Ki to life


She’d rested two days in preparation for the twenty-minute drive over from Balgowlah. I’d driven the heavy car slowly to minimise her joint and muscle pain. We had come to hear a lecture on energy healing. Stephania expected to rest for two days afterwards to recover.


From the car to the centre’s front door were steps. She laboured up them. Inside the front door were more steps. No, she wouldn’t be carried. Both arms on the rail, she hauled herself up. Inside the centre she shuffled in a careful stoop over to a chair, the very picture of a worn-out eighty-year-old.


This was my beautiful, vibrant wife, thirty-six years old and six years into Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, two years into her recovery. 


The lowest point? Two years before, she had been bedridden, without strength to walk to the bathroom. Too weak to hold a book; too fogged to read it. Allergic reactions to all food except a predigested rice preparation. A cascade of opportunistic infections.


Getting sick


It had started out subtly, like a guerrilla infiltration. It was two years before we realised we had a war on our hands. First the classic heavy ’flu and a protracted recovery that never seemed to finish. Never quite the full quid. But, hey, it was a difficult time. Stephania had joined me from Canada after a four-week relationship, starting with a whirlwind romance on a farm in Wisconsin. 


Neither of us thought what we were doing would be easy. I don’t think either of us could have known how hard it would be. The relationship dipped into crisis on its first day and wallowed along there for months. Her weeping fits. Why did you bring me here? My stunned withdrawals. An emergency ‘vacation’ camping along the coast, every day expecting to break up on our return to Sydney.


No wonder she got ’flu, nor took so long to recover. No wonder she wasn’t on her best form.


The occasional collapse was scary. First there were the hypoglycaemic symptoms. Her eyes would glaze a little and her speech slow down, and I knew I had to get her seated and fed fast. Very occasionally she’d have no energy all day, quite unable to get up and do anything. The next day she’d be OK, a little under the weather perhaps.


It is truly frightening what we adapt to, given enough time. Gradually we took it for granted that she had to hoard her strength. Gradually we took it for granted that we would have to cancel things at the last minute. That she would sometimes stay quietly at home all day, not up for anything much.


From January 1990 to November 1992 she declined slowly. At no point in all this time did we even guess that a particular disease process was at work. Nothing in her temperament prepared her for these adjustments. She’d always been full on. Obstacles just activated her adrenal glands. A few months before the crash, we celebrated our engagement. Steph was a star, burning brightly in front of our friends.


Our engagement was thanks to Gerry Groom. He’d invited me to lunch in North Sydney and asked me how come Steph and I weren’t married. There were a host of reasons. They rushed to my mouth, and evaporated before any sound got to them. There weren’t any reasons, just a host of silly stories. That evening, at the same table in the same restaurant, I proposed. We were engaged.


The crash came that November. She had a new job and had asked me once or twice to drive her to work, as she was too tired to drive the car. That morning I parked outside her office and watched as she summoned the strength for opening the car door and the walk up the path. “Steph,” I said, “I have no idea what you’re planning to contribute today. But it will be less than people put into looking after you. And none of it is worth what it’s costing you.” I drove her home and put her to bed.


She stayed there. For months. Eventually we got a diagnosis: Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. No aetiology, no treatment: no one knows what it is or how to cure it. A diagnosis of exclusion: when you’ve ruled out everything it looks like, then it’s this cluster of symptoms called CFS. That we don’t know about.


Getting married


A lot of people think they have treatments that help with Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. We tried everything that looked promising, until we were no longer willing to borrow more money or spend more of Steph’s tiny strength. We declared a halt. Each failure cost so much, took so long to claw our way back from. Rest was the only resource we could rely on. Everything went on hold as we settled into slowly rebuilding her strength and our finances.


Progress was microscopically slow. We celebrated tiny victories. We faced years of painful recovery.


“Marry me,” I said, “You’ll feel better.” 


“I can’t. I not only can’t organise the wedding, I can’t even plan it. In fact, I don’t even think I could go.” Tears were in her eyes.


Steph’s family is into large weddings. My standard; they don’t think so at all. 


“We’ll set a date. And on that date we’ll have a wedding. And the kind of wedding we’ll have will be whatever kind of wedding we can have. You can’t organise it, and neither can I, so we’ll find someone who will organise it for us.”


