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I TRIED RETRACInG My STEPS, but each 
turn seemed to lead me further into the 

mountains� My footing along the path could 
just be made out in the pale light of the 
moon� I leapt mountain torrents swollen 
by the late spring rains, passed mysterious 
grottoes which I dared not enter, and picked 
my way along a precipitous cliff-face before 
reaching a safe stretch that led downward�

The path entered a narrow valley and I 
had no sooner resigned myself to spending 

the night shivering under one of the great 
cedars growing at the bottom, than I noticed 
a yellow light descending from the heavens� 
It bobbed as it approached and I realised 
that it was someone with a lantern coming 
down the path toward me from the other 
side of the little valley�

I called out a greeting and the light 
stopped� It lifted a fraction, then advanced 
hesitatingly�

When it came closer I saw that it was 
carried by a stately figure, taller than I, 
draped in what looked like a cloak� From 
within its folds I could make out by the 
light of the lantern a thin face and wispy 
beard that looked somehow familiar�

“Eh, shi ni ya!” The voice was a rich tenor, 
bright and clear�

The figure whipped off the cloak and I 
saw a high forehead and bright intelligent 
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You ‘learn’ this language 
by experiencing the states 
that they refer to, knowing 
them within yourself.
‘’

eyes� At that point the picture all came 
together and I realised that I was looking at 
the hermit that I had met with the fat monk 
all that time ago, on the top of the mountain 
across the river� He had recognised me 
immediately�

We shook hands delightedly and I saw 
that his “cloak” was just an old blanket he 
had thrown over his head�

“It is springtime, you know� Most 
dangerous times for catching colds� And 
look at you, not wearing hardly anything�”

I explained becoming lost by mistake and 
that I had not planned being out so late and 
so deep in the mountains�

“Plans operate on many different levels,” 
he said with a smile� ‘I have a feeling that 
you are caught in a higher level plan than 
your own here�”

I asked him what he meant but he just 
laughed softly and shook his head�

“Follow me,” he said, and set off between 
the trunks of the huge cedars, leading me 
deeper into the valley� Even though he held 

the lantern high to light my path, his pace 
was such that I had to concentrate to my 
utmost to keep from tripping over fallen 
branches� Thus we travelled in silence 
for perhaps a quarter of an hour, moving 
gradually upward along a path only he 
could see� The fragrance of the cedars and 
the gentle dew under their branches lifted 
my spirits� But I was still cold�

We drew close to the rock wall of the valley 
and the hermit lifted his lantern, turning 
left and right as he seemed to search for 
something� Finally he grunted in satisfaction 
and said over his shoulder, “Would you 
mind giving me a hand with this?”

A pile of brushwood was stacked in a 
crevice� When he shifted it I saw that the 
brushwood was affixed to a board, which 
we lifted out of the way� Behind it was a 
narrow aperture of darkness�

“Come on, let’s go in and warm up�”
Once he had entered with his lantern I 

could see that a cosy cave broadened out 
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behind the narrow opening� It was nothing 
like his magnificent abode on the mountain 
top across the river, but still relatively 
spacious and comfortable with some rough 
furniture and a dirt floor� The hermit lit 
a fire in a small recess and the smoke was 
drawn up and away through a natural 
flue in the rock ceiling� In a short amount 
of time he had heated up some thin soup 
made from turnip and a few herbs such as 
Qian Shi and Gou Qi Zi� In my freezing state 
the warmth from the fire and the revivifying 
hot soup seemed to penetrate my bones�

We spoke of inconsequential things for a 
while and he inquired after the fat monk; 
then I asked him why so many of the Daoist 
books were difficult to understand when 
they began to discuss practice�

“Daoist praxis is alchemy,” he said in 
his bright articulate voice� “Nei dan. The 
golden elixir�” He paused for a moment, 
then went on� “It can be surprising to 
realise that alchemists actually delight in 
the permutation of symbols� They may 
begin discussing sun and moon, move to 
dragon and tiger, and end up talking about 
numbers, and never have diverged from 
their main topic� They have just shifted the 
symbols, you see�”

“How do you learn to do that?”
He peered at me in puzzlement, then his 

face cleared� “Ah, I see your confusion� You 
think this is a type of trick, or a private 
language like a thief’s argot, that we employ 
as if we were members of some sort of cabal 
or secret society�” He laughed� “Nothing 
could be farther from the truth� For one 
thing, this is not an intellectual exercise� 
You ‘learn’ this language by experiencing 
the states that they refer to, knowing them 
within yourself� The writings of the adepts 
open up to you progressively, as you clarify 
your self; in fact, you can use your own 
understanding of those writings as a gauge 
of your progress�”

