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Preface
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WHEN I WAS TWENTY-ONE, I took a two-week workshop at Harbin Hot Springs in California, in which we hiked naked in the woods, scalded ourselves in the thermal waters, and learned to give a very good Swedish massage. This led to following sky-diving events around the country doing massage at them (and occasionally plummeting out of little Cessna airplanes at high altitudes), which in turn led to falling off the road in Oregon, living in a crumbly shack on the beach, meeting my husband, going back to school, and becoming a licensed massage therapist.


Somewhere along the way, someone suggested that I go to Thailand and learn Thai massage. I knew nothing about Thai massage, but the suggestion found itself a cozy nook in my brain, where it made a nest and settled in, rousing itself from time to time to remind me that there was something I wanted to do.


Eventually, in 1998, Aaron (my soon-to-be husband) and I managed to go to Thailand, where I spent three months getting acquainted with the country and learning Thai massage, which turned out to be habit forming—both the getting acquainted with Thailand and the studying of Thai massage.


In the last sixteen years I have returned to Thailand time and again, including a two-year residency there, at first studying with many different teachers, then studying nearly exclusively with Pichest Boomthame1 for a time, and finally focusing my studies with the man who came to be my primary instructor, Tevijjo Yogi. Tevijjo Yogi is a traditional medicine practitioner with vast knowledge of all aspects of the traditional medicine of Thailand. He began his studies of Thai medicine under the tutelage of a monk when he was in his early teens, and his lifelong studies and research, assisted by his ability to read archaic medical Thai, Lanna,2 Pali, and Sanskrit, have made him an extraordinary expert on the subject.


It was Tevijjo Yogi who opened my eyes to what Thai bodywork really is, and the huge body of knowledge and practice that it is a part of. When I first met him I would ask him endless questions, to which he responded by letting me know just how many more questions I could be asking. I was requesting instruction on how to wade in a small pool, and he pointed out that there was the possibility of swimming in an ocean. And so for the last ten years I have been writing down, in a chaos of notes and computer files, everything that Tevijjo Yogi has taught me, whether we were in Thailand, Canada, the United States, or corresponding through e-mails, texts, and Skype from various points around the world.


This book is my attempt to herd those notes into a semblance of order so that I may share what I have been learning. I want to be clear that what I present here does not come from me. It comes from various medicine lineages in Thailand that have found their way from ancient times to now, to me, through Tevijjo Yogi.3


I don’t always know when my notes are my own interpretation of Tevijjo Yogi’s teachings, or were direct quotes, for when I took those notes I didn’t know I would one day be turning them into a book. When I think of Thai medicine, my teacher’s voice is so often in my head that the words that come out of my mouth may easily be stolen from his. And so, while the anecdotal stories are mine, as well as some bits of side research, I take no credit for the information presented here, although I do take full credit for any errors. Not everything in this book is from Tevijjo Yogi’s teachings, but the vast majority of it is, and I owe the current level to which I am able to practice, teach, and write about Thai medicine to him.


It can be hard to express, in the writing of what is essentially a technical manual, the passion and the beauty, so I’ll take a moment here to say it. Thai bodywork enfolds everything I have ever loved in any massage modality into one amazing system. Thai herbalism heals my family again and again, and gives me the tools to mend the hurts in my community. Thai medicine has led me repeatedly to the other side of the world, allowing me to witness pockets of an ancient and foreign culture as well as the modern tech happy world it is becoming.


My body is marked with the magical tattoos of a one-legged medicine man, and my life is marked in the invisible ink of encountering that which is different, until the strange becomes the mundane, a part of who you are, that which simply is.


Almost. For even when I was living in Thailand for two years there would be moments when I would look up while doing the dishes in our outside kitchen, where the water was whatever temperature the sky made it, and say, “I’m on the other side of the world ... doing dishes!” and I would be consumed with the wonder of it. This is what Thai medicine has given me.


I watch as I teach classes at my little Thai medicine school, as Thai healing arts changes the lives of my students. I’ve watched Thai medicine lead people to change their careers, travel the world, learn a new language, open businesses, and embrace new spiritual practices. Because it is just that wonderful. So open these pages with me, like the doors of a little Cessna airplane. Feel the wind? You will learn as we free-fall through knowledge, that wind is movement, and that movement is what gives us life. Let’s jump, shall we?





How to Use This Book
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MEDICINE, INCLUDING TRADITIONAL THERAPIES such as bodywork and herbalism, cannot be fully learned from a book. Tradition emphasizes the need for a teacher in all walks of study; it holds that texts have never been intended to replace teachers, but rather to augment in person teachings and to remind us of what we have learned from our instructors.


Texts are meant to trigger the broader understanding that comes from a real-life teacher, and to expand on that teaching. Or, if you are reading an instructional book before taking a class, the book might prepare you for what you are about to learn, giving you a window into the subject such that when the real teaching begins, you know what you are walking into.


This is never more true than with a hands-on practice such as medicine. I will not attempt to teach you to be a practitioner in these pages, nor do I expect all of the techniques explained here to fully make sense without physical, three-dimensional guidance. How much you can utilize the information presented will likely depend on how much Thai bodywork or other healing arts training you have already have. Use care, and where things are unclear in print, seek out qualified teachers.


