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Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) arrived in the 
United States (U.S.) in 1854[1]. Initially, most TCM providers 
were herbalists[1,2], with very few being acupuncturists. 
Based on my research, the earliest acupuncturist to practice in 
the U.S. was Dr. Fu Xing Fang ( 方复兴 ), who immigrated 
to the U.S. in the early 1930s and practiced acupuncture 
in the Los Angeles (LA) area. He was among the first of 
a few students of the well-known Dr. Dan An Cheng ( 承
淡安 ), who established the first acupuncture school (Jiangsu, 
China) in modern China in 1929. Dr. Fang was also a 
member of the first acupuncture association, the Wuxi 
Chinese Acupuncture Research Association ( 无锡中国
针灸研究社 ), which was also directed by Dr. Cheng[3]. 
Although most U.S. acupuncture or TCM practitioners 
have practiced in California[4–6] and New York, with these 
states having the largest Asian populations, the first legal 
acupuncture clinic was actually established in Washington, 
D.C. in 1972[6–9]. Also, the first state that passed the com-
prehensive acupuncture and Oriental medicine (AOM) 
practice law was Nevada in 1973[10]. Today acupuncture 
(and Oriental medicine; henceforth we will only use the 
term “acupuncture” below) is one of the fastest growing 
professions in the U.S.[11,12]. Its professional development 
cannot be separated from the establishment and development 
of the educational institutions dedicated to that field. The 
history of acupuncture educational institutions in the U.S. 
is indeed very interesting.

To learn more about this history, Dr. Arthur Yin Fan, the 
author, interviewed Mr. Lawrence Karol, who witnessed 

the birth of acupuncture education in the U.S.
Karol is one of the earliest, non-Asian Tai Chi Chuan 

(Taichi or Tijiquan) masters in the U.S., and one of the 
earliest non-Asian licensed acupuncturists in California. 
He lives in the LA area and is the head of Master Karol’s 
Tai Chi Chuan Academy of the Global Internet. Tai Chi 
Chuan has been treated as one of the many important 
components of TCM, along with acupuncture, Chinese 
herbology, and TCM dietary therapy. Interestingly, acu-
puncture or AOM education in U.S. actually was started 
in a Tai Chi Center in LA in 1969. 

Fan: Dr. Karol, could you share with me how you started 
to learn Tai Chi and acupuncture?

Karol: On my sixteenth birthday, which would be June 
15, 1966, I was involved in an automobile accident that 
broke both of my femur bones. After my recovery [from 
the fracture and for more functional improvement], I 
was led to the Tai Chi program of the National Tai Chi 
Chuan Association in Bronson Park, at West Hollywood, 
LA, by friends at the University of California at Los 
Angeles (UCLA). I was inspired after my first class with 
Master Marshall Hoo and continued my studies because 
I wanted to benefit my [further] recovery, improve my 
overall health and well-being, and was also interested 
in learning the martial art discipline of Tai Chi Chuan. I 
quickly progressed during the next two to three years. I 
was also training in acupuncture, herbology, etc., besides 
the Tai Chi Chuan. Master Hoo formally introduced me 
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to Grandmaster Tung Kai-Ying shortly after Master Tung 
opened his academy in the Silverlake area of LA. After a 
few more years of study and assisting Master Tung’s program, 
as well as creating the first Tai Chi Chuan program at 
UCLA (through the Experimental College, the original 
model for the UCLA Extension Program), I envisioned 
my own career development in that field. In 1971 my Tai 
Chi Masters of the National Tai Chi Chuan Association 
declared that I was the designated California Regional 
Director of the National Tai Chi Chuan Association; thereafter, 
I opened my Tai Chi Chuan Academy in Isla Vista, 
CA, next to the University of California, Santa Barbara 
(UCSB) campus. After obtaining certification as a California 
State licensed acupuncturist in 1976, I added my acupuncture 
clinic. I have been the California Regional Director of 
the National TCC Association for the last 45 years, and 
continue to offer both online Tai Chi Chuan Training and 
outdoor classes in parks, on campus at UCLA in West LA, 
and on campus at UCSB. At the same time, I practice acu-
puncture and herbology in my clinic.