The�art�of�cooking

Not an intellectual exercise, I thought� 
Now I understood why the fat monk had 
poked fun at some of the scholarly articles 
on Daoism I had read to him� “The straight 
translations are not too bad,” he had told 
me� “But some of them go badly wrong 

when they try to explain things�”
“What do you mean?”
The fat monk had refused to say anything, 

but I pressed him� Finally he thought for a 
while, then said, “If you read a translation 
of a proper cookbook, even if it is done by 
someone who is no cook, most things will 
be all right� But if someone has never been 
in a kitchen and has no experience of the 
tools and the processes that occur there, yet 
goes ahead and insists on ‘explaining’ things 
according to his own imagination, well, he 
should not be surprised if a cook laughs at 
him�” 

I told this to the hermit� The tall thin 
man chuckled at first, and agreed� But 
then his face grew sad� “Our friend is wise� 
Unfortunately, however, at the present 
time the ‘art of cooking’ is becoming more 
and more rare, and in danger of being 
supplanted by those making mud pies, 
and claiming that they are great chefs�” He 
looked at me seriously� “This is one reason 
that we have been so unprecedentedly 
explicit and open over the recent years� In 
times past these things were close secrets� 
People went to extraordinary lengths to 
prove themselves worthy, for the dangers are 
not inconsiderable�”

The�secret�protects�itself

“So aren’t the dangers still there?”
 “Yes indeed they are� But we have found 

that the secret actually protects itself�”
The secret protects itself? I asked him 

what he meant�
“We have found that you can divulge 

many of these things openly, and most 
people will ignore them� But for a few, it is 
like a precious seed falling on good soil: it 
will sprout� Then it is up to them to provide 
‘warmth’ and ‘moisture’ in measured 
amounts�”

He looked at my uncomprehending face 
and smiled� “You see, one can speak of 
these essential processes in an incalculable 
multitude of ways, and—if you have been 
down that path yourself—any of those ways 
of speaking about it will make perfect sense� 
If you have not, no number of manuals or 
lexicons, no seminars or lecture series will 
do any good at all�”

He turned, reached behind him and 
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You can divulge many of 
these things openly, and 
most people will ignore 
them. But for a few, it is 
like a precious seed falling 
on good soil: it will sprout. 

‘’
pulled a manuscript from a small wooden 
cabinet� “Despite all this, I am going to try 
to introduce you to some essential concepts 
which, together with your on-going practice, 
may eventually spark a desire to … bake 
your own cake�”

The sudden shift in expression caught me 
for a moment, and he laughed in his clear 
tenor�

“The process of the golden elixir can 
be described,” he said, “in numbers, as I 
mentioned�”

He drew an arrangement of dots on the 
dirt floor� I recognised these as the arcane 

and ancient pattern known as the River 
Diagram even as he wrote the words above 
it�

“I knew that,” I said�
He looked at me with amusement� “I 

would expect nothing less,” he said with a 
smile� “Now tell me what you know about 
this diagram�” He raised an eyebrow� “Aside 
from the name, that is�”

The darkness in the cave hid the redness 
of my face� I stuttered “Well, legend has it 
that this diagram existed even before the Yi 
Jing and that Fu Xi based his development 
of the hexagrams in the Book of Changes 

upon it�” Yes! I was starting to remember� 
“A dragon came out of a river, or was it a 

horse, anyway they called it a longma, and it 
had this diagram on it, and it’s supposed to 
be an astronomical chart or something like 
that�” I ran out of breath�

“All very fascinating I am sure�” He looked 
suspiciously as if he was stifling a yawn� 
“But perhaps we can put some of the more 
colourful speculations to one side and focus 
on the practical aspects, and even more 
specifically, the application to the processes 
of the golden elixir�” 

“Um, ok�”
“Have a look at the diagram 

and tell me what you can see 
from it�”

“Well, there are white dots 
and black dots�”

“Yes, white for yang and 
black for yin�”

I counted the dots� “Fifty-
five dots altogether, in three 
circles alternating white and 
black and five white dots in 
the centre�”

“It will help if you look at 
the diagram as two circles 
surrounding three sets of 
five in the middle� Two sets 
of five dots in the middle are 
black and one set of five dots 
is white�”

I looked again� Yes, I could 
see it like that� “How does 
that help?”