In this book I present Thai medicine as it has been taught to me: by practitioners for practitioners. I have done my best to leave my own cultural biases and beliefs out. Academics can argue about whether the Buddha really walked the earth, and scientists can debate the existence of spirits and ghosts, but this book is not written from or for the ivory tower. I present Thai medicine from the inside, not from the outsider looking at (and too often down upon) what those indigenous people “over there” are doing. This is from the dirt, from the floors of the healer’s shack in the mountains, from the temples and the jungles. In Thai medicine there is no debate about the Buddha, for his teachings are a core of life. And there is no dispute about ghosts; they simply are. I present the information from this place of acceptance of how it is practiced and taught in Thailand.


In most Western countries, recipients of bodywork are referred to as “clients,” for bodywork is viewed as a service along the lines of book keeping and facials. In the context of Thai healing arts, however, bodywork is medicine, and therefore those who receive it as such are referred to as “patients.” This book will address those who come to you for healing work as patients, in the spirit of respecting that body therapies are a part of, and not separate from, other medical therapies.


This book is designed to be read straight through, as information builds in a linear progression. If you skip about and find that it leads to confusion, look for where a subject has been mentioned in other sections; the explanation you are seeking is probably there. 





PART 1



Foundations of Thai Medicine



INTRODUCTION



IN PART 1 OF THIS BOOK, we begin our journey into Thai healing with a foray into the past, establishing, to the best of our abilities, an understanding of where Thai medicine comes from, and its path to where it now stands. Knowing a bit of the history of our practice connects us with those who have gone before, allowing their knowledge to be passed down through the generations. It gives a fullness to our understanding, and an appreciation for the depth of time in which this wisdom exists.


From history we will move on to the daily practice of giving thanks and paying homage to the lineage and those who guide us; this, in turn, will lead us to the guidelines for Thai medicine practitioners. From here we will dive into the essence of the medicine: Thai anatomy and physiology. Here we get to explore the body and what animates it through the Thai medical lens of element theory. This is the foundation for everything that will follow, including the last section of Part I, in which we enter into the realm of disease and imbalance causation.


This walk through history, homage, anatomy, and imbalance lays the groundwork for understanding the material contained in Part II, in which we will see the therapeutic application of Thai healing arts through each of the five roots of the medicine. I hope that you enjoy your journey and gather many insights and a tool basket of practical skills along the way.





CHAPTER ONE


Getting Started
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History of Traditional Thai Medicine


Early History


THE HISTORY OF THAI medicine begins and ends with the geographical region currently called Thailand. Tevijjo Yogi points out that:


The indigenous practices of medicine and knowledge of the land and environment forms the basis of Thai medicine. This is true with any traditional medicine regardless of where it is from. The reason is, that which makes Thai medicine different from say Tibetan medicine or Malaysian medicine is the fact that the land is unique to Thailand/SE Asia (mainland), the climate is unique, the plants are unique and as a result the types of diseases and ailments one encounters are often unique.


This is not to say that these medicines can only work here or that these diseases cannot be found any where else in the world. It only means that the disease process and the way in which medicines (properties of drugs) are used may differ from the same disease and/or medicine found in India, for example. We can see an illustration of this by looking at one type of orange grown in both Thailand and China. The exact same tree, when planted in China and Thailand yield completely different tasting fruits.


The Chinese variety is sour and the Thai variety is sweet. It has to do with the difference in soil, air, climate, etc. If plants can experience such drastic differences, so can people... and they do.


It is important to keep this in mind as we move on to discussing the influx of various medical influences into the region. Hold on, through the convergence of many different people from many different places, to the knowledge that the heart of the medicine comes from the place it is practiced.


If we look at prehistory, we find that agriculture and metal work may have been developed in the area now known as Thailand, before anywhere else in the world.4 I’m going to make an unscientific but obvious leap here and assume that where there is agriculture, people will have a highly developed relationship with plants. It is my belief that even before agriculture, in hunter-gatherer societies, an understanding of the medicinal abilities of certain plants is inherent. In The Herbal Medicine-Maker’s Handbook (an utterly lovely book), herbalist James Green writes:


One can imagine how the first sparks of our vast herbal heritage were ignited. The inaugural attempts at the extraction of herbal properties were probably made soon after our deep ancestors discovered that certain plant materials were useful as food for nourishment, agents for altering consciousness, and medicines to alleviate physical and mental discomfort.


Herbs collected for these purposes soon dried out, and it is logical to assume that our ancestral foreherbalists made attempts to restore the succulent qualities of these plants by steeping them in water. From this act, it was a simple step to discover that soaking plants in certain liquids dissolved the therapeutic powers of the plants and allowed their use in a more convenient, less cumbersome, and often more palatable form.5


Just as where there are plants people will find ways to use their healing properties, where there are bodies, people will find ways to heal through touch; it is after all, the most natural thing in the world. If we go to a friend’s house and find them sad, the first thing we do is lay our hands on them in a healing hug or comforting pat. It is medicine, an understanding of how cool reduces inflammation, when the injured hand is submerged in the stream. When was medicine developed in any region? When that hand first went into the cool stream and the inflammation went down. When the friend kneaded the hurt friend’s shoulder and the ache reduced. When the leaf was chewed, and the stomach ache eased. Medicine is a natural discovery of humans, for it is a natural part of us.


