is too bothersome, a knee replacement is always an option. Viewing average health as “normal” combined with the intensive specialization of the modern physician has led modern medicine to a philosophical approach akin to that of a high-level mechanic. Parts wear out and are jury-rigged or replaced. Each patient is not so much an individual as an identical model that will undergo exactly the same procedure for the same problem.

Another view is that our body is built to last a lifetime if we treat it right, that each individual has a different amount of vital energy, and that it is this vital energy that often determines how different bodies will react to different diseases and how quickly we will recover. Chinese medicine is based upon the concept of qi (vital energy), and it is qi more than any other single idea that led the Chinese to embrace a very different philosophy of medicine from what developed in the West. Ancient Chinese physicians focused their treatments not only on dispelling illness, but also on harmonizing and nurturing the qi of their patients. This led Chinese medicine to hold up as its standard individuals who were healthy into old age because they led harmonious and balanced lives. Thus the Chinese developed principles of medicine based on high standards of health as well as physical and mental performance. Traditionally, health preservation through correct living was considered to be the highest form of medicine. Intervention by a medical practitioner in the form of herbs, drugs, or physical medicine was kept to a minimum to restore the patient to balance with the least possible side effects, and physicians felt they had failed if a patient became seriously ill.

Just thinking this way offers a profound alternative. If we live right and use medical knowledge appropriately and intelligently, we can lead healthy, active lives even into old age. One of my most unforgettable memories from China is the large number of elderly people up in the morning exercising, demonstrating levels of flexibility and strength that we normally associate with much younger athletes.

Chinese medicine employs methods that are not injurious to the patient by attempting to harmonize the body’s natural functions and stimulate its innate ability to heal. These methods are not mystical or esoteric, they are based on a commonsense approach to diagnosis and treatment. A famous martial arts teacher in New York’s Chinatown once asked, “If common sense is so common, how come so few people have it?” Often we neglect our common sense when we are fearful and in pain, and we rush to take pills or elect surgery as a first-choice treatment. This is not common sense when there are other alternatives. Taking drugs to cure one problem and cause another does not make much sense, yet people do it every day. It is common sense to see the body as an interconnected whole. Cutting-edge research by Western medical doctors if anything confirms this viewpoint that is one of the cornerstones of Chinese medicine, yet people are told every day that their chronic shoulder injury has nothing to do with their hip pain. My patients are constantly amazed when I confirm their own feeling that two problems in different areas of the body can be connected. This confirmation of their own bodily felt sense of connection is invaluable for them to understand how imbalances occur and how to heal and prevent them.

The tendency to view a medical model as an objective reality, rather than a means of describing what is happening in a moment in time inside a living being, can lead to many mistakes, including intolerance to alternative approaches. Both Western and Eastern medicine have different strengths and weaknesses. The approach that best serves the patient is to use strengths of each whenever possible. To this end, the reader is advised to consult a Western-trained medical doctor for an initial diagnosis. In the case of sports medicine, this is particularly important when there is a question about the severity of an injury. The diagnostic procedures of Western medicine are very useful in helping the athlete decide which type of medicine is most appropriate to the situation and, if serious injury is ruled out, may give him or her more confidence and precision in employing the Eastern approach.

ANATOMY OF AN INJURY—EAST AND WEST

An ankle sprain serves as the perfect model to begin this comparison and to examine injuries and how they heal. Not only is an ankle sprain one of the most common sports injuries, it can happen just crossing the street. Anyone who has had a badly sprained ankle knows how painful it can be. Ankle sprains can be slow to heal and often prevent or interfere with athletic activities for a long time afterward. Many of the principles used to treat sprained ankles apply to other joint, tendon, and muscle injuries.

When you sprain an ankle, there is usually a tearing, wrenching sensation, followed almost immediately by pain and weakness. Ankle sprains most often occur because the foot is tipped inward so that the body weight falls on the outside edge of the foot, straining or spraining the ligaments on the outside of the ankle. Sometimes the pain dissipates in a minute or two and the ankle seems okay, only to swell and become more painful over the next twenty to thirty minutes. Sprains are usually considered ligament injuries. Ligaments are made up of fibrous connective tissue connecting bone to bone. Ligaments help maintain the integrity of the joint. However, in most sprains muscles and tendons are injured as well.

