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Acupuncture is one important part of traditional Chinese 
medicine (here after, the author will only use the term 
“acupuncture” to denote both acupuncture and Chinese 
medicine) and is a fast growing profession in recent 
years[1,2]. Many patients have benefited from acupuncture 
therapy because acupuncture is a safe, effective and 
natural therapy[3]. Several articles and interviews 
published in recent years have described the history of  
the establishment of acupuncture and Chinese medicine 
on the east and west coasts of the United States (U.S.) 
of America[4–11]. Currently there are three professions 
related to acupuncture that have been and are practiced 
in the U.S.: “acupuncture” for acupuncture and Oriental 
medicine (AOM) practitioners; medical acupuncture 
for Western-trained medical doctors; and “animal 
acupuncture” for AOM practitioners and veterinary 
medical doctors[11]. In order to more accurately document 
the history of acupuncture in the U.S., Dr. Arthur Yin Fan 
interviewed Dr. William Prensky, who was involved in the 
beginnings of these three professions.

Dr. Prensky is one of the earliest non-Asian acupuncturists 
in the U.S., and has been a major player in AOM developments 

since its very beginning[10-12].

Dr. Arthur Yin Fan (Fan):  Dr. Prensky, I know you 
are a pioneer who started acupuncture in the United 
States — there were a lot of other pioneers too—but you 
were a leader, as I understand. I am very interested in the 
history of acupuncture in the U.S.—how did acupuncture 
start in the U.S.? I know you learned acupuncture very 
early and I have a few questions. The first one is when, 
where and why you started to learn acupuncture? 

Dr. William Prensky (Prensky): Well, when, where 
and why are interesting questions. Let’s first talk about 
the “when”. We started to learn acupuncture in 1969 as 
students at the Institute for Taoist Studies (ITS), in Los 
Angeles. At that time, our class was the first and the only 
organized class in acupuncture in the country. 

Now we need to point out that there have always been 
people in the U.S. interested in acupuncture; William 
Osler wrote about acupuncture and was interested in it 
about 150 years before we began our classes. But, in terms 
of organized study—a formal class looking to produce 
graduated, traditionally trained practitioners—ours was, so 
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far as anybody knows, the first formal class in acupuncture 
conducted in the U.S. It was also the first formal class in 
acupuncture to be conducted traditionally—that is taught by 
a traditional acupuncturist, not taught as a novelty in medical 
schools, or an area of interest in medical schools which 
happened later. This was taught as a course for people going 
to practice acupuncture in a traditional way despite that fact 
that there was no legal status for acupuncturists at that time. 

So in many regards you can say, without any contradiction 
that I know of, that this was the origin of the profession, 
and the origin of the educational system in acupuncture 
for professional acupuncturists in the U.S. The movement 
that is now fully underway began with that first group 
which organized the first class in Los Angles in 1969. You 
can also make the case that the major part of the medical 
interest in acupuncture, if not the entirety of the interest, 
also grew from that first class, because as that group 
matured and developed, its members also taught dentists 
and physicians throughout North America.

Over the next four to five years (Dr. Fan notes: around 
1972–1975) we held educational programs all over the 
country that grew not only at the University of California, 
Los Angeles (UCLA), which is well-known, but also at 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), 
at the University of Oregon Medical School, at Tufts 
University, at Harvard Medical School, at the University 
of Massachusetts at Amherst and at the University of 
Southern California, just to name a few. Many of the early 
interest groups, which eventually led to the development 
of medical acupuncture, began with these classes, so there 
were many programs that grew out of this. But this was 
the very first time when anyone studied acupuncture for 
itself, seriously and directly. 

The question “Where” — this all was rooted in Los Angeles.
The question “Why”, is a much bigger question. I can 

come at it from two different directions. The first group 
was formed through the organization which, to us, was 
known as the ITS, and was formed in order to host the 
first acupuncture classes. The first class started in 1969, 
and the second in 1970. The founders of the ITS were 
three people—myself, Steven Rosenblatt, who is now a 
physician, practicing in California and in Hawaii, and 
Lewis Prince who died many years ago. The organizers 
of the school were myself, and Steven Rosenblatt. I was 
a graduate student in psychology at UCLA and Steven 
was a fellow graduate student in the same program. David 
Bresler, who later became the Research Director of the 
UCLA Acupuncture Research Project, was also a doctoral 
student in the same program.  