This is why all over the world, we see the same techniques and theories in traditional medicines. For instance, cupping, a form of healing with suction, is found in the indigenous medicine of every continent on Earth and likely stems from the same impulse that leads a child to bring her injured arm to her mouth and apply oral suction.6 The idea of the elements—Earth, Wind, Fire, and Water—being a part of our makeup and a part of healing is found from China to Greece to the Maya, and of course, Thailand.


To those who say that the stretches in Thai massage clearly show its origins in India due to their similarity to yoga, my teacher says, “Bodies bend the same all over the world.” Seeing the same thing in two different places does not automatically mean they learned from one another (although, of course they may have). Healing is natural, and the plants around us, and our bodies themselves teach us what to do. In this light, to pick apart the origins of a culture’s healing arts is in some ways unnecessary. Still, we are creatures who like to pull up the layers and see what comes from where.


The geographical region known today as Thailand, and previously known as Siam, is located in Southeast Asia, bordered by Malaysia to the south, Cambodia to the southeast, Lao to the east and northeast, and Myanmar (Burma) to the northeast and north. Other nearby countries include Vietnam, China, Sri Lanka, Tibet, and India. While Siam did not change its name to Thailand until 1939, for simplicity I will henceforth use the name Thailand regardless of the time period being discussed.


Most histories of Thailand tell that the people who came to be the primary inhabitants of Thailand are an ethnic group known as the T’ai or D’ai, who have been a distinct race for approximately 5,000 years.7 Before inhabiting the region of Thailand, the T’ai people lived on the coast of Vietnam as well as central and southern China. (Most sources I have found list China as their place of origin, although it should be noted that they are a separate genetic group from the Chinese and have never been called Chinese.) Eventually the T’ai left, or were pushed out of these areas and migrated south into northern Thailand around 800 CE,8 but we’ll get to that in a moment. For now, the T’ai are still hanging out in southern China and northeastern Vietnam.


While the T’ai were up north and to the east, Thailand was occupied by the Mon (currently concentrated in Burma) and the Khmer (currently concentrated in Cambodia), and it is from these cultures that the first recorded evidence of medicine in Thailand comes. The use of herbal medicine is shown on stone plaques found in Khmer ruins, and while these mark the beginning of a record of medicine, the Mon and the Khmer were not the first to inhabit the region and therefore could not have been the first to formulate some sort of medical knowledge there. Evidence exists of people in Southeast Asia from between one and two million years ago (evidence of humans in Europe by contrast, does not appear until around half a million years ago),9 so the history of indigenous peoples to the land is vast, even if documented records of them are scarce.


As a massage therapist, I’ve been subjected repeatedly to “groundbreaking” studies about massage or touch that come out from time to time from the scientific community—studies that positively prove that touch is good for you, or that infants require touch to survive.


I always laugh when I see these things. I mean, people have always known this, always. Most mothers know their children need pets and hugs and kisses and tickles. Who cannot see that rubbing your tired, aching shoulders brings relief? And to bring it back to the history of medicine in the land now called Thailand, I say that as long as there have been people, there has been medicine. They have been eating the plants and noticing the effects, they have been stretching their bodies, they have been touching one another. This “but of course!” statement tells us the true beginning of Traditional Thai Medicine. It is the same beginning as all medicines all over the world. It is exactly as ancient as humans—and in Thailand, that is very ancient indeed. Of what we know from historical records, my teacher writes;


Most of the history before the current dynasty, the Chakri Dynasty, is scarce and hard to come by... Anything before the Khmer and Mon period is virtually unknown, although there has been evidence, by way of artifacts, of the medicinal use of various indigenous plants by the local people as far back as 5,000-10,000 years ago. Still, much of the history is unrecorded...


As for dates and times, it’s really anyone’s guess. What is traceable only dates back 1,000 years but the fact that there were hospitals and medicinal gardens illustrates the fact that there was a completely functional system of medicine in use far before this date.


By the time the T’ais arrived, the indigenous peoples of the land had been replaced by, or absorbed into, the Mon and the Khmer cultures. The previously agreed-upon idea that the T’ai people displaced the Mon and the Khmer and came to be the majority ethnic group in Thailand is not universally accepted these days, and it is possible that the Thai people of today are mostly descendants of the Mon and Khmer. These two cultures, having been heavily influenced by India, contained within them a mixture of Hinduism, Mahayana Buddhism, Theravada Buddhism, and Vajrayana Buddhism—all interwoven with the indigenous traditions of animism and spirit worship that predated Indianization.


In their time in Thailand, the Khmer’s medicinal practices were advanced to the point of building hospitals; 102 of them were constructed by the Khmer king Jayavarman in the 13th century. It is logical to assume that by the time a culture is building hospitals it would already have a long history of medicine, and it is likely that at this point the indigenous medicinal knowledge would have intermingled with the medicine of India, as it rode into Southeast Asia in the saddlebags of Buddhism and Hinduism.


It bears mentioning that the medical knowledge coming in from India predates Ayurvedic medicine as it is practiced today, so it was not Ayurveda that was being folded into the mix of healing practices in Thailand but rather the seeds of the plant that would one day, in India, grow into Ayurveda. ‘These seeds grafted themselves onto the seeds in Thailand that would one day grow into the plant that is Traditional Thai Medicine. So while Ayurvedic medicine and Traditional Thai Medicine share certain similarities, they are not the same, and in actuality, Thai medicine more closely resembles Tibetan medicine than it does Indian. Some point to certain Thai medical texts that utilize a few words commonly found in Ayurvedic medicine10 as indicators that Thai medicine is Ayurvedic; however, it must be understood that they are generally words that predate Ayurvedic medicine, stemming from ancient Buddhist medicine and the Pali and Sanskrit languages, and they do not always hold the same meaning when used in Thailand.