“Really?”


“I promise.”


Incredibly there was someone. Who would plan the whole thing. Who recruited volunteers from our friends to do the work. Sandra Groom managed it all. 


We needed a venue where Steph could lie down at any time. Sandra borrowed a house at Bungan Beach, friends (ours and hers) worked to decorate it. We could squeeze thirty people in. Steph’s parents and six other family members flew in from Canada. My mother made it from Scotland by a miracle. It was now a year after the crash.


Steph’s mother, Anne, emerged ashen-faced from our bedroom, her first sight of Steph since then. Anne was winding a handkerchief in her hands. “My daughter’s dying,” she groaned. Bill, Steph’s father was less sure. He’d been hearing our friends saying how much better Steph looked these days. So she’d been worse? What had been going on?


The day of the wedding. Steph had had a suit tailored for her in a cloth made from wood fibres—no allergy. A make-up artist had brought out the best of her beauty, completely concealing the yellowish cast the illness had given her skin. She leaned on her father’s arm and walked slowly, greeting me with a shy grin. I had never seen her so beautiful.


I have one of our wedding pictures in front of me as I write this, her arms full of white tulips.


There were steps from the road down to the house. She was carried down. Sandra welcomed her into the transformed beach house. “It’s all looked after,” she said, “you can get married lying down if you need to.”


Gerry Groom was my best man. We stood on the deck waiting for the celebrant to arrive. “What do you reckon?” he murmured slyly, “Still time to leg it over the rail?”


We said our vows on a broad deck over the ocean, hats and floral prints bright against the blue sea. Steph perched on a stool and looked into my eyes as she recited her vow.


A rest in the bedroom, a cage of glass, before the meal. Speeches.


Again incredibly, Sandra had delegated the whole business of a planning a honeymoon. Steph couldn’t travel far by car, so we left the reception for a hotel in Newport, to be picked up the following morning by water taxi and so on to a hotel on the Central Coast. There my lovely bride spent the days lying quietly in darkened room, while I hiked along the beach or lapped the pool. 


The hotel staff treated us like VIPs. We ate room service and saved Steph’s strength for a wheelchair trip to the hotel restaurant. But a sauce carried traces of forbidden capsicum, and the staff were distraught as Steph’s allergies flared and I wheeled her back to her room. The hotel insisted on us keeping the room for an extra night while Steph recovered. We kept the room and the flare-up subsided. But we knew we had a long, long path to a full recovery.


Getting well


We had tried alternative medicine. Traditional Chinese herbal remedies gave her some relief, as did acupuncture, Transcendental Meditation and Ayur-Vedic medicine. Naturopathy, chiropractic, chelation, oxygenation, megavitamins and other remedies got us nowhere. Could it be an environmental problem, an allergy to something in the building? We moved house. I’d spent our savings and most of what I could borrow, without significant result. Most treatments just exhausted her.


Now we were cautious, conserving resources. We wanted references, statistics before trying anything. We rented bags of videos, musicals and romantic comedies to fight her black depressions.


“What if I’m crazy,” she asked me, “What if this is all in my head?” 


“That’s just another diagnosis,” I said. “I’m interested in treatment. If someone’s got a treatment for crazy and we’re willing to try it, we’ll treat crazy. Otherwise it’s one more useless label. Diagnoses, we’ve got plenty.”


We read widely, became experts on how little is known about Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. My model for health got pulled inside out.


Until Steph got ill I’d just supposed we were healthy and occasionally something bad happens like you meet a germ and get sick. Then you go to the doctor, who identifies and fixes the bad thing and you’re well again. 


Hah.


Now I learned about the immune system and its constant work cleaning up tumours, bacteria and viruses. How we live in a sea of such stuff, our immune systems shovelling it out of our bodies all the time. It isn’t a question of a bad thing you ran into, but of how come the immune system didn’t cope with it. Steph’s immune system was in breakdown: why?


I was also getting the idea of a central core of health in people. Vitality. When it runs hot everything works: health, energy, mood, relationships, productivity, money. You know someone like that. Everything in their life works. And they seem to lift the people around them, to radiate warmth and confidence. They have resources to spare for others. And we know the opposite too: people for whom nothing works. Like black holes, they draw energy from everyone about them.