I was a research fellow at the UCLA Brain Research Institute, 
working on projects aimed at understanding cortical structures 
and their relationship to motivated behavior. We began 
the study looking at the effects of removing all cortical 

structures above the level of the hypothalamus in rats, 
and progressed to studying cats, dogs and then monkeys.  
In fact, the results of the study were intuitively obvious 
before it began—that animals with their higher cortical 
structures removed were unable to learn simple tasks such 
as finding and remembering the location of their food. 
This surprised no one. It led one of our fellow researchers 
to coin the phrase “proving the intuitively obvious to the 
hopelessly dimwitted”.

By the time (at the end of 1968 and beginning of 1969) 
the study had sacrificed dozens of lab animals, a fellow 
student and I looked at each other and said: “We can’t do 
this anymore.” 

We started looking for something else to do that was 
not destructive but could bring help to people, and a good 
friend at UCLA said to me “Why don’t you study Tai Chi? 
There’s a guy teaching Tai Chi in the park on Saturdays 
and he’s very traditional and you might find something 
that helps to give you direction.” We had by that time 
become incredibly disenchanted with what we were doing, 
so off we went to study Tai Chi, and met a man who became 
our first teacher, Marshall Ho’o (Dr. Fan notes: also 
spelled as “Marshall Hoo”), who at that time was one of 
the most well-known Tai Chi teachers in Los Angeles. 
Steven Rosenblatt and I began to study with him, and 
about 2 or 3 months later another student said to us “If 
you’re looking for something completely different, why 
don’t you study acupuncture?”

We approached Marshall Ho’o who said to us that he 
knew a traditional and excellent acupuncturist with whom 
we could study. What we needed to do was to get a group 
together large enough to constitute a class, and then raise 
some money.

The acupuncturist that Marshall knew turned out to be 
Dr. Ju Gim Shek (Dr. Fan notes: This may also be written 
“Gim Shek Ju”, as “Ju” is his family name), who had a 
small private practice operating from his apartment in 
Chinatown. While Dr. Kim (as we came to call him) did 
not speak English (he later learned from us as we worked 
together over the next five years), Marshall agreed to 
translate for us if we could put together a class. So we 
put together the first group. The first class consisted of 10 
people, who were prepared to meet once a week to start 
with.  Each of us had to come up with $20 a week in order 
to pay him $200 per session.

At that time, $20 a week was a lot of money to us, but 
we pressed forward and we got together a group of friends 
and colleagues from UCLA, and we formed the first class. 
That class began meeting at the beginning of 1969 in Marshall 
Ho’o’s studio, which was in the Crossroads of the World 
office mall in West Hollywood.  

The first class started meeting on Saturday afternoons, 
right after the Tai Chi class that Marshall used to give us 
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in Sunset Park. So every Saturday, we would go to Sunset 
Park in Los Angeles to study Tai Chi with Marshall during 
the morning and we would go, all ten of us, to the studio 
in Crossroads of the World, and we would study acupuncture 
with Dr. Ju Gim Shek while Marshall would translate. 

Two years after the start of the classes, when President 
Nixon went to China to reopen relations with the U.S., 
a group of medical experts and reporters went before 
him and then with him to assess the conditions he would 
find there. One of the reporters who traveled before the 
presidential party was the New York Times writer James 
(Scotty) Reston. His special report in the New York Times 
about acupuncture resolving his post-appendicitis operation 
abdominal pain[4] became the seminal article in stimulating 
a Western appetite for all things acupuncture. 

It was as if someone had dropped a bomb in the middle 
of the U.S. medical community. Within the week, we were 
‘discovered’ by the news teams from the local television 
stations. In the middle of a Saturday afternoon class, we 
were interrupted by a knock on the door and the news 
team outside asked: “Is this where the American group of 
students is studying acupuncture?”

We were stunned. Taped interviews were set up for a 
few days later, and we quickly organized the National 
Acupuncture Association (NAA) as a sister organization 
to the ITS. I was elected as the president of the NAA, and 
was on television less than a week later.