Just as the medical knowledge from India that came to Southeast Asia was not Ayurvedic medicine, the traditional medicine of India we see today, so trade with China brought not Traditional Chinese Medicine, as we know it, but the seeds that predate it. Again, this knowledge mixed with indigenous knowledge, the practices of the Mon and the Khmer, knowledge from India, and of course, medical practices of the incoming T’ais. This medical soup is the zygote of Traditional Thai Medicine as we now know it.


The incoming T’ais, like the Mon and the Khmer, practiced animism before their migration into the land now known as Thailand. Upon arrival, they adopted Theravada Buddhism11 (primarily from the Mon), which mixed with the older tradition of animism, traces of which are still prevalent in Thai spirituality and medicine. This mix of Theravada Buddhism and animism was also flavored with the influence of Hinduism from the Khmer. Since religion was so thoroughly woven into the fabric of life, the development of medical practices was heavily laced with aspects of the religious/spiritual practices of the day. As Theravada Buddhism emerged from this mix as the most prevalent religious practice in Thailand, Traditional Thai Medicine can be said to be Buddhist medicine; in fact, the very foundations of Thai medical theory come from Buddhist texts and teachings.


Lanna Kingdom


In Thailand today, the peoples of northern Thailand make up a separate and distinct culture from mainstream Thai civilization. They call themselves Lanna, meaning “a million rice fields,” or Kon Muang (คนเมือง), meaning “town people” (distinguishing them from the mountain- dwelling people back when Lanna culture emerged). Lanna culture predates Thai culture. It has its own written and spoken language (called Lanna, or Northern Thai), cultural traditions, and medical practices, which emerged from the T’ai Yuen people, the T’ai minority group that makes up the majority of Northern Thai demographics.


The heyday of Lanna culture began with the establishment of Chiang Rai by King Mengrai in 1262 CE, but existed for approximately 1,000 years prior to this. The Lanna Kingdom was for a long time the seat of Theravada Buddhism, preserving the Tripitaka12 and many ancient texts; in fact, the oldest Thai texts extant come from the Lanna Kingdom. In addition to preserving various texts and Buddha dharma, Lanna civilization contains the least adulterated medical knowledge from ancient times, as a result of the Lanna people maintaining a degree of separation from emergent modern Thai culture.


From Sukhothai to Bangkok


The first T’ai capital was Sukhothai, where “medicinal gardens were established by the King in order to provide medicine for all the people of the kingdom.”13 It was not the first Thai city, however; cities such as Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, and Lampun predate Sukhothai.


The time when Sukhothai was the capital is considered a golden era in Thailand. It lasted from 1238 CE until 1376 CE, when, according to Thai history, Sukhothai was destroyed by the Burmese. From here the T’ais moved south to create their second capital, Ayutthaya. While Ayutthaya would also be destroyed (twice!), some medical texts from this time have survived.14 They are scarce, and their existence at all is no small feat. Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit, authors of A History Of Thailand, describe the second sacking of Ayutthaya as follows:


The Burmese aim was not to force Ayutthaya into tributary status, but to obliterate it as a rival capital by destroying not only the physical resources of the city but also its human resources, ideological resources, and intellectual resources. Any of these which were movable were carted away to Ava, including nobles, skilled people, Buddha images, books, weapons, and (reportedly) 2,000 members of the royal family. Resources that were immovable were destroyed. The walls were flattened and the arsenals trashed. The palaces and wats (Thai temples) that distinguished the city as a royal and religious centre were reduced to heaps of ruins and ashes.15


The primary medical text that survives from the Ayuthhaya period is King Narai’s Medicine. This text contains formulas from a wide variety of doctors, including Indian, Burmese, Chinese, and even a couple of Western doctors 16 (we can see here that already the traditional medicine is changing with modern ideas). This was a book of medical formulas that would become the precursor for textbooks used even in today’s Traditional Medicine degree programs in Thailand.


In addition to this text, many traditional medical formulas were recorded during the Ayutthaya period, as well as during the early emergence of Bangkok as capital after Ayuthaya’s fall in 1767. And of course, there are practitioners who carry the orally handed down knowledge that spans across and beyond history. More often than not, and dating back long before a written language existed, the way that medical knowledge was carried on was from father to son, mother to daughter. Because of this, even with a dearth of written records, we can find an ancient medical tradition alive today in Thailand.


With the founding of Bangkok as the capital of Thailand, a cultural renaissance began. During this time, upon the grounds of an older temple, Wat Phra Chetuphon was built. Wat Phra Chetuphon, commonly known as Wat Po, was created to be a storehouse of knowledge, where the collected wisdom of the sciences of Thailand were chiseled into stone.


Here, as well as at Wat Raj Oros, there are to this day many medical formulas, charts, and statues that give us clues to ancient Thai medicine. Most of the medical statues existing today at Wat Po show reu-sĕe (Thai ascetics that are a mixture of medicine man, monk, and shaman) in positions of the Thai self-healing system known as reu-sĕe dàt dton.17 The one remaining massage statue shows reu-sĕe performing what appears to be a Thai massage technique. The reu-sĕe are credited with the discovery of many healing practices in addition to a variety of other natural sciences. The depictions at Wat Po of reu-sĕe performing bodywork on themselves and others is a strong support for the oral tradition that credits the reu-sĕe with the creation/discovery of Thai body therapies in addition to reu-sĕe dàt dton.