We got interested in what in our life supports and nourishes this vitality, what drains it.


Our friend Sue got cured. After seven years of CFS. Her father got her to this institute in China, not open to the public, and they cured her with a practice called qi gong. Weird. These guys would ‘zap’ her, and it was like an electric shock, a jolt of their own body energy. Every day. That gave her the strength to do the qi gong training. Within three weeks she was hiking in the mountains for exercise. After five weeks she was home. Cured.


We looked for qi gong in Sydney, but we couldn’t get the zaps. People knew what we were talking about, but it wasn’t on offer. Stephania tried qi gong classes anyway; came home exhausted and in pain.


But we knew there was something in Qi.


Sandra got a leaflet in the post and sent it to us. Healing through ki energy, and a list of ailments. Including CFS. In Chatswood, lectures on Wednesday evenings. I’d bought a large car the year before, just to increase Steph’s range as a passenger. Steph rested and we went.


The lecture lasted an hour. A ki master talked to us about vital energy. Yes, vital energy is the core of our health. And they didn’t fool around supporting and encouraging it. They worked with it direct. Zaps Pump her energy level up. Chronic Fatigue Syndrome? Oh yes. In three weeks they could restore 90% of her normal energy level, and would spend the following months rebuilding stamina and resilience.


Nobody had talked to us with that assurance before.


They gave her a ‘treatment’, hands-on energy healing. I, who had not been able to touch her with more than my fingertips for years, watched anxiously as they gave her a vigorous massage. Would I have to intervene? Did the karate-like outfits mean they were martial artists as well? They asked if Steph would like to do a training class. Astonishingly, she would. Another hour. We said our goodbyes and I took her home. It would take her a week to recover from this evening. 


But the next morning, nothing. No after effects. It was like we had never been anywhere. We were astounded. Went back and signed up for the training. Together: they told us she could draw on my strength if we trained together.


That was early April 1995. Steph went every day the centre was open. After three weeks I pulled the car up outside the centre for our daily class, and Steph ran up the steps. “We’re late,” she said, “what are you waiting for?” Just getting my jaw off the ground. Another three weeks and she drove the car herself. 


She’s never looked back. 


How’s it done?


This is the odd part. The core of the training is one-hour classes. In the classes you chant, meditate and perform slow movements, something like in tai chi. Which are surely good for you. We’d done all these things at one time or another and knew they helped. A bit. They don’t produce this kind of stone-crazy stop-you-in-your-tracks results.


Can you do them at home? No. Extra chanting at home is useful, not the rest of it. Has to be done at the Centre to be effective. Turns out that the training room at the Centre acts as a reservoir of energy, and has been charging up over the few years the Centre has been in Sydney.


It’s tempting to believe that the real power lies in the spectacular hands-on ‘treatments’ given by the masters. A master spends about ten minutes massaging first your abdomen then head, limbs and back. Meanwhile, he is belching and hissing. Quite a show.


The short, violent hisses work a bit like the way a martial artist will shout to concentrate his force in a blow. The ki master uses his own strong energy to stimulate the flow of your own energy metabolism. Mental direction plays a big part, and he uses the hisses to extend his reach into your energy system.


What he’s doing with his ki is coaxing your own body energy into a freer flow, partly by softening and dissolving what blocks it. Students of Wilhelm Reich (and the many inheritors of his work, such as Bioenergetics and somatic therapy) will recognise in this the ‘muscular armouring’ and ‘orgone’ he described.


First treatments are often uncomfortable, but people getting off the massage table typically report feeling ‘lighter’ or ‘unblocked’ or ‘freed up’ where they previously had no awareness of feeling blocked. This is what it feels like to have your energy flow more freely.


The effect is temporary, and depends in part on a willingness to receive it. It can last from a  few hours to a few days. Because this is spectacular it can look like the most important part of the training. But it’s not, it’s more like the NRMA’s ‘get you home’ service. No substitute for regular service and maintenance of your vehicle. The masters give treatments especially to new trainees who need a fast start to the training programme and some early results.