Fan: Let’s talk about the earliest acupuncture studies 
that you were involved in.

Karol: The earliest acupuncture classes in the U.S. were 
taught by Dr. Gim Shek Ju in 1969 to 1970. (Dr. Fan notes 
that his original name was Zhao Jin Shi ( 赵 金 石 ), but 
he was called Ju Gim Shek according to the Cantonese 
dialect, which pronounces his last name as “Ju”. Someone 
called him “Kim”[4,5] as a nickname and now there may 
be a mistranslation and misspelling of “Gim” due to his 
Cantonese accent and the nickname given to him.) Dr. 
Ju practiced in LA’s Chinatown. His acupuncture classes 
were called “Taoist Studies in Los Angeles” which were 
later documented by his students William (Bill) Prensky, 
Steven Rosenblatt and David Bresler.

In 1962, Tai Chi Master Marshall Hoo, along with Professor 
Wen Xin Huang, started the National Tai Chi Chuan 
Association. Master Hoo taught Tai Chi in LA and the 
facility was called the Crossroads of the World, located in 
West Hollywood, CA, on Sunset Boulevard. It was used 
for Tai Chi lectures and organizational events, with classes 
held outdoors in Bronson Park in the West Hollywood 
foothills every Saturday morning. Such classes continue 
today under the direction of Prof. Daniel Lee and other 
staff members. In 1969, a few students of Master Hoo’s 
Tai Chi classes became interested in acupuncture. After being 
introduced by Master Hoo, Dr. Gim Shek Ju, a practicing 
acupuncturist and a close friend of Master Hoo, broke old 
Chinese convention and accepted interested non-Asian 
students, to start teaching acupuncture classes to these 
individuals. The students included Steven Rosenblatt, Bill 
Prensky, David Bresler, and Louis Prince, etc., who were 
the first class. I was part of the second class, which included 
ten students and began three months after the first one. 
The teaching location was in Master Hoo’s Tai Chi center. 
After these two classes of students, Dr. Ju did not accept 

other students, so these classes did not go on to become a 
formal school. (Dr. Fan notes: This school did not register 
with the state government, but it did exist for about two 
years.) Dr. Ju had about twenty students in his acupuncture 
teaching project. (Dr. Fan notes: Some students left without 
completing the lessons, and others enrolled in the middle 
of the lessons.) At the beginning, Dr. Ju’s English was not 
very fluent, so Master Hoo served as an interpreter. A few 
months later, Dr. Ju could lecture alone without Master 
Hoo’s help. Our acupuncture classes focused primarily 
on detailed lectures of Oriental medicine theory and point 
locations and needle technique with moxibustion, cupping, 
and herbology for approximately one year. Further clinical 
training took place in LA’s Chinatown at Dr. Ju’s small 
clinic that he operated from his apartment.

Besides training with Dr. Ju in his home clinic in LA’s 
Chinatown, my [clinical] training was at my grandmother’s 
apartment, as she had a stroke and had some paralysis 
on her right arm and hand (which had curled under and 
would not open) and I would watch Dr. Ju or Steven or 
another student from the first class, David Barton, perform 
the treatments.  My aunt also had many individual treatments 
with Dr. Ju.

Then Dr. Ju moved to Nevada to practice acupuncture; 
this was one of the reasons he did not continue teaching.

Fan: How about the story of the first formal acupuncture 
school in the U.S.?

Karol: Dr. James Tin Yau So ( 苏天佑 , Dr. Fan notes) 
was the founder of the first acupuncture school in the 
U.S., the New England School of Acupuncture (NESA).  
Steven [Rosenblatt] learned from Dr. Ju that Dr. So was 
the best teacher [in the acupuncture profession at that 
time], so he and his wife Kathleen went to [Hong Kong] 
China for a year [to study under Dr. So] and brought Dr. 
So to America [to teach acupuncture].