 “1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 are the 
numbers of generation, 
while 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 are 
the numbers of completion� 

Notice the numbers one to five are in 
the inner circle and the centre, while the 
remaining are in the outer circle and again 
end up in the centre�” He pointed to them 
with a stick� Then he tapped the inner 
circle again� “In the process of alchemical 
cultivation we use only the numbers of 
generation, that is to say, the inner circle�”

He was silent for a moment, then tapped 
around the inner dots in a clockwise circle�

“If you add the wu xing, the five phases, 
here, things start to become more interesting� 
It looks like this�” He drew another diagram, 
one with which I was very familiar�
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“This is how it works� Water is one� Fire is 
two� Wood is three� Metal is four� And five 
is in the middle: Earth�” He looked at me 
triumphantly� “And there you go!”

The utterly blank look on my face must 
have been infuriating� But I had to give him 

credit for hiding it rather well� 
“Yes, well, I can see my fat friend was not 

exaggerating,” he murmured to himself�
“About what?”
“Hmm? Oh, never mind� Let’s keep trying 

to make some progress here�”

You could tell the most 
sublime secret in the world 
to someone, straight out, 
and if they had not done 
the work of preparation 
it would mean nothing to 
them at all. 

‘’
  Noon

  Summer — Heart
  Fire
●●

                Morning ○ ●      Evening
                Liver ○ ●       Autumn
                Spring ○ ●      Lungs
                  Wood  ●     Metal

○
  Midnight

  Winter — Kidneys
  Water
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He opened the manuscript that he had 
taken from the cabinet and said, “There are 
two verses in the Wu Zhen Pian:

“Three Five One” are just three words,
But clear to few both now and then.
East three, South two together make Five
North one, West four the same again.

Wu and Si reside where Five too lives,
There three families can a child conceive.
The Primal One holds true qi, and know
Ten foetal months lay foundation for a sage.

“Do not become fixated on the words,” 
he said� “That ‘10 months’ is in fact only 
the beginning, where you have established 
something to actually work on, it is not the 
end stage by any means�” He frowned at me 
and realised I had no idea whatsoever what 
he meant� “Never mind,” he said� “Let’s look 
at the numbers�”

“Three is wood on the left and two is the 
fire at the top, together they make five� That 
is the first ‘five’� Four is metal on the right 
and one is water at the bottom, and these 
two together make five, that is the second 
‘five’� The centre is earth, whose number is 
five� That is the third ‘five’� So “Three fives’�

“Yes, but the verse said ‘Three Five One�’ 
What about the One?”

“Patience is a garment that never wears 
out,” he said� His expression was mild�

“Note that, as we can see in the yin yang 
symbol with its white yang part and black 
yin part, the wood on the left and the fire at 
the top are yang, the metal on the right and 
the water at the bottom are yin� So the first 
‘five’ is yang, the second ‘five’ is yin, and the 
third ‘five’ is the earth in the centre� That is 
where they are all unified�”

“They who?”
The expression in his eyes became slightly 

less mild� “Yin and yang and earth� So the 
words ‘Three Five One’ mean, if we put it 
into everyday speech, ‘take yin and yang 
and make them a unity in the centre’�”

“Well, why don’t they simply say that?!”
“I just did� Has it helped you?”
I frowned and kept my mouth shut� 

Gradually I realised that he was pointing 
out that the very effort to understand 
something tended to open doors� At 
that point the phrase the secret protects 

itself floated up out of nowhere� It was a 
demonstration of what he had said: you 
could tell the most sublime secret in the 
world to someone, straight out, and if they 
had not done the work of preparation it 
would mean nothing to them at all� 

Something else occurred to me� Wood and 
fire were yang, but they were not just yang: 
there were layers of meaning associated with 
the two terms that imbued their relationship 
with great significance� The fat monk and 
I had covered this ground extensively� The 
same applied to metal and water� But we 
had not discussed the numbers� Or the dots� 
Something didn’t add up�

“Wait a minute,” I said� “Didn’t you tell me 
that white dots were yang and black dots 
were yin?”

“Yes�”
“And then didn’t you say that wood and 

fire were yang?”
“Yes�”
“So then why does fire have black dots?!” 

I pointed to the diagram in triumph� “And 
why does water have a white dot?!”

“What do you think?”
I hated him in that moment�

After�the�storm

It was quite a bit later, after I had calmed 
down and done some of my own thinking, 
that he returned to the cave� At the first hint 
of my voice raising he had simply stood 
up and left, so I had nothing to do but feel 
childish� Finally I resolved to actually look 
at the diagram� It was just before he came 
back that I noticed rather obvious things� 
One was the odd-even relationship in the 
number of the dots� The other was that the 
black-white position of the dots switched 
between the inner and the outer circles�

He threw down a hessian sack as he re-
entered the cave, and responded to my eager 
recital with a smile� 

“Good observation� Yes, if the smaller 
number of dots in the inner circle is even, 
the outer will be odd, and vice-versa� Odd is 
yang, even is yin�”

“I don’t get that�”
“Yang incites movement, yin finishes and 

completes it� The ancient Daoists noticed 
that when you had an odd number of 

The ancient Daoists 
noticed that when you 
had an odd number of 
things, whether it is people 
or neutrons, it tended to 
generate movement. Once 
the number becomes even, 
things settle down and 
become stable.

