
 
A   Tale   of   Allergic   Asthma  
By   Steven   Clavey  
 
In   a   lecture   on    Shang   Han   Lun,    Professor   Hao   Wanshan   told   the   following   story,   which   is   not  
only   entertaining   but   clinically   illuminating.  

“I   was   studying   with   Dr   Song   Xiaozhi,”   Prof   Hao   says,   “when   a   young   man   came   in.   
‘Dr.   Song,’   the   young   man   said   ‘it   has   been   difficult   for   me   to   get   to   see   you!   I’ve   been  
suffering   from   allergic   asthma   now   for   three   years,   and   it   is   terrible.   The   hotter   the   weather,  
the   worse   the   asthma.   But   it   disappears   in   winter.   I’ve   been   everywhere,   seen   everybody,   and  
nothing   I’ve   tried   works!   Please,   you   must   help   me.’  

‘What   happened   three   years   ago   to   make   it   come   on?’   Dr.   Song   asked.   
‘I   never   had   asthma   before,’   the   young   man   said.   ‘But   I   was   travelling   in   the  

summer--I’m   a   farmer--and   the   day   was   hot,   I   was   tired,   and   I   came   upon   a   water   pipe   with  
ice   cold   water,   so   I   drank   my   fill   of   that.   I   also   ate   some   iced   fruits   from   a   stall   near   the   road.  
I   had   not   even   reached   my   destination   before   the   asthma   began.That’s   when   it   flared   up.  
Since   then,   every   summer   I   suffer.’  
 
Dr.   Song   wrote   out   a   script:  

Chao   Shan   Zhi   Zi    15g  
Dan   Dou   Chi    15g  

Seven   bags.  
 

The   young   man   looked   at   it   in   dismay.   ‘Come   on   Doc,   please   take   me   seriously.   All  
the   other   doctors   have   given   me   scripts   of   15-20   herbs.   How   could   something   like   this,   only  
two   herbs,   do   anything?’  

Dr.   Song   just   said   ‘Go   on,   go   take   them.’  
 

The   young   man   went   off,   had   the   script   filled   out,   then   came   back.   He   was   holding  
seven   thin   bags   between   his   thumb   and   forefinger.   

‘Doctor,’   he   said,   ‘In   the   past   I   had   to   use   both   arms   to   carry   each   of   my   previous  
scripts   when   they   were   filled.   Yours   I   can   carry   in   two   fingers.   How   is   this   going   to   do  
anything?   Please   give   me   something   better!’  

Dr.   Song   said   ‘Just   go   take   them.’   The   young   man   went   off   grumbling.  
 
A   week   later   I   saw   him   and   asked   ‘How   is   it   going?’  
 
He   said   ‘No   good.   How   could   it   be?   Ask   your   teacher   to   give   me   a   better   script.’  
 
Well,   how   was   I   supposed   to   do   that?   Go   to   my   teacher   and   say   ‘Teacher,   your   script   didn’t  
work.   Why   don’t   you   give   him   something   different?’   Of   course   I   could   not   say   that.   It's   true   I  
didn’t   understand   why   he   prescribed    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang,    I   mean,   that’s   a   formula   for   irritable  



 
heat   in   the   chest,   how   could   it   treat   asthma?   The   farmer   never   said   he   had   irritable   heat   in   the  
chest,   he   said   he   had   allergic   asthma,   and   these   two   herbs   are   not   anti-allergenic   in   any   way.  
But   I   couldn’t   confront   my   teacher.  
 
Anyway   the   young   man   came   back   after   the   second   week   and   said   ‘Dr.   Song,   you   know   it’s  
hard   for   me   to   get   here   to   see   you.   I’ve   taken   your   herbs   for   two   weeks   and   really   not   much  
has   changed:   I’m   still   getting   asthma,   still   using   my   puffer.   Please   give   me   better   herbs!’  
But   Dr.   Song   still   prescribed:  

Chao   Shan   Zhi   Zi    15g  
Dan   Dou   Chi    15g  

Seven   bags.  
 

I   thought   to   myself:    These   old   doctors   are   stubborn.   If   it   was   me,   I   would   have   shifted   scripts  
ages   ago.   He   just   doesn’t   want   to   admit   he   was   wrong.  
The   young   man   did   not   come   back.   But   I   couldn’t   get   him   out   of   my   head.   Why?   Because   I  
was   curious.   How   could   you   try   to   use    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    to   treat   asthma?  
 
The   next   year,   in   late   summer,   I   was   walking   down   the   corridor   of   our   hospital’s   clinic   when  
in   front   of   me   I   saw   the   young   man.  
 
‘It’s   you!   I   said.   ‘How   is   your   asthma?’  
 
‘What?’   he   said.   ‘Asthma?   Oh,   that.   Last   year   it   was   all   fixed   up.’  
 
‘Really?’   I   said.   ‘Who   fixed   it?’  
 
He   looked   at   me   strangely.   ‘What   are   you   talking   about?   Weren’t   you   right   there   copying  
prescriptions   with   Dr.   Song?   It   was   his   prescription   that   fixed   me.’  
 
‘What?   The    Chao   Zhi   Zi    15g   and    Dan   Dou   Chi    15g?’  
 
‘Yep.’  
 
‘But   didn’t   you   come   along   a   couple   of   times   and   say   it    hadn’t    worked?!’  
 
‘Yes,   well   in   the   beginning   it   didn’t   seem   to,   but   by   the   third   week   I   noticed   that   I   wasn’t  
wheezing   as   often,   and   even   when   I   did,   I   could   get   by   without   the   puffer.’  
‘So   why   didn’t   you   come   back?’  
 
‘Didn’t   need   to.   I   just   copied   his   script,   wrote   out   my   own   prescription   and   got   it   filled  
locally.’  