Another school, the California Acupuncture College, 
was the first formal acupuncture school on the West coast. 
At the beginning, classes were held at a home in West 
LA, and later at established business locations around 
southern California. Steven Rosenblatt was the founder 
and president, and Gene Bruno and Louis Prince were two 
major helpers. The college began operating a few months 
later, during the same year as NESA’s start. At the peak of 
its operation, it had four campuses in California. Steven 
Rosenblatt used his teacher Dr. So’s NESA lecture notes 
as the teaching material. I was its student there from the 
very beginning, [learning Chinese] herbology and [getting 
additional] clinical training. I also referred my own students 
of Tai Chi classes to attend that college. At that time, per 
Steven’s invitation, Dr. So was the signer of the graduation 
certificate for the California College of Acupuncture. I 
had a lunch and a dinner with Dr. So and other students in 
our group, but did not work much directly with him. The 
school maybe existed for 5 years or more before it closed. 

(Dr. Fan notes that Dr. So graduated from Dr. Zeng 
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Tian Chi’s (曾天池 , or Tsang Tien Chi) College of Scientific 
Acupuncture in Guangzhou, China, in 1939. This school 
was the first modern acupuncture school in southern China, 
i.e., the Guangdong Province area, including Hong Kong. 
Dr. Zeng was a close student of the famous Dr. Dan An 
Cheng.  In the same year, Dr. So opened his acupuncture 
office in Hong Kong, China. In 1941, he opened his own 
school, The Hong Kong College of Acupuncture. For 
the next thirty years, Dr. So established himself as one 
of the most successful and well-respected acupuncturists 
throughout Asia[13]. He probably was Dr. Ju’s teacher in 
the early years, but then they were colleagues in teaching[5]. 
Although it was Steven who brought Dr. So to America, 
Dr. Ju was the actual mover behind the curtain (based on 
my new interview with Dr. Ju’s daughter Mamie Ju), and 
Bill Prensky also did a lot of work in the invitation of Dr. So, 
because he served as the president of National Acupuncture 
Association.  Dr. So was one of the most influential individuals 
of the 20th century in terms of bringing acupuncture education 
to the U.S. After overcoming great difficulties, he established 
NESA in Newton, Massachusetts in 1975 with the help of 
his students Steven Rosenblatt, Gene Bruno, Bill Prensky, 
and others. Both schools mentioned above were related to 
the work of Dr. So and his students, who came from Dr. 
Ju’s classes of “Taoist Studies in Los Angeles”.)

Fan: Many people know the stories of Bill Prensky, 
Steven Rosenblatt, and David Bresler from articles[4,5,14], 
but less information about Louis Prince. Could you share 
something with me?

Karol: Well, Louis Prince was a major player in the 
unfolding acupuncture community, as a teacher, as an acu-
puncture practitioner, etc., but not as a visible proponent 
of the tradition. He was the key person to persuade Dr. Ju 
in accepting those original American students and to start 
teaching acupuncture. He let Steven Rosenblatt take the 
role as a leader of a new acupuncture college (California 
Acupuncture College). But he was always nearby at the 
classes and in the clinic. Louis Prince was more of a 
researcher of the “Truth of Higher Awareness” and spent 
his time in practice of the traditions that helped him to 
overcome the difficult childhood he had spent in the con-
centration camps in Germany at the end of World War II. 
After he and the other survivors were free, the horrors of 
those days were always buried deep in his subconscious 
mind and his quest for higher development included his 
struggle to understand and clear his past and memories of 
the trip to ‘hell’ he endured as a small child.

Louis Prince believed in using psychoactive drugs to help 
him in his quest for higher awareness, and he unfortunately 
contracted hepatitis C and died of liver failure in his late 
40s. He had a six-year-old boy and young wife, Linda. As 
the internet was still ‘young’ in those days, Louis never 
published any writings onto the internet to my knowledge. 
At the time of his death, he was surrounded by his family 
and friends, and was completely ready to take the next 

step in his evolution or should I say, ‘involution’, as he 
stepped into what we call ‘the Beyond...Within...and Journey 
to the Realms of Permanence and the Higher Intelligence’ 
that he was a ‘part’ of!