Recent History


Western influence upon Thai medicine began in the 1500s, with the arrival of Portuguese, Dutch, then British traders. American missionaries arrived in the 1820s (Western influence surged again in the 1960s with the Vietnam War). In 1890, the first modern medical school was begun in Siriraj Hospital, a hospital in Bangkok built in 1888 that exists to this day. At first, Siriraj Hospital taught both traditional and Western medicine side by side, but in an effort to modernize, the traditional medical curriculum was discontinued in 1915. Traditional medicine suffered, especially in urban areas, until the 1970s, when interest in the older ways of healing began to once again rise. The Ministry of Public Health began to promote traditional medicine, and continues to work toward the advancement, research, and standardization of traditional medicine to this day.


This is a double-edged sword, in that while standardization serves to preserve traditional medicine, it also decides what is and is not kept, leaving much out. With the governing agencies standardizing the medicine, there is also a tendency to focus on influences from Western and Indian sources, and, in an effort to appear scientific and modern, to cut away enormous portions of the medicine that are based on animism, Buddha dharma, and understanding of aspects such as ghosts, karma, and magic.


Modern-Day Westerners and Thai Massage


Western tourism began to have an influence on Traditional Thai Medicine, beginning in the 1970s. With tourists traveling to Thailand, the marketing of traditional medicine, specifically Thai massage, has become big business, and the practice of it is rapidly changing to meet Western standards and expectations. Seeking validation from the outside world, the Indian influence in Traditional Thai Medicine is frequently focused on to the point of negating or omitting all of the other sources. On top of this, travelers seeking to learn Thai medicine generally only focus on the bodywork component.


Thai massage schools catering to Westerners have become thriving industries in Thailand. These schools primarily teach techniques, with very little if any focus on medical theory. There are a few reasons for this that bear explanation.


Traditionally, medicine was not something that one could simply pay a school to teach you. Medicine had to be learned from a master, who might only take on a few students in his or her lifetime. And being a student was a serious commitment, requiring many years of apprenticeship and a lifetime of care and dedication to the teacher. So while Thais are happy to teach classes in Thai massage, there is an underlying cultural tradition that does not so easily offer up the deeper theoretical side of the medicine to visitors coming for short stays. And of course, the theory of medicine takes years to learn; one cannot fully learn it from a two-week class, or even a six-month course of study, as some schools are now offering.


Add to this the language barrier, and it starts to become clear that if you are not Thai, learning the medical theory of Thailand is a difficult endeavor indeed. Even learning medicine in the country in which you are born requires learning a whole new language: the language of anatomy and physiology. Imagine trying to learn this in a foreign country, where you are not fluent in the foundational language, let alone the medical verbiage. And with Traditional Thai Medicine, we aren’t just talking about medical Thai, but archaic Thai and a form of Pali that even most Thais today do not speak.


Even if you were to overcome the language barrier, the odds of finding a true teacher and having the necessary years to commit to the study are very low. For these reasons, one cannot readily find Western practitioners of Thai body therapies who have had the opportunity to study the medical theory in depth.


Despite these obstacles, Western practitioners wish to share what they know and are inclined to offer classes and to write books on Thai massage. Of course, when they do this they are faced with a problem: their Western audience might want to know more than techniques; they might to want to know the theory behind the techniques.


Since there is almost nothing written in non-Thai languages about Thai medical theory, what most instructors of Thai massage in the West have done, therefore, is to turn to similar medical systems that have been written about extensively in Roman-based languages: Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine. Open just about any book on Thai massage that is written in a non-Thai language and what you will find is Thai techniques with an overlay of Ayurvedic or Chinese theory, most often Ayurvedic. While done with the best of intentions, this leads to the notio that Thai massage is not truly Thai. This idea has been perpetuated and spread to the point where one is now finding it being promoted by the Thais themselves.


As a result, a strange loop has been made, from Westerners learning in Thailand, taking the information home, altering and embellishing it, then exporting it back to Thailand. It is now possible for Westerners to teach Thai techniques with Ayurvedic theory and honestly say they learned all of this in Thailand. Fortunately in recent times ancient texts have begun to be translated, and thanks to my teacher, there is a small group of people beginning to record and teach Thai theory to those who do not speak Thai. This movement is in its infancy, but is sure to grow and bring new depth to Thai bodywork.


History Wrap-Up


While the influence of India upon the formation of Traditional Thai Medicine does indeed play a strong role in our story, it is important to remember that there are many primary sources of Thai medicine: indigenous practices and wisdom from those who lived in the land during its prehistory, Tibetan knowledge, China (pre-TCM), India (pre-Ayurveda), and the T’ai people, plus the Mon and Khmer influences. Fortunately in recent times ancient texts have begun to be translated, and thanks to my teacher, there is a small group of people beginning to record and teach Thai medical to those who do not speak Thai. This movement is in its infancy, but is sure to grow and bring new depth to Thai bodywork.