There’s no free lunch. When the master opens up an energetic connection between his and your energy systems, it’s a two way street. Where ki flow is blocked in your body it tends to turn toxic, leading eventually to disease in the affected area. In treating you, he exposes himself to toxic buildups. I have heard that workers in other energy disciplines, such as reiki and shiatsu, are well aware of the danger in such connections. You can get real sick giving people energy healing. Fortunately, Chun Do Sun Bup trains its healers to convert such toxin into intestinal gas, which they then belch off. Hence the belching. Not pretty, but it works. At a recent exhibition in Sydney, a handful of ki masters gave seven hundred treatments in five days, working from ten to six with almost no breaks. The hissing and belching drew a permanent crowd. A qi gong practitioner looked on awe-struck. “How can they do that?” he asked. “They should be dead.” 


A number of energy practices are winning adherents in Australia: reiki, qi gong, shiatsu and others. There is something different about Chun Do Sun Bup. It’s as if the masters were wired into another source, renewing their energy. Where other workers are ladling out the waters of life, the ki masters have a fire hose. In fact the masters are quite outspoken about it. Our vitality is no longer sufficiently supported by the natural energy of the environment. We have polluted it too much. And we have muddied our own hearts, sapping our ability to draw on Nature’s energy. We need to cultivate love, compassion and “beautiful minds”.


W. Edward Mann, a student of Reich, and a distinguished sociologist in his own right, described the distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘divine’ healing. While it seems most people have a natural ability to help and heal others using their own body energy, 


[t]he true saintly healer apparently disposes of a different energy. He can heal at a distance as well as with physical contact, and sometimes virtually instantaneously; no serious illness (e.g. cancer) is beyond treatment; the healer is not susceptible to catching anything of the patient’s sickness and he can go on for hours without tiring. In fact, he usually ends up a healing session feeling more energetic and spiritually resilient than when he began. (A conventional test of divine healing is whether it invigorates the healer.)


Vital Energy & Health (Hounslow, Toronto, 1989)


This characterises the ki masters’ work too. They give healing over the phone. They seem inexhaustible. After a recent five-day exhibition, the stand staff, instead of collapsing into bed, all went out to a restaurant to celebrate. 


Master Oh, who founded the Sydney centre, had a bout with cancer in his early twenties. His disease went into rapid remission when he went to live with the founders of Chun Do Sun Bup. One of these founders was himself terminally ill when he discharged himself from hospital and made a pilgrimage to a sacred mountain, which is where it all started… 


This smacks of magic, and there is a reason for it. Chun Do Sun Bup is rooted in Korea’s Taoist traditions. Koreans boast a five-thousand year tradition of shamanism that came with them from their origins in the Central Asian steppes to present-day Korea. They have a strong connection with whatever forces are inherent in mountain and sea; and the Sydney centre conducts occasional ceremonies in the Blue Mountains and by the sea shore.


If these people are right (and perhaps the results speak for themselves) then somewhere in our history we lost our grip on a spiritual and energetic connection that is vital to our health. 


Where did all this leave Stephania and me? She’s recovered her health and I enjoy a resilience to stress and workload I’ve never known before. After eight months of training every day, Steph went home to visit her family and show off her new health. Her flight to Canada was booked for a Monday morning; we decided to hold a party at the Centre on the Sunday before she left. On the Saturday we started cooking, taking it in turns in our small kitchen. (We’ll get a bigger one when I’ve finished paying for the therapies that didn’t work.) By six in the morning we had finished and grabbed two hours sleep before taking everything over to the Centre to set up. After the party we got home about six pm, with the packing for her three-month trip yet to do. “I’ll help you pack,” I said, “and the first thing I’m going to do is get four hours sleep.” Steph joined me; then we got up at ten and packed all night. At six I drove her to the airport for her twenty-four hour flight. And went to work. Arriving again at my office the following day, just as she should be landing in Toronto, I picked up a message. “Arrived safely. Don’t bother ringing back, gone shopping.”


Stephen and Stephania Taylor train at the Chun Do Sun Bup Ki Training Centre in Chatswood (9419-6603). Stephen studied mathematical physics at the University of London, later psychology and philosophy at the University of Sydney; he works selling software for a large American company.
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