LIGAMENTS: Fibrous connective tissue connecting bone to bone. Ligaments are instrumental in maintaining joint integrity.

TENDONS: Fibrous connective tissue found at the ends of muscle, connecting muscle to bone.

MUSCLES: Contractile connective tissue that has the ability to contract or shorten, pulling on tendons to create movement.

Sprains and most muscle and tendon injuries are usually classified by their degree of severity.

GRADE 1 SPRAIN: Stretching of a few fibers with minimal tearing of those fibers.

GRADE 2 SPRAIN: Partial tearing of fibers. Often a hole or a slight dent can be felt in the fibers.

GRADE 3 SPRAIN: Extensive or complete rupture. Grade 3 sprains also include tearing a tendon or ligament off the bone.

When a sprain occurs there is usually inflammation. Blood flows into the injured area, and it swells with blood and tissue fluids. The result is the injured area feels hot to the touch, and there is local redness, swelling, and pain. The redness and sensation of heat are caused by the dilation of arterioles and other small blood vessels as well as greater vascular permeability, which serve to increase the amount of blood brought to the local area. Blood and fluids back up in the tissues, causing swelling. The blood brings with it white blood cells in order to clean up dead tissue and fight possible infection. Nutrient building blocks are also brought to the local area, where they attempt to initiate the healing process and rebuild damaged tissue. Most of the initial swelling is actually blood from broken blood vessels that lace the soft tissue around the joint. As ligaments and tendons stretch and tear, blood from ruptured blood vessels becomes trapped in the local tissues. Inflammation is an important part of the healing process. It is also the body’s attempt to “splint” the injury, thereby protecting it from further trauma. The problem is that this splinting with blood and fluids blocks normal circulation and prevents movement. It also causes tissues that were not normally in contact with one another to rub together. This can lead to further inflammation and irritation.

One other complication common to sprains is that bones can be slightly displaced. In ankle sprains, the talus bone will often move out of its normal alignment as tendons and ligaments are stretched. Sometimes it will not seat evenly again when it snaps back. It will then remain slightly out of alignment, often undetected by X-rays and MRIs, causing continued pain and weakness in the ankle even after the inflammation is gone.

With sprains, strains, and even fractures it is important to reduce swelling as quickly as possible so that further irritation and inflammation can be prevented and rehabilitation can begin. Most people are familiar with how thin a broken arm or leg looks when the cast comes off after six weeks. What they don’t realize is that muscle atrophy begins after only a few days of restricted movement. The less atrophy that occurs, the less weakness there will be later. It is often this weakness that prevents the athlete from returning to a sport and sets him or her up for reinjury. This can become a vicious cycle of chronic inflammation, atrophy, pain, weakness, and repeated injury.

By moving the body, and therefore the muscles, tendons, and ligaments, we significantly reduce joint stiffness and weakness. Movement also increases blood circulation through injured tissue and back to the heart, clearing away dead cells and reducing swelling, thereby allowing healing to occur. Additionally, movement, stretching, and strength training correct muscle imbalances that may have made the area more vulnerable to injury.

The Western treatment for reducing this kind of inflammation is known as “RICE”: rest, ice, compression, and elevation. It is usually recommended that RICE begin in the first twenty-four hours after the injury.

Rest is obvious. Continued activity may further inflame and irritate the injury.

Ice contracts the blood vessels in the local area, reducing swelling. It reduces pain and cools the heat of the inflammation. In Western medicine, ice is universally recommended for all kinds of inflammation, including that present in chronic injuries. In Chinese medicine, it is almost never used and is considered a culprit in joint injuries that don’t heal properly, because cold causes contraction of the muscles and tends to freeze and congeal the fluids that cause swelling, ultimately preventing their complete reabsorption.

Compression limits swelling. Usually an elastic bandage is wrapped around the injured area to compress the tissues, thereby limiting blood flow into the area. This is contrary to Chinese medicine, where such constriction is felt to cause blood to stagnate and congeal above and below the injury. This slows reabsorption into the blood vessels.

Elevation involves simply raising the injured part above the level of the heart to let the force of gravity aid in draining excess fluid. This method is also employed in Chinese sports medicine.