At the top of this list should be the indigenous practices, because, as discussed earlier, medicine is formed by the land. Climate and geography determine both the plants that grow and the diseases that will be prevalent. These multiple sources of Thai medicine can be seen in almost all traditional Thai medical practices, but how much of any source is present depends on the practitioner. Some practitioners incorporate more animistic practices, some bring in more of a Buddhist slant, and some have more of a Brahministic approach. Different people’s preferences, traditions, and trainings account for where they weight things.


In addition to our list of these ancient sources, we must consider that medical practices are not static. India, China, and the West all continue to develop their own medical practices and share them with the world, and Thailand too continues to develop its practices. There are still practitioners who follow the old ways of discovering healing methods, and from these old ways develop new medical formulas, mantras, and bodywork techniques. While these formulas and techniques may be new, they are also ancient, based on ancient pathways to understanding that can still be considered “traditional.”


People like the reu-sĕe communicate with nature and ancestors to rediscover old medicine that has been long lost. Recently, my teacher said to me:


There is a real lack of knowledgeable people, and even the knowledge of the ancient wisdom. While there are many celestial (not physical) teachers around to help us, few are calling on them or listening to their advice. So now there arises a sense in some of us to go back to our roots. Go back to the wilderness. Live in harmony with the wild. this is the natural progression that is a result of the progression of society. Sooner or later, everyone will be forced into that position. If we choose to take it now, that’s fine. We need to restore knowledge and wisdom of the ancients by taking nature as our teacher once again.


However, we should never forget what has been left to us by the ancient sages and our ancestors. There is no need to start all over again. There is no need to toss everything away. We must preserve what is good and useful, fill in what is only partial knowledge, and learn as much as we can. We shouldn’t put too much stock in the teachings of humans as most of their knowledge is tainted with desires for fame, name, wealth etc. We need to start by looking within ourselves. It’s up to us to refresh and restore the knowledge of the ancients with practice, study, compassion, understanding, and diligence.



Overview of Traditional Thai Medicine


Traditional Thai Medicine (inclusive of Lanna medicine) is made up of five primary roots that form the foundation for many different healing arts specialties. These roots are Medicinal Sciences, Physical Therapies, Spirit Medicine, Divinatory Sciences and Buddhism.


These form a holistic blending of intensive physical/orthopedic therapies, herbal remedies, dietary and lifestyle counseling, divination, animistic spiritual healing, and Buddhist spiritual and lifestyle practices. Because Thailand is 95-98 percent Buddhist,18 Buddhism integrates into all aspects of Thai life and culture, including traditional medicine. While you do not have to be Buddhist to practice Thai healing arts, Buddhism is woven into the theory and application to such a degree that an understanding of Buddhism is integral to the practice. The deeper you go in studying Thai medicine, the more it comes into play for, ultimately, while not all Buddhist medicine is Thai medicine, Thai medicine is inherently Buddhist medicine.
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Underlying all roots of Traditional Thai Medicine, in addition to Buddhism, is Thai Element theory. Element theory is found in traditional medical systems the world over, and it is the connecting factor in every aspect of Traditional Thai Medicine. The idea that everything is made of Earth, Water, Fire, and Wind, with various balances of these elements creating harmony and disharmony within our physical, emotional, and mental beings, is found in ancient Mayan, Greek, Tibetan, Chinese, Indian, and Southeast Asian medicine, to name only a handful of medical histories. In Traditional Thai Medicine, element theory plays a central role, regardless of specialty or regional differences among therapists.


Just about any visit to a traditional doctor in Thailand will begin with the doctor discerning your basic core elemental constitution, and more importantly, what imbalances in your elemental makeup are triggering the complaints that led you to seek medical help. From this foundational understanding, the doctor will then apply his or her particular skills, be they in herbalism, bodywork, counseling, divinatory remedial advising, spirit medicine practices such as incantations and amulets, or Buddhist instruction in techniques to heal the mind, to assist you in bringing about elemental balance. For this reason, even if your primary focus is bodywork, it is important to have a foundational understanding of all five roots of Traditional Thai Medicine.


While the five roots of Traditional Thai Medicine must all be studied to some degree, if one is to be a holistic practitioner, it is not expected that you will specialize in all five. Just as a Western doctor must spend years studying all aspects of biomedical medicine—doing rotations in everything from internal medicine to obstetrics, even as they focus their practice on, say, brain surgery—a Traditional Thai Medicine doctor will have knowledge in all five roots, even as they hone their skills in, say, internal medicine or bodywork.


These days there is a common misconception that a Thai massage doctor 19 only utilizes massage, and only has knowledge of massage. The reality is that bodywork doctors have extensive functional knowledge of the underlying theory that unites all five roots. The practice of Thai massage that is taught without theory and without knowledge in all five sciences is a modern evolution that has sprung from the street massage/tourist industry. Those who practice massage without theory are like massage therapists who do only spa relaxation massage and have not studied anatomy, physiology, deep tissue, myo-fascial release, or any other more therapy-based massage sciences. Relaxation massage has relevant application, but there is a difference.


Traditional Thai Medicine Specialties


In Thailand, a massage doctor will specialize in massage but will be able to use knowledge in all five roots to augment the bodywork. For example, the use of herbs in balms, liniments, poultices, compresses, and plasters is an area where we commonly see knowledge of herbalism complimenting a specialization in bodywork. Massage doctors may also use teas to help clear the channels or soften the tissues, or they may use astrological charts to understand a tricky elemental composition. They frequently use mantras and incantations to assist in healing. And of course, Buddhism is inherent in the work, everywhere from the practitioner’s personal practices to working with a patient’s mental well-being as it connects to healing the body.