Louis Prince was in the first group of students to be 
taught by Dr. Ju, and was also around the California 
Acupuncture College during the first class that I was in. 
Gene Bruno’s house and garage was (I think) the college 
location in the beginning. Gene helped to lead the class 
with Steven, and Louis was somewhere around for the review. 
Louis and all of us were also in a special system of training 
for higher awareness, the Gurdjieff work, as well as Taoist 
meditation practice, of which Tai Chi Chuan is a part.  He 
was a true inner man and saw the world through his inner 
eye at all times. Therefore Louis could communicate by a 
quiet glance at you from across the room and you would 
telepathically know what he was thinking! So Louie (his 
nick-name) was a great teacher by example!  His intellect 
was enlightened and he loved to discuss esoteric ideas 
with worthy individuals, which was always an inspiring gift 
to all who listened and a joy for him to share! I thought 
he was the reincarnation of both Paracelsus and some 
old Taoist Sage from China! I was sad to realize that his 
health had turned for the worse, but knew he was ready to 
transcend into the Higher Realms Beyond. I did feel sad 
about the loss for his wife and son, who was so young to 
lose his dad, but that is the way it was.

Fan: Let’s talk more about Gene and the other students 
of Dr. Ju.

Karol: Well, besides what I mentioned before, to the 
best of my knowledge, Gene Bruno got involved (in the 
class) a year or more after everyone else in the original 
group. He was also interested in (and actually practiced) 
acupuncture for animals, as he was a horse lover; another 
colleague, John Ottaviano who had inherited north American 
herbology from his grandfather and who had created a 
large herb garden in Venice, CA, and was an original 
member of Dr. Ju’s classes, later became a veterinarian [in 
acupuncture] as well. John taught herbology classes for 
the first and second of Dr. Ju’s acupuncture classes held 
at the Crossroads of the Worlds studio. He also taught 
veterinary acupuncture (Dr. Fan notes: Actually it would 
be called “animal acupuncture” today) in the California 
Acupuncture College first-year program to my class. 

(Dr. Gene Bruno and Dr. John Ottaviano are two important 
pioneers, sometimes considered as the fathers of the veterinary 
(or animal) acupuncture methods that are used by both 
veterinary doctors and acupuncturists in the U.S. They 
taught acupuncture to and worked with veterinary doctors 
in the early 1970s, and this in turn led to the establishment 
of the International Veterinary Acupuncture Association 
(IVAS), in 1974[15], as noted by Dr. Fan)

Fan: I realize you are very good at Taoism, from your 
understanding of brother Louie. I really don’t understand 
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why California Acupuncture College closed. It had such a 
good founder and teachers.

Karol: That began when one of my Tai Chi students, 
also a student of Shiatsu Massage who studied in the 
California Acupuncture College and got her acupuncture 
license after being tested by the State Board of Medical 
Quality Assurance, bought the Santa Barbara division of 
the California Acupuncture College (which had a few different 
divisions in California). So starting at that point, the College 
began to be sold off in pieces to different people.

Steven Rosenblatt went to Western medical school and 
Kathy Ferrick-Rosenblatt, his wife, opened a private clinic 
in Santa Monica, CA. Steven was a pioneer and after he 
also became an MD, he helped to create the East-West 
Clinic of Oriental Medicine at the Cedar Sinai Hospital in 
LA, CA. After a few years with that program he left the 
Hospital and joined a private medical practice in the Century 
City area of LA, in which Steven only practiced Western 
medicine. When I spoke with him a few years back, he 
did not want to talk in detail about his current work in 
this medical group he had joined, which was like him to 
keep his plans and research private until after his work 
was completed, whatever he was working on. Gene Bruno 
moved north and was last up in Seattle, Washington, but I 
don’t know if he remained in the acupuncture business as 
a practitioner or school owner? (Dr. Fan notes: Gene Bruno 
does remain as an acupuncture practitioner and helped 
advance the development of acupuncture and Oriental 
medicine in Oregon and Washington States. He is currently 
practicing in Oregon.)

I feel the major reason for the college closing was probably 
due to Steven attending medical school for his Medical 
Doctor (MD) degree [and hence the college losing its 
leader]; and the competition being too strong by other 
new, establishing acupuncture schools.