Once inflammation and swelling are reduced, treatment is directed at restoring movement and circulation to the injured area through gentle movement and exercise. Sometimes after the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours of RICE, when the swelling has stabilized, contrast baths (alternating hot and cold baths) are recommended. Contrast baths cause an alternating contraction and dilation of blood vessels in the local area, which serves to pump blood and fluids through the injured tissue. This helps restore normal circulation to the local area.

This mechanical approach that Western medicine uses to diagnose and treat ankle sprains is useful and in many ways similar to Chinese medicine, but beyond RICE, it does not give the athlete many tools to work with in rehabilitating an injury, and it leaves many questions unanswered:

Why do some sprains heal while others do not?

Why does one athlete quickly shake off an injury and return to his or her sport while another athlete with the same injury is caught in a cycle of chronic pain and reinjury?

Why do some fractures and sprains hurt more in damp or cold weather?

Why do some injuries become arthritic in later life while others do not?

Fortunately, Chinese medicine provides clear, concise answers to these kinds of questions and offers a host of treatments for different injuries.

At first glance, it appears that Chinese medicine’s approach to examining a sports injury such as an ankle sprain is not all that different from that of Western medicine. An impact or force acts on the body, disrupting the flow of qi (vital energy) and blood in the local area. This force can take many forms. It can be the twisting, wrenching force common to a sprain, a compressive force as in a fall or impact, or the whiplash force of tissues stretching and snapping back. If the force is great enough, it may affect distant areas of the body as well.

Blood and qi stagnate in the local area, blocking circulation and causing swelling and pain. The profound consequences of this simple idea become apparent if the relationship of qi and blood is understood.

 




Ice Is for Dead People

In 1984, I trained in Taiwan with Hsu Hong-chi, my teacher’s teacher in Xing-Yi kung fu. Known locally as “Magic Hands” because of his skill in setting bones, Master Hsu was one of those rare teachers whose incredible skills are enhanced by his wisdom and humor.

One day after training I watched as he treated a fellow student with an ankle sprain. When I mentioned the idea of using ice to reduce the swelling, he responded with the simple statement “Ice is for dead people.” I remember being taken aback by this blunt offhand remark, yet it reflects the commonsense approach of Chinese medicine.

Ice is very useful for preserving things in a static state. It slows or halts the decay of food and dead bodies but does not help damaged tissue repair itself. Ice does reduce the initial swelling and inflammation of a fresh injury, and it does reduce pain, but at a cost. Contracting local blood vessels and tissues by freezing them inhibits the restoration of normal circulation. The static blood and fluids congeal, contract, and harden with icing, making them harder or impossible to disperse later. It is not uncommon to see a sprained ankle that was iced still slightly swollen more than a year after the original injury.

Cold causes contraction of the muscles. When you go out on a cold day, the muscles contract automatically to produce warmth. You can feel how the body literally draws into itself when exposed to the cold. Every athlete knows that it is harder to stretch and easier to pull a muscle in cold weather. Icing an injured area causes further contraction in muscles, ligaments, and tendons that are already contracted in reaction to being overstretched. This further slows the natural healing process and prevents the return of normal movement.

In Chinese medicine, there is an idea that cold and damp can penetrate areas of the body where the vital energy has been compromised. This can lead to an arthritic type of pain that often increases with weather changes and is difficult to treat. I still rue the day I iced my fractured patella. It has taken years of treatment to prevent it from hurting in cold and rainy weather.

So why is ice used so extensively? It is a mystery to me, especially when you consider that Chinese sports medicine offers five alternatives that, when used together, reduce swelling and inflammation and restore normal circulation quickly, without any of the unwanted effects produced by icing:

1. Emergency acupoints to move energy, kill pain, and stimulate circulation. (See chapter 13.)

2. Cupping and bleeding the local area to actually draw out and disperse blood and fluid that is coagulating and blocking normal circulation. Often this reduces pain immediately. (See chapter 9.).

3. Self-massage with liniments such as trauma liniment that move the blood, reduce inflammation, and kill pain. This helps to remove static fluids and blood from the area, reducing swelling. (See chapter 10.)

4. Energetically cooling herbal poultices and plasters that reduce inflammation but also stimulate circulation and help torn muscles and tendons to heal. (See chapter 11.)

5. Herbal pills or powders that are taken orally to promote blood circulation and prevent blood from stagnating further. (See chapter 15.)

If you must use ice, or if nothing else is available, try to apply it for only ten minutes out of every hour. This will help reduce the swelling but minimize the negative side effects.