Our interview, and descriptions of what we were doing, 
led to inquiries from all over the U.S. and from both Canada 
and Mexico. Within a month we were beginning to teach 
what we had been learning and were receiving invitations 
to bring ourselves and Dr. Kim to medical study groups 
all over the country. 

Over the next 6 years we traveled to groups and medical 
colleges from San Diego to Oregon and Toronto, and 
from Mexico to Massachusetts. Within two years we were 
helping to write the first legislation to license or approve 
practitioners of acupuncture in the U.S., and then serving 
on examining boards, and helping to develop the first two 
licensed colleges for acupuncture in the U.S.  

In 1974 the NAA/ITS sent a contingent to Boston, leaving 
a part of its membership behind to continue at UCLA with 
the research project. The Boston group became the founding 
contingent of the New England School of Acupuncture 
(NESA), and taught at Tufts University as well as working 
with Harvard and hospitals throughout the area.  

In 1975 the major contingent of the NAA left Boston to 
return to California where legislation had just been signed 
to approve the practice of acupuncture by non-physician 
professionals.

I was already in New York City working on legislation 
at the state level. The California group founded the California 
Acupuncture College, the first school specifically approved 

to offer a license eligible educational program in acupuncture. 
Members of that group then traveled to Oregon to found 
the Oregon College of Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine. 
In New York we continued to work for full licensing, a 
goal which was finally attained in 1991.

The California Acupuncture College became the Pacific 
College of Oriental Medicine in San Diego, which eventually 
put the first accredited degree granting program in New 
York at their New York City campus, where I was appointed 
Director of Clinical Education, and so the group was, 
some 20 years later, fully reconnected. The roots of the 
largest and most influential colleges of acupuncture came 
from that first group of students at the ITS. 

Fan: How many people were in the first class? The second? 
How many months did each class last? 

Prensky: Each of the classes lasted for about three 
years. From the first class, both Steve Rosenblatt and I 
stayed with Dr. Kim for almost 5 years. There were ten 
students in that first class, and another ten in the second.

Fan: Who is Lewis Prince?
Prensky: One of the original founders of the ITS, and 

one of the first students. He died very early on.  
It was during the second year we were studying with 

Dr. Kim that he (Dr. Kim) asked Steve Rosenblatt, Lewis 
Prince and me to prove that we were serious students 
and to leave everything we were doing to study with 
him every day at his house. This was on the heels of his 
statements to us for the previous two years that we were 
not serious students willing to fully commit to our studies 
with him. 

This was a challenge that put our studies with him clearly 
within the classical and traditional model. He gave us 
only two days to decide—would we come to be with him 
and study at his office in his home every day, all day, from 
breakfast through dinner, and become his ‘sons’, or would 
we capitulate and admit that we were not serious. We had 
been telling him for two years that we were very serious 
and he called our bluff. He said, “I want you to come and 
study with me,” and we said, “When?” and he said, “Monday,” 
and it was Saturday. And we said, “When?” He said, “9:30, 
be there for breakfast” and we asked for how long and he 
said, “all day and then we will have dinner together”. We 
asked how many days a week and he responded five days 
a week, sometimes six and we said for how long and he 
said: “Until I’m done with you.”

We had to decide. This was very different from any formal 
study we had experienced in the U.S., but it was what 
we had asked for. It is important to note that Steve and I 
were at this time enrolled as full-time doctoral students 
at UCLA in Physiological Psychology, a very demanding 
course of study and career track.
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Essentially we had to choose between continuing our 
graduate studies and giving up everything to study with 
him. We quickly gathered together (we were used to 
gathering Saturday nights in any event as he discouraged 
taking notes during class. He would say to us—“If you 
lose your notebook, you wasted your time and mine.” Every 
Saturday evening after class, we would quickly try to 
write down what we had learned that day). And over dinner 
that night the three of us resolved that we would give up 
everything what we were doing to focus entirely on what 
we could learn from him. We had to change our personal 
and educational plans overnight, change schedules, take a 
leave of absence from university, quickly try to find money, 
make calls to parents, etc.