Fan: I heard the Samra University claims itself as 
the first acupuncture or Oriental medicine school in the 
U.S.[16]. What is your view on that?

Karol: I know, the Samra University [which was not 
established for the education of American acupuncturists 
in its beginning [because the limitation by the law at that 
time. It had a program to train someone acupuncture to 
work oversea]. One woman, sorry — I don’t remember 
her name, who was my [Tai Chi class] student and graduated 
from California Acupuncture College, eventually bought 
one of its campuses in LA to join Samra and used the 
notes of the California Acupuncture College [actually the 
notes from Dr. So’s NESA] to teach the students there. 
So this was the origin of the Samra University [in acu-
puncture and Oriental medicine education]. Oh yeah, I 
remember now — I am pretty sure her first name is JoAnn, 
I think. Now in the LA area, the Yo Shan University [with 
Dr. Ni Dao Xin as its president] is the best one in acupuncture 
and Chinese medicine, from my personal view. That 
school follows the Taoist tradition.

Dr. Fan notes: It is unfortunate that at the moment of 
this article gets published, the Samra University AOM 
master program was closed[17] after it existed for forty 
years.

Fan: Let’s talk about the beginning of acupuncture licensing. 
Karol: Master Hoo and Dr. Gim Shek Ju attended a 

hearing held by the Board of Medical Assurance, when 
acupuncture licensing legislation came up in Sacramento, 
California [in 1975]. They did testimonies for acupuncture’s 
clinical application [during the hearing]. In 1976, California 
started acupuncture licensing; Master Hoo (Dr. Fan notes: 
Some of the martial art masters know acupuncture and 
Chinese medicine.  Hoo taught AOM knowledge to his Tai 
Chi students after Dr. Ju’s earliest acupuncture classes, and 
he practiced acupressure before 1976.) and Dr. Ju got acu-
puncture licenses under the grandfather law [they did not 
participate in the examination as other young acupuncturists]. 
I was young and had to pass the state examination. At 
that time, the examination was much easier than it is now, 
with only a few questions and having to insert a needle 
at a point on the examiner’s arm. I passed the exam very 
easily. I got the acupuncture license after that; the number 
is AC514. 

Fan: Thank you so much for sharing your story.

Dr. Fan notes: The National Acupuncture Association 
(NAA) was founded by the teacher and students of the 
first classes of acupuncture and Chinese medicine in 
the U.S. In another words, NAA can be viewed as an 
upgraded version of “Taoist Studies in LA”, with Dr. 
William Prensky as the president and major planner. It 
was involved in many of the activities in the earliest stage 
of acupuncture development. Beside the NAA, members 
initiated two of the earliest acupuncture (or AOM) schools 
in the U.S. as mentioned above. Dr. Ju and his student Steven 
Rosenblatt also attended a hearing and did testimonies 
for acupuncture legislation, which helped Nevada pass 
legislation making acupuncture and Chinese medicine 
legal in 1973[18].

In the early stages, like with other professions, there 
were some swindlers and cheats in the AOM profession 
within both Eastern and Western AOM practitioners. 
This is why the medical board and accreditation agency 
for the AOM profession and schools were needed and 
later established. Currently, there are eighty-two colleges 
or programs that offer Master Degrees (three years 
schooling) or Doctoral Degrees (four years schooling) in 
acupuncture or Oriental medicine. These schools are all 
accredited by ACAOM, or the Accreditation Commission 
for Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine[16], which is 
supervised by the U.S. Department of Education. Those 
who want to get an acupuncture or Oriental medicine license 
to practice in the U.S. are required to graduate from an 
accredited U.S. college or program and must pass the 



www.jcimjournal.com/jim

November 2014, Vol.12, No.6 528 Journal of Integrative Medicine

national level examination by NCCAOM[19] [exception: 
California has its own examination system]. The procedure 
is very similar to today’s medical doctors’ examination 
system, although licensed acupuncturists are not required 
to complete a residency period like medical doctors do. 
However, some schools do require a period of training spent 
in clinic, practicing acupuncture under trained supervision. 
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