Qi is the vital force or, for lack of a better word in English, the energy responsible for all movement in the body. The circulation of blood in the blood vessels and of fluid through the tissues, respiration, the complex processes of digestion, the release and production of hormones, cellular activity, all are dependent on the body’s internal energy, or qi.

Qi flows in a capillarylike network through the skin and the flesh, the muscles and the tendons. It brings blood and fluids to these tissues, nourishing and moistening them so that the skin and the flesh shine with vitality and the muscles and tendons contract and move in a smooth, coordinated fashion. Qi also warms the body’s exterior and controls the opening and closing of the pores, aiding the body in adapting to temperature changes.

The relationship of qi and blood is summed up as follows: “Qi is the commander of the blood, and blood is the mother of qi.” This means that blood cannot move without the driving action of the qi, and in turn, the organs that produce and nurture the qi are dependent on the nourishment of the blood in order to function. This is not as esoteric as it sounds. The lungs and the heart oxygenate the blood so that oxygen is carried to the organ and every cell in the body. There is a direct relationship between oxygen consumption and energy and heat production in the body. The organs of digestion such as the spleen, pancreas, stomach, and intestines break down food and liquids and transform food into sugars like glucose that provide the fuel for skeletal muscle. These unconscious metabolic activities are visible manifestations of the unseen vital force. The implications of this arrangement go further: qi is constantly coalescing and transforming into blood, and in turn, blood transforms into qi. They are like two sides of the same coin.

Although in the more superficial layers of the body qi travels in a network of tiny vessels, deeper in the body it travels in more discrete pathways called “meridians” that connect with the internal organs, sensory organs, and the brain. In an injury such as a sprain or strain, qi is blocked, but sometimes only at the superficial level of the skin, flesh, and muscles. This results in pain and stiffness. There may be little or no bruising, meaning that few blood vessels were ruptured and blood circulation is not significantly impaired. There is often slight swelling or palpable lumps under the skin and a sensation of heat (inflammation). Swelling is the result of the stagnation of qi (and therefore the blood and fluids it moves), its normal movement disrupted by the impact or force. The stagnation of qi acts like a dam. Blood and fluids back up behind the dam, causing swelling or lumps. The sensation of heat is due to the warming action of the qi overheating the local area as qi backs up and accumulates.

The impulse to rub an injured area is a natural, unconscious attempt to push the circulation through the area, breaking the dam and therefore restoring a free flow of energy, blood, and fluid and reducing the pain. Pain is considered to be a result of stagnation—a lack of free flow of qi and blood—in the injured area. The concept of pain in Chinese sports medicine is succinctly explained in the following equation:

Pain = lack of free flow of qi (stagnation)

If an injury is more severe, more blood vessels are broken and there may be structural damage, such as torn muscles and ligaments or broken bones. The disruption of normal circulation is greater, and more qi and blood stagnate behind this larger dam. There is more swelling because there is greater stagnation of blood and fluids. The injured area is hotter to the touch as more qi accumulates, bringing with it more blood and fluids. In a bad sprain there is usually visible bruising that appears fairly soon after the injury.

Stagnant blood tends to lodge in the spaces between layers of tissue. As it congeals, it glues these tissues together, creating adhesions. Layers of tissue that formerly slid smoothly across one another now stick and catch so that they interfere with normal functioning. This restricts movement and causes pain.

If stagnant blood and fluids are not cleared and normal circulation restored, the injured area has less vital energy than before. It becomes a kind of “dead zone” that never feels quite right. Even after the swelling and inflammation are gone, it takes more of the body’s energy than normal to push circulation through or around the area. Over time the area becomes sensitive to cold or damp weather, in part because of diminished circulation. It may occasionally swell or feel numb. The pain can return or increase when the body’s energy is depleted or when you are overtired, under stress, or have the flu.

When an injury develops to this point, it is called “bi syndrome” Bi refers to a chronic obstruction of energy in a joint or muscle. This chronic obstruction can be due to the exposure of an already weakened area to a cold and damp climate or to repeated exposures to cold and damp, which overcomes the body’s attempts to warm and protect itself. With modern technology, cold and damp can be artificially induced. I have treated several people who worked in refrigerators or freezers who developed arthritic problems in a relatively short period of time.