 
 
‘How   long   did   you   take   it   for?’  
 
‘Two   months,   during   summer.   Even   before   the   summer   was   over   I   was   better.   I   never   had  
trouble   in   winter   anyway,   but   this   year   summer   is   already   almost   finished   and   I’ve   had   no  
trouble   at   all.’  
‘You   mean,   with   just   those   two   herbs?’  
‘That’s   right.   Not   only   that,   everyone   in   the   neighbourhood   heard   I   got   better   and   came   over  
to   copy   the   prescription.’  
‘And   you   let   them?!’  
‘Sure,   why   not?’  
‘Did   they   get   better?’  
‘No   idea.’  
 
So   now   I   was   bemused.   I   went   back   to   Dr.   Song   and   asked   him   if   he   remembered   seeing   the  
young   man   with   the   allergy-induced   asthma.  
‘Yes,   I   do.   Have   you   seen   him?   How   is   he?’  
‘He’s   better,’   I   said.   ‘But   can   you   tell   me   how    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    can   treat   allergic   asthma?’  
His   face   took   on   a   stern   look   and   he   said   ‘I   never   taught   you   that    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    can   treat  
allergic   asthma.’  
‘But   I   saw   you   use   that   formula   to   treat   allergy-induced   asthma   with   my   own   eyes!’  
‘I   never   taught   you   that    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    can   treat   allergic   asthma,’   he   repeated.  
‘What   do   you   mean?   That   young   man   definitely   had   allergic   asthma.’  
‘Yes,   he   did.   But   how   did   he   get   it?’  
I   thought   back.   ‘He   was   just   walking   along,   tired   and   hot,   then   he   drank   some   cold   water   and  
ate   some   cold   fruit.   That’s   when   it   started.’  
‘That’s   right.   But   did   he   have   allergic   asthma   before   that?’  
‘No.’  
‘So   it   was   after   having   the   cold   water   and   fruit   that   he   got   it?’  
‘Yes.’  
‘So   his   body   changed   suddenly,   and   he   was   no   longer   able   to   adapt   to   his   surroundings,   right?  
Before   that   he   was   not   allergic,   didn’t   react   to   stuff,   then   all   of   a   sudden   he   was   allergic.’   Dr.  
Song   was   looking   at   me   with   a   little   smile   on   his   face.  
‘That’s   right.’  
‘So   you   still   think   he   was   allergic   to   something?’  
‘Well,   obviously.’  
‘Did   you   never   think   of   taking   him   back   to   that   state   he   was   in    before    he   was   allergic?   He  
was   living   in   the   same   environment,   not   reacting   to   anything,   then   suddenly   he   started  
reacting.’  
A   lightbulb   went   off   in   my   head.   ‘So   by   adjusting   his   body   back   to   what   it   was   before   he   had  
all   that   cold   stuff,   he   would   go   back   to   not   being   allergic?’  



 
‘That’s   the   idea.’  
‘But   why   did   you   use    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang ?   Since   it   was   cold   stuff   that   brought   it   all   on,   why  
didn’t   you   treat   it   as   cold   thin   mucous?’  
Dr.   Song   smiled.   ‘You’re   right.   I   would   have   --   if   it   had   been   winter.   If   this   had   come   about   in  
wintertime   I   would   have   treated   it   as   cold   thin   mucous   and   used    Xiao   Qing   Long   Tang .   But  
this   was   summertime.   And   the   asthma   got   worse   every   summer,   then   would   stop   every  
winter,   remember?   This   shows   it   came   about   through   heat   pent   up   in   the   chest   and  
diaphragm.   Remember   he   was   so   hot   and   tired,   and   then   he   drank   all   that   cold   water   and  
followed   it   up   with   cold   fruit?   So   the   cold   water   constrained   the   heat   from   the   summer  
internally.   I   used    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    to   free   up   all   that   pent-up   heat   so   it   could   disperse.   Once  
the   heat   had   cooled   through   dispersion,   his   body   returned   to   its   original   state   of    not    being  
reactive   to   things,   of   being   normally   adaptive   to   the   environment   around   him.’   
He   shook   his   head.   ‘But   all    you    think   about   is   him   being   allergic   to   something   which   sets   off  
his   asthma.’  
I   sighed.   ‘Teacher,   you’re   right.   I   think   you’ve   really   grasped   the   basic   cause,   the  
fundamental   mechanism   here:   just   like   pent-up   heat   in   the   chest   can   lead   to   irritable   heat   in  
the   chest,   the   same   pent-up   heat   can   disturb   the   Lungs   and   cause   asthma.’  
‘That’s   right,’   he   said.   ‘Chinese   medicine   takes   the   person,   not   the   name   of   the   disease,   as   the  
core.   If   you   can   regulate   the   person   themselves,   then   they   won’t   have   illness.   Don’t   just   think  
only   about   what   disease   they’ve   got.’  
And   it   was   this   sentence    Chinese   medicine   takes   the   person,   not   the   disease,   as   the   core    that  
became   seared   in   my   brain.  
 
Over   the   years   I’ve   told   this   story,   and   some   of   the   listeners   realised   that   the   allergy-induced  
asthma   they   themselves   suffered   from   had   the   same   cause:   pent-up   heat   disturbing   the   Lungs.  
They   also   tried    Zhi   Zi   Chi   Tang    and   found   it   helped.  
But   the   point   of   the   story   is   to   illustrate   the   importance   of    grasping   the   mechanism    of   the  
disorder.   Only   when   you   do   this   are   you   approaching   the   higher   levels   possible   in   Chinese  
medicine.  
 
Professor   Hao   Wanshan   is   chief   physician   at   Beijing   University   of   Chinese   Medicine  
(translated   from   the   audio   lecture   by   Steve   Clavey)  
 
 
 
 
 