Bright and early on that Monday morning we arrived 
at his apartment, and began our serious and dedicated 
apprenticeship with Dr. Kim. We went to his house daily, 
assisted him there and on our travels, and continued this 
until we all began working at the UCLA clinic, which we 
started a year and a half later. 

Dr. Fan notes: Based on the interviews with Dr. 
Ju’s daughter and others, Lewis was a key person in 
persuading Dr. Ju to accept and teach these American 
students. He served as Dr. Ju’s “personal driver” for 
several years while Dr. Ju taught and carried out other 
activities, such as crafting acupuncture legislation.

Fan: Who were the leaders in learning acupuncture at 
that time? 

Prensky: I was elected the President of the NAA when 
we were discovered by the press, so I became the President 
and Steven was the clinical Vice President. Gene Bruno 
was in Dr. Kim’s second class and joined us right after we 
founded the NAA. He became the Veterinary Research 
Project Director and helped pioneer veterinary acupuncture 
in the U.S. 

Fan: The ITS[10,11]—was it a registered formal school or 
informal school? How long did it last? 

Prensky: It was not a registered formal school, but an 
informal one. It lasted for five years, until we brought Dr. 
So over from Hong Kong, China. When we went to Boston, 
it first became the James Steven Acupuncture School and 
then later NESA. 

Fan: Let’s talk about the NAA[10,11]. How many members 
did it have? Were there any other members who were in 
other cities or states joining it?

Prensky: It was very small; there weren’t any other 
professional acupuncturists other than us to join it and 
at its largest there were about 30–35 people in it, so it 
was very small. It was started in order to accomplish 
two things—to respond to the demand for information 

and speakers and workshops and teachers of traditional 
acupuncture, and to raise money for projects like the 
UCLA Research Project which was begun with a $15 000 
grant from the NAA.

Fan: Under the NAA, what detailed projects did you do?
Prensky: John Ottaviano had a company that made 

herbal shampoos and (Western herbal) remedies, and he 
studied with us in Dr. Ju’s first class. Gene then was in the 
second class when we formed the NAA. The NAA started 
and funded the Veterinary Acupuncture Program and that 
program worked on large animals, such as on racehorses 
at Hollywood Park in Los Angeles, and also on smaller 
animals in veterinary clinics. Gene and John were joined 
by a Korean acupuncturist, Dr. (Sang Hyuck) Shin; they 
worked together on the veterinary acupuncture program. The 
leaders of the Veterinary Project were Gene Bruno and 
John Ottaviano.

Fan: How about the UCLA pain clinic[11]? Who was the 
leader and how many people were involved in that? How 
many years did the UCLA pain clinic last for? Is there any 
relationship with Dr. Eric Hsu’s current UCLA Center for 
East-West Medicine? What did the pain center have to do 
with acupuncture? For example, was it for clinical treatment 
or research? Was there a grant, a project or publications? 
Dr. David Bresler said it was in 1973[13].

Prensky: The UCLA pain clinic at that time, called 
Acupuncture Research Clinic (later Dr. David Bresler 
called it UCLA Pain Control Unit[13]), was established at 
the end of 1972; we had to raise the funds through the 
NAA as there was no money for it. These were raised by 
donations and with fees from workshops and speeches. 
UCLA’s Department of Anesthesia agreed to host the 
research center so long as we could provide the seed money. 
It eventually sustained itself through donations directly 
from patients.

As I said, the initial grant to start the clinic from the 
NAA was $15 000 and the initial staff were myself, Steven 
and Dr. Ju (as the first acupuncturist clinicians) and 
then later we hired two physicians from mainland China as 
additional clinicians. A year after that we hired Dr. Tin 
Yau So (also spelled in Pin Yin as Tianyou Su, Figure 1) as 
an additional clinician. Gene Bruno was there one day a 
week, working with Dr. So and Steven, when he was not 
working on the Animal Acupuncture Research Project. 
David Bresler served as the research director of the 
project (Dr. Fan notes: At that time, David had already 
graduated and had an assistant professor position in UCLA 
Psychology Department. Under the NAA’s leadership, he 
helped in starting an acupuncture research program[12,13]).