It is easy to try to dismiss these ideas as unscientific, yet millions of people who take painkillers suffer from discomfort that returns or worsens with weather changes. Many of the fur trappers of our American West suffered from arthritis in their legs that they attributed to wading in icy mountain streams to set beaver traps. In Europe today there is still an awareness of the deleterious effects of cold drafts.

Bi syndrome often occurs in joints, where the thick fibrous tissue that makes up the joint capsule can prevent circulation to the interior part of the capsule. This inner layer of the joint capsule is composed of cartilage, which has no direct blood supply. This is why a torn meniscus (the cartilage of the knee) takes so long to heal. However, bi syndrome can also occur in the muscles. I remember a woman who ran the New York City Marathon inappropriately dressed for a day that turned unexpectedly cold and wet. By the end of the race her legs became heavy, painful, and numb. This condition persisted for weeks afterward. Her muscles felt cold to the touch and were quite tight and painful. Cold and damp weather changes made the condition worse. The use of warming liniments, moxibustion (heating the injured area by burning herbs over acupoints), and herbal formulas that helped to move the blood and warm the legs restored normal circulation and drove out the cold. She is still running today.

To heal properly, damaged tissue must regenerate. That is, it must be replaced with healthy, functional tissue. If normal circulation is not restored and the body does not have the energy and the nutrients to do this, the tissue cannot repair itself. Adhesions form, limiting movement and causing low-level inflammation. In cases where there is repeated reinjury and chronic inflammation, normal tissue can be replaced with thick fibrous tissue or scar tissue. Continued inflammation can cause calcium to be deposited in the muscles, tendons, and joints, creating more inflammation, thereby perpetuating the cycle. This is not uncommon with bursitis of the shoulder or Achilles’ tendonitis.

In looking at this progression from acute to chronic injury, you can understand the importance of treating minor injuries as soon as possible to prevent them from developing into chronic obstructions. It is all too easy to dismiss a bruise or sprain as “nothing” (a mistake I have made many times). If treated right away, it really will be nothing and you can simply focus on playing your sport.

TO HEAL OR NOT TO HEAL

Why do some injuries linger and become chronic while others just disappear with a little rest? The idea of vital energy is dismissed as unscientific in Western medicine, yet we talk about people having a “strong constitution” and therefore healing faster or being more resistant to illness. The same treatment will not make all patients better, and they will not all heal at the same rate if they have different amounts of vital energy. Obviously, if an injury is severe enough, with large amounts of structural damage, it will be difficult to restore normal functioning, but very often injuries do not heal because the qi or vital energy is in some way compromised. There are many ways this can happen. Stress is one of the biggest factors. There is a good reason Europeans (at least those who could afford it) have a tradition of residing at a sanitarium or spa to recuperate from a serious illness or an injury. Getting plenty of rest and fresh air, eating good food, and living stress-free allow a large portion of the body’s resources to be directed toward repairing the injured tissue.

In modern life, we barely give ourselves a rest. We return immediately to a stressful job or lifestyle. Even after major surgery, people often feel pressured to return to work as soon as possible. Added to this are meals eaten on the run and the consumption of processed food or junk food. This combination exhausts the body and starves it of nutrients. The body is left with too few resources, and what resources it has are being allocated to keep up with the fast-paced world around us.

Age is also a factor in healing. Young people have a surplus of vital energy. Even if stressed and overworked, they have enough extra to help them recover quickly. Young children are a good example of this. They are bursting with energy, always in motion, running, jumping, and climbing. Although in some ways they are more fragile than adults, they heal more quickly and bounce back from injuries that would cripple grown-ups. Their bones and muscles are pliable, and they are in many ways less susceptible to injury. This is in part due to their surplus of vital energy.

Taking the time to let the body heal is difficult. We want to get back to our sport or activity as soon as possible. Once the pain is gone, we try to take up right where we left off. I remember talking to one of my patients who had almost become a professional tennis player but decided on a career in music instead. I asked him if he still played an occasional game. He shook his head no and explained that he had tried to but always injured himself. His body remembered what it was like to play at a high level, but it was no longer as strong as when he had played every day. It was not prepared for the sudden stresses put on it by a single game of tennis. This is exactly what happens when you return to a sport after an injury or layoff.