Most writings on Thai medicine point out a difference between Royal and Rural medicine, sometimes calling the distinctions “indigenous and traditional” or “Court and Folk.” In this text I do not make this distinction. Traditional medicine practices in Thailand have many variances, yet in reality these differences depend more upon the practitioner than upon the demographics in which he or she is placed. Those who practice in the rural village and those who practice among the city elite have more connection than separation between them, and a greater exchange of knowledge than the academics would have us believe. This said, there are rules that apply to working directly with royalty in Thailand that do not apply to the general populace, so any doctor, regardless of if they come from a city college background or a village family medicinal lineage, will have to adhere to these modifications in practice if working on royalty.


Thai medicine can be roughly broken into four practitioner categories: Thai doctors, traditional doctors, village doctors, and Lanna doctors.


For the sake of simplicity, this book uses the term “Traditional Thai Medicine” throughout. However, it should be noted that this is being used as a general term; it is not a reference to the first category above, and is inclusive of Lanna medicine. Used here as an umbrella term, it includes practices and knowledge from all the regional and government codified systems of medicine practiced in Thailand today. The information presented here draws from all four categories of Thai medicine.
















	
Four Practitioner Categories











	
Traditional Thai Medicine (TTM) แพทย์แผนไทย


pâet păen tai literal translation: “Thai medicine”



	This is the most recent evolution of Thai medicine, having been codified in the 20th century and continuing to be modified in modern times. This systemized form of Thai medicine is taught at government approved schools. It stems from Bangkok, being promoted by the Ministry of Public Health and is taught in traditional medicine degree programs.







	
Traditional Medicine of Thailand (TM of T) แพทย์แผโบราณ


pâet păen-boh-raan literal translation: “Traditional medicine



	This system is based on texts dating back to the 1800s, written primarily in Thai and Khmer script. The practice of this system varies according to region, practitioner, and which texts are referenced.







	
Local Indigenous Medicine แพทยพื้นบ้าน


pâet péun bâan literal translation: “Local Medicine”



	This category is likely the most pervasive as it encompasses local practices found throughout the country. Doctors who fall into this category utilize regional variations of theory and techniques, primarily predating TTM and TM of T, that are based on local texts and teachings.







	
Lanna Medicine แพทยพื้นบ้านของลานนา


pâet péun bâan khawng laan-naa literal translation: “Local Medicine of Lanna”



	Lanna medicine is a sub-category of Local/Indigenous medicine. Lanna medicine is based on texts and teaching in the Lanna language. While there is much cross over between Thai and Lanna medicine, Lanna medicine is a separate system with ideas and techniques not found in mainstream Thai culture. The term pâet péun bâan khawng laan-naa, while accurate, is not colloquially in use, and local doctors prefer the term mŏr meuang (หมอเมือง)










Figureheads of Traditional Thai Medicine


The first time I met the renowned Thai massage teacher Pichest Boomthame, it was Thailand hot, air full of incense, altar full of flowers, the floor a chaos of Pichest’s constant mess of offerings, papers, books, and cigarettes. Birds flew in and out of the open room, the occasional rat ran along a side wall, and roosters and dogs competed to dispel the myth of a quiet countryside. Pichest is a true master of Thai bodywork, a bit of a spirit doctor, and the most psychic person I have ever encountered.


I went to him at a time when I was chronically sick, a bafflement to doctors. I thought I was just going for the experience of getting a Thai massage from someone rumored to have greatness (this was before he became well known to Thai massage students the world over). I got this, but before he massaged me he performed an exorcism on me, complete with chanting, spitting holy water on me, and thunking me on the head a lot.


When Pichest was done with the chanting and hitting and spitting, he asked me in his broken English,“Who helping you?” I didn’t really understand the question. I answered that I didn’t know, and he sighed and told me to close my eyes.


Then he asked me again,“Who helping you?”Again, I said that I didn’t know.


He told me to look, with my eyes closed, to see who is helping me, and I just shook my head as I tried and tried to reach for some answer to his question, which he asked me again and again, his voice losing a bit more of its patience with each repetition.


Tears of frustration gathered on my cheeks as I repeatedly said that I just didn’t know who was helping me; I hardly understood the question. Behind my closed eyes I quested for the answer, feeling a despairing failure.


Pichest was finally shouting at me as he repeated his question and in a moment of pure frustration, my eyes still closed, I shouted back “I don’t know. All I see is a herd of elephants!” Pichest immediately started laughing and laughing and laughing. I opened my eyes. I knew who was helping me, and I laughed with Pichest.


Ganesh had first come into my life in a dream I had when I was twenty-one years old, and had never heard of the elephant-headed Hindu god. I should have known the answer to Pichest’s question right away, but I tend to panic and go blank when I feel tested, and so I searched and searched for an answer that was so obvious as to be presenting itself literally in herds.


This idea that we are being helped, that we do not work alone, is an important component of Thai medicine, and to truly incorporate it into one’s healing practice takes more than simply recognizing that you have the support of, say, Ganesh. There are specific figureheads in Thai medicine who must be acknowledged, and with whom a relationship must be actively developed, if one is to have a traditional and complete healing arts practice. (I will address making this work for those who subscribe to a different faith later on).