At the peak of its operations we treated somewhere 
between 30 and 50 patients a day and occasionally 
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more. What made starting the clinic possible was the Food 
and Drug Administration labeling of acupuncture needles 
as experimental devices, which opened the door to 
supervised clinical research.

We then brought Dr. So over from Hong Kong, China, 
which was a bit of a complicated and interesting story. Dr. 
Kim had mentioned to us that his very good friend, James 
Tin Yau So, who was a very well-known author and teacher 
of acupuncture, was in Hong Kong, China and would 
be interested in coming to the Los Angeles, U.S. He 
suggested that we bring him to Los Angeles, as he would 
be very important if we were going to set up a serious 
study of acupuncture in the U.S. 

As we didn’t know him, but would need to apply for a 
visa for him, Steven with his wife Kathy went to Hong 
Kong to meet Dr. So and came back with glowing reviews. 
They said we should definitely bring him, so we started an 
application under the NAA to bring him to the U.S. as an 
alien of distinguished merit. The application was supported 
by UCLA but the NAA was the sponsoring organization 
and had to guarantee his employment. We managed to 
raise the funds for his salary and to successfully get his 
visa and he subsequently moved to Los Angeles. By the 
time Dr. So arrived, we had already made the clinic self-
sustaining by collecting what were then seen as voluntary 
donations rather than fees from the patients. For the first 
2 years, Dr. So lived with us—at that point in our training 
and development we always lived with our teachers, as 
was traditional.

By the end of 1973 we had suffered through three major 

defeats in attempting to gain licensure in California. We 
had worked closely with the California legislature, and 
had three bills passed which would have accomplished 
what we needed, and each time they were vetoed by the 
Governor Ronald Reagan. At that time we made a promise 
to ourselves that if we were unsuccessful one more time 
we would try to find a more supportive environment in 
another state; both Massachusetts and Oregon were on our 
short list.

As we had feared, early in 1974, Governor Reagan 
again vetoed an acupuncture licensing act. We had two 
choices: we had an offer to go to Oregon where we were 
already licensed and where I was a member of the licensing 
board; or we could accept an offer to move to Boston 
where we would not be licensed but where an old provision 
of the medical practice act permitted a physician to delegate 
authority to any assistant. 

A trip to Portland, Oregon in early 1974 led to the 
realization that the medical group that offered to sponsor 
us there was only willing to take three of us, but there 
were nine (active) people in the NAA group at that time, 
and we had committed to staying together. Boston, on 
the other hand, offered us the opportunity to support 
everyone. After a couple of investigative visits, I returned 
to Los Angeles and the group unanimously elected to stay 
together and so we took the offer to go to Boston. 

On July 4, 1974, I landed in Boston and was followed a 
couple of days later by the rest of the team.

In Massachusetts we founded two clinics—the first in 
Worchester, MA and then later that winter in Kenmore 
Square in Boston, MA. Both we, and acupuncture were 
riding high—interest was at a high level and climbing 
rapidly, and both Tufts and Harvard invited us to continue 
our teaching with them as sponsors.  

All looked promising, and then the huge gasoline crisis 
and recession of 1974/1975 struck and the bottom fell out 
of the local and national economies. We were stranded. 
Our group was large and the economy would no longer 
sustain everyone staying there. Patient revenues dwindled 
as no one had money; the great majority of insurance 
plans did not cover acupuncture. After having worked so 
hard to stay together, we realized that we had no choice 
but to split up after all, and I moved part time to New 
York City where my family lived, in order to relieve the 
economic burden. In New York, I began immediately to 
work on passing acupuncture licensing laws. The rest of 
the group stayed in Boston and I split my time, going back 
and forth weekly for the next 18 months. 