In the case of a sprained ankle, although you are ready to play at the level you played before, your ankle is not. The overstretched ligaments need time to return to normal. A general rule is that as the pain subsides, movement should increase. This means increasing the range of motion as the swelling decreases. The next phase is to walk unaided without a limp. Strength and flexibility exercises are added gradually. Start slow and gradually increase the intensity when the sport or activity is resumed. Therapy and rehabilitation exercise should be continued until there is no further pain while playing. If the pain persists, it is important to consult a medical professional.

HEALTHY ORGANS/HEALTHY TISSUES

For muscles, tendons, ligaments, and bones to be healthy, they must be adequately supplied with blood, moistened by fluids, and provided nutrients. The tissues are therefore dependent on the organs that produce, circulate, and supply these substances. In Chinese medicine, the internal organs are seen not just as physical structures, but as the hubs of a whole web of functional interactions taking place on many levels and throughout the entire body. Viewed in this way, impaired functioning of the internal organs can have profound consequences on associated tissues. Three of these connections are of particular importance in sports medicine:

    LIVER: sinews (tendon, ligament, cartilage).

SPLEEN: flesh/muscles.

KIDNEY: bones.

The liver is connected to the sinews. The term sinews refers to several kinds of soft tissue that connect muscle to bone and bone to bone. These are tendons and ligaments and the articular cartilage and fibrous connective tissue of the joint capsule. In Chinese medicine, the liver is considered to be responsible for smooth coordinated movement of the body and for the unimpeded movement of energy through the meridian network. The liver receives and extracts newly absorbed nutrients, which are then released according to the physical demands placed upon the body. Vast amounts of blood pass through the liver (1.5 liters, almost a third of the heart’s output, passes through the liver each minute), carrying nutrients to the tissues. The Chinese say that it is the blood of the liver that nourishes the sinews. When tendons and ligaments are overstretched or torn, herbs that tonify the liver blood are prescribed to help these tissues heal properly.

The spleen and the stomach connect with the muscle bellies and the flesh. These organs oversee a whole network of processes, including the breakdown of food and drink and the absorption of nutrients. When the spleen and stomach function correctly, nutrients are made available to fuel physical activity and to nourish the other internal organs. When they are not functioning properly, the limbs feel heavy and weak and the muscles lose tonus. Herbs that tonify the qi can aid the spleen and the stomach’s ability to nourish and supply energy to the muscles, but eating properly is the best way to ensure that the spleen and stomach function correctly (see chapter 7).

It must be understood that when the Chinese refer to the spleen, they are not referring to the organ only. In Chinese medicine, the spleen includes the organ and a web of interconnections that include the actions of the pancreas and the organs of digestion. In addition, the spleen is considered to work with the kidneys and the lungs to circulate and regulate fluids.

The kidneys are said to “rule the bones.” They contribute to the production of the bone marrow, which in turn helps to produce healthy bones. The relationship of the kidneys and the bones is well-known in modern medicine. For example, when the supply of oxygen is less than the demand, the kidneys produce a substance called “erythropoietin,” which is released into the blood, where it travels to the bone marrow; there it stimulates the production of red blood cells. Interestingly, many of the herbs that help to heal fractures, and which strengthen tendons and bones, are kidney-and liver-tonifying herbs (see chapter 4).

These relationships help to explain why muscles, tendons, ligaments, and bones sometimes fail to heal properly or completely. Sometimes the final stage in the treatment of a sports injury involves the tonification or harmonizing of one of these organ systems. Although some organ-harmonizing methods will be discussed in this book, they may require consultation with a licensed acupuncturist or herbalist. The importance of these relationships should not be underestimated. If you are not getting better weeks or months after an injury, it may be because an internal imbalance is preventing the body from directing its full attention to healing the injury. I remember a patient with knee pain who had undergone successful treatment with chemotherapy for a lymphoma earlier in the year. X-rays and an MRI found no structural abnormalities. Acupuncture and massage had done little more than temporarily relieve the pain. He did not make a connection between his knee pain and the chemotherapy. The muscles of his legs were flaccid, and he felt weak and tired. The chemotherapy had weakened the blood and depleted his vital energy. His body had no reserves left to heal the strained knee. I stimulated acupoints that energized the body and the legs by heating them using moxibustion (chapter 16). These points also strengthen the functioning of the spleen and liver. This, combined with herbs to strengthen the qi and the blood, helped him to recover and resume exercise.
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