The primary figureheads are The Lord Buddha, Doctor Jīvaka Kumārabhacca, and the reu-sĕe of old. In addition to these, you may have any number of specific ancestors, deities, angels, and spirits to whom you pay homage and nurture a connection. Great importance is also placed on acknowledging your parents and current life teachers. We must know that healing knowledge does not come from us alone, that regardless of who invented what, there are ancestors to be thanked, energies to be absorbed, help to be received. In this we do not work alone, but rather with the support of generations upon generations of healers. Here we will discuss the three primary figureheads of Traditional Thai Medicine.


The Buddha


There will be broader discussion of Buddhism in Chapter Eight. For now, I will take a moment simply to introduce The Buddha as a figurehead of Thai medicine.


Buddhism teaches that there have been four Buddhas to walk the earth, and that there will be one more. When people talk about the Buddha, they are referring to the Buddha of our time, Siddhattha Gotama Sakyamuni, who is said to have lived about 2,500 years ago. He was preceded by Kakusandha Buddha, Koṇāgamana Buddha, and Kassapa Buddha, and will someday be followed by Metteyya Buddha. 20


This probably raises the question, what is a Buddha? A Buddha is an enlightened person. However, Buddhas differ from other enlightened people in that they become enlightened at a time when all knowledge of the truth and the path to enlightenment has been lost—in other words, when there are no teachings for them to study and they must find the truth alone, without guidance. They then bring their enlightened knowledge to the world, sharing the truth through their compassion for humanity. And so we see that the fifth Buddha, Metteyya, will not come until all of Sakyamuni Buddha’s teachings have been lost and forgotten.21


Sakyamuni Buddha, born Siddhāttha Gotama,22 came from a family of wealth and prestige. It was foretold that he would grow to be either a powerful king or a spiritual ascetic. His parents, wishing the life of power for him, decided to shelter him from all things that might lead him to the spiritual life. Since spirituality often grows out of a quest away from suffering, they carefully insured that he did not learn of the harder side of life. He was raised in the family compound amid nothing but luxury, and at the age of sixteen he married Yaśodharā, with whom he fathered a son, Rāhula.


The story goes that eventually Siddhāttha left the family compound, and upon leaving it, he saw four people who changed his life. The first was a sick man, the second was an old man, and the third was a corpse. Sighting these first three taught him the reality of life—that we all are susceptible to illness, that we all age, and that we all die; that we all, in a word, suffer. The fourth person he saw was a spiritual ascetic, a man who had renounced the material world and made his way in rags and near starvation seeking enlightenment.


Siddhāttha was inspired by this last man to do likewise, so he left his family and gave up the wealth and luxury he had known until then. He joined a band of ascetics, and for many years engaged in practices of self-deprivation, including, so the stories tell, surviving on one grain of rice per day, becoming emaciated and weak. Eventually he lost faith in this path and left the other seekers to find his own way. There are many tales of both his time with the ascetics and his time alone, but I will jump us now to the story of the day he listened to a ferryman tuning his lute.


One day Siddhāttha sat by the river, emaciated and ragged. He heard a ferryman tuning a lute. One of the strings on the lute was strung very tight, and made a painful sharp sound. One of the strings was strung too loose, and made barely any sound at all. And the third string was strung perfectly, not tight or loose, and made a beautiful melodious sound.


Siddhāttha reflected on his life of luxury and his life of deprivation, and he saw how they were like the loose and tight strings, both extremes, and neither the answer to his quest for an end to suffering. From this experience grew his understanding of the Middle Way, a path that does not exist in extremes. This story, like nearly all stories of the Buddha’s life, has many variations, and in some it is told not as an experience that Siddhāttha had before he became Sakyamuni Buddha but rather as a parable teaching that he gave after gaining enlightenment. Either way, the story holds a key aspect of Buddhism and the gentle approach it embraces.


Eventually, Siddhāttha decided that he would sit in meditation until he became enlightened. He sat underneath a Bodhi tree, some say for a night, some say for forty days. In this time he saw all of his thousands of past lives, and he came to see the Truth. When he came out of meditation he understood why people suffer and the way out of suffering. He was at peace, but at first he did not believe he would be able to share what he knew with others.


Siddhāttha was eventually convinced by the deity Brahma that he must teach people what he knew, and so began the Dharma. The Dharma is the teachings of The Buddha Sakyamuni. Of all the Buddhas that have come so far, he is known as the Great Healer because his teachings are focused on understanding why we suffer and on finding our way out of suffering. His teachings were inclusive of the mental causes of illness, medicinal understandings, knowledge of the elements, and knowledge of the body. His place as the first figurehead in Thai medicine is not only due to his role as a spiritual teacher but also due to this focus on an end to suffering, which is ultimately why we study the healing arts.


Jivaka Kumārabhacca


Dr. Jīvaka Kumārabhacca is the founder of Thai medicine/Thai massage. He lived 2500 years ago and was the physician to the Buddha. The end.


Well, that’s how it was originally told to me, and pretty much sums up the extent to which most people are educated about Dr. Jīvaka Kumārabhacca, also known as Doctor Cheewoke, the Father Doctor, and Doctor Shivago.23 Here is the story as I tell it to my students, based on the original telling in the Pali Vinaya. I like to engage the storytelling aspect, so curl up with a blanket, a cup of tea, and enjoy.
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