‘’
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things, whether it is people or neutrons, it 
tended to generate movement� Once the 
number becomes even, things settle down 
and become stable�”

But it still bothered me: the two black 
dots in the place of fire� I asked him about it�

He was more forthcoming this time�
“For this we have to use both  the numbers 

of generation and the numbers of completion 
– in other words, the inner and the outer 
circle—for what we are looking at here is 
a refined description of the quality of these 
energy phases� Fire, for example, in the outer 
circle at the top also has seven white dots, not 
just two black dots� Seven is yang because it 
is odd, two is yin because it is even�”

“Um …”
“So it tells us that fire is not pure yang� It 

has an inner quality of yin�”
I could not think of anything more yang 

than fire, and told him so�
“Yang rises and expands,” he said� “What 

keeps a fire from just floating away?”
“Well, it can’t float away from its fuel�”
“There you go� What keeps it rooted and 

fixed is its yin quality: its fuel�”
I opened my mouth, but he beat me to it�
“Yes, indeed, the sun� A good example� 

Daoists have always said that the sun has an 
inner core of yin: the black crow is its symbol� 
Thus the trigram Li, which represents the sun, 
has a broken line at its centre: its yin aspect� 
Conversely the trigram Kan has a solid line 
between two yin lines: its yang aspect�”

“Now, in the second verse of our selection it 
says ‘Wu and Si reside where Five too lives’ 
meaning, in the centre� The centre also has 
more subtle yin and yang qualities, and Wu 
and Si are symbols of the yang and the yin 
respectively�” He took down a long canister 
from a shelf, pulled out a rolled manuscript 
and spread the yellowed pages on the 
table� He paged through, then stopped 
and pointed� “Here in an annotation to the 
twenty-first fascicle of the Can Tong Qi, 
Zhu Yuan-Yu says ‘The true water within Li 
flows toward Wu (戊), the true fire within 
Kan comes close to Si (巳)’�” 

He rolled it up again and placed it in its 
container, then indicated the He Tu diagram� 
“As I said, Wu and Si are the yang and yin 
aspects of the centre� Wu is the yang earth 
that moves, the 10 black dots at the centre 

in our diagram; Si is yin earth, the quiet 
five white dots, the stillness in the absolute 
centre of everything�”

A glimmer of understanding reached 
me� “Li is the trigram of the Heart, right? 
And Kan is the Kidneys� So the water of 
the Heart flows downward to the centre,  
and …” I faltered there�

“And the true fire from Kidneys flows up to 
meet it, that’s right,” he smiled, as if I were 
a clever child who had just surprised him�

I had faltered because my Chinese 
medicine friends were always talking about 
how the fire from the Heart descended 
to meet the ascending Kidney water� I 
wondered what they would make of this�

Meanwhile the hermit, convinced I was 
following him, continued blithely: “Now, 
wood is also the hun while metal is also the 
po, fire is shen while water is jing/vitality� 
So wood and fire are the yang aspect, the 
relatively immaterial hun and shen, while 
on the other side the metal and water are 
the relatively more material po and jing. In 
this way the immaterial and the material are 
also an aspect of what we mentioned before: 
‘Take yin and yang and unify them in the 
centre�’ Then, when three fives combine into 
one, they form the golden elixir� The ‘fetus’ 
refers to pure yang� You see?”

My head was splitting by now, so I just 
nodded�

“Thus if we reflect on everything we have 
considered so far, we can appreciate that the 
He Tu diagram provides an extraordinary 
amount of information, all without 
words …”

I could not help but interrupt� “Yes, but 
you basically have to know everything 
already when you look at it, in order to 
understand what it means�”

He frowned and appeared puzzled� “Well, 
you do need to have some fundamental 
experience and basic knowledge, yes, that 
almost goes without saying� If a child reads 
in a book The ship, sailing before the wind 
over the sea, approached the island in the 
distance, the child needs to have some idea 
of a ship, the wind, the sea and an island, to 
understand the simple sentence� But that is 
part of learning what the world is all about�” 

He paused, smiled and tapped his chest� 
“It’s just that our world is in here …”

 

Daoists have always said 
that the sun has an inner 
core of yin: the black crow 
is its symbol.
‘’


