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HEALING HANDS: Acupuncturist Karla Hale has worked on many famous 
people in her time.  

 

If anyone can empathise with the trauma the Christchurch quake has 
wrought it is Karla Hale. Nine years ago tomorrow, she too was at the 
epicentre of disaster. What she experienced then was not nature's 
angry vicissitudes but international terrorism at full throttle. Karla was 
one of a handful of Rotorua-raised New Yorkers who witnessed their 
adopted home change forever as two Al Qaeda-directed planes 
wiped out the World Trade Center. 

As a practitioner of acupuncture and massage therapy, Karla Hale 
spent many weeks in 9/11's aftermath working on de-stressing the 
stressed. She shares with us the moment that the city that never 
sleeps boomed, buckled and descended into "ghostly" silence. "My 
Rotorua upbringing kicked in, my immediate thought was 
'earthquake'. I knew the Twin Towers had been bombed previously 
but it didn't seem possible they'd been attacked again. No one knew 
what was happening, cellphones were down, radio and TV stations 
off the air, traffic ground to a halt, bridges were blocked off, it was so 
very, very eerie."The first sound to return to the stricken city was that 
of sirens as "fire trucks" poured out of the city's "fire houses", as Karla 



calls them in an accent as authentic as any native New Yorker's. 
Rumours were rife and although her practice rooms close to Union 
Square were in direct line of sight of the World Trade Center, cloud 
upon cloud of billowing black smoke obliterated it. It wasn't until she 
reached her Brooklyn home on foot six hours later that she learned 
the true nature of the catastrophe."Even then no one knew about the 
deaths, the casualties ... it was the weirdest thing." A day on and with 
the air permeated by a "terrible chemical stench", Karla was one of a 
group of acupuncturists who approached the head of the Federal 
Emergency Management Association (FEMA) offering their 
assistance. In New York, she tells us, acupuncture is regarded as a 
complementary medical practice, not the alternative one it is here. 

Over the months that followed, the group worked 12-hour shifts 
treating the emotionally shattered rescue workers, their dogs 
included. "They were as depressed as their handlers. They are 
trained to find bodies but apart from those who jumped from the 
buildings as they crumbled there weren't any bodies to find."There 
was a huge amount of post-traumatic stress disorder for humans and 
dogs." Keen to know how this daughter of a Rotorua town planner 
and long-time IHC carer come to settle in New York, we learn 
America is programmed into her DNA. Her father was Wyoming-born, 
her mother is Spanish. It was the pull of that combined heritage 
which, in 1981, took her to Mexico, teaching English so she in turn 
could learn her mother's native tongue. "I loved Mexico, it was so 
vibrant, colourful, the people are happy, the food delicious." However, 
her working visa became a problem. "I'd have to spend 72 hours over 
the border in Guatemala to renew it but that country turned into a war 
zone, not safe for a single woman to step outside." Settling in New 
York in 1984, she initially worked a range of jobs from waitressing to 
selling film scripts. "The time came when I realised I had to do 
something more meaningful. I'd always wanted to study alternative 
medicine. 

 As a kid in Rotorua, I'd spend hours in the homoeopathy pharmacy 
just studying all those little bottles." While still at school, she took a 
correspondence course in the subject. "I was a strange child." 
Spurred by that earlier interest, she enrolled in the Swedish Institute 
of Massage Therapy. "I had this wonderful teacher in Japanese 



massage using the body's pressure points. I knew immediately this 
was what I really wanted to do and I'd taken to New York like a duck 
to water."For the next four years, she worked towards a masters 
degree at the Pacific University of Oriental Medicine.  

Following her graduation, she established her own practice. The 
litany of patients she has treated reads like a Who's Who of showbiz. 
Yoko Ono's on the list, so too is Julia Roberts, Susan Sarandon, 
Courtney Love ... the list goes on ... and on some more. But like so 
many New Yorkers, 9/11 was, for Karla Hale, a life-changing 
watershed. She parted from the percussionist husband she had 
married while studying and set out on a motorcycle tour of Canada. 
"For me, it was like therapy getting on the open road to clear my 
head." Over the years that followed she re-evaluated her priorities. 
The pull of her