To try to augment diminishing fees from clinical practice, 
we established the James Steven Acupuncture School (Dr. 
Fan notes: it was named by the first names of Dr. James 
Tin Yau So and Dr. Steven Rosenblatt) in Boston. Some 
of the most famous and influential acupuncturists of the 

Figure 1  Dr. Tin Yau So
Dr. Tin Yau So was one of founders and greatest teachers of acupuncture 
profession, as well as well-known acupuncturist in the U.S. In 1972, the 
NAA made application to bring him from Hong Kong to Los Angeles 
while he was the President of the Hong Kong Acupuncture College, and 
guaranteed his employment at the UCLA Acupuncture Research Project. 
Later he traveled with the NAA members to Boston, and remained there 
to found the New England School of Acupuncture and to teach there. 
The photo was provided by the New England School of Acupuncture.
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1980’s were early students of the school. By 1976, the students 
attending decided that they wanted to form a formal college 
of acupuncture, and so an application was filed with the 
state. Massachusetts approved the application, and the 
James Steven Acupuncture School became NESA. 

In early 1976, under the new governor Jerry Brown, 
California finally passed a law that licensed acupuncturists. 
Steven, Kathy, and Gene returned to Los Angeles and 
under the new law they founded the California Acupuncture 
College (CAC).  Dr. So remained in Boston working on 
the development of NESA, and I remained in New York 
and worked for legislation and educational approval, 
founding the Acupuncture Society of New York (with 
June Brazil) and working to bring education to New 
York, first by supporting Pacific College’s application 
to open a campus in New York and then by establishing 
the first accredited program in Oriental medicine in a 
formal college and teaching hospital—the Mercy College 
Graduate Program in Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine.

Back in California, the team worked to have CAC 
recognized as the first established school that led to 
licensure of graduates in acupuncture. In Boston, NESA 
became the first school to issue an authorized degree in 
acupuncture (which did not lead to a license in acupuncture 
for a number of years). 

Originally many of the CAC classes were given in 
Gene’s home. Later in 1976 CAC leased a building and 
began the first formal school in Los Angeles. Eventually 
the CAC had multiple branches, many of which are 
still active today (but their names and ownerships were 
changed). The Santa Barbara campus became Three 
Branches (Dr. Fan notes: It should be called Five Branches 
University now), and the San Diego campus became 
Pacific College.

In the mid 1970’s when we moved to Boston, Dr. Ju 
moved to Las Vegas where he became very well known 
as the personal acupuncturist for wealthy high rollers in 
a number of hotels. He remained there until he died (Dr. 
Fan notes: I will have an interview with Dr. Ju’s daughter 
about Dr. Ju in more detail). 

And looking back at it, we can say that this was the birth 
of acupuncture in the U.S. The period we are discussing, 
from 1968 until about 1996, was an incredibly interesting 
time, and the early years—from 1968 through 1976— 
were especially interesting as everything we were doing 
was exciting and new. But very little is commonly known 
about that period, as very little was written down and 
many of the key players are no longer with us. It is why it 
is so important to get all of this written now.

As for me, I am currently retired from the practice 
of acupuncture. When we founded the Mercy College 
Graduate Program in Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine 
and integrated it into hospital-based training, we passed 

the flag on to the next generation. Much of what we did as 
traditional disciples of our teachers is now done in formal 
educational programs, which is how it has to be if the 
profession is to develop and grow. But without these early 
pioneers and teachers, none of what is happening now 
would have been possible.

Even outside of our world of acupuncture, it was a very 
interesting time. It is difficult for those who didn’t live 
through it to understand what was happening in the U.S. 
and in the world. The acupuncture movement in America 
was born out of a period of everything changing, and 
people seeking and seeing new answers and possibilities. 
Everything was changing. Old answers didn’t work, and 
people were looking for new approaches and points of 
view, new things to try and to believe in. 

And I think it’s also very significant that the first fertile 
soil onto which the seeds of what was to become the 
profession of AOM in the U.S. landed was in California, 
which has much closer connections to Far-East Asia, to 
China, to Japan, to Southeast Asia than the East Coast.

Not only were there people there who could teach, but 
the atmosphere and the spirit of experimentation were 
there as well. And so, from those early days in 1968, and 
those early pioneers, the movement and teaching has 
spread now completely across the country. Acupuncturists 
commonly practice as professionals in most of the U.S., 
something we didn’t believe at that time would ever happen, 
and millions of patients have been helped. And much of 
that because of, the excitement and enthusiasm we felt all 
those years ago, learning Tai Chi in Sunset Park.

Fan: Thank you so much for what you did and sharing 
your impressive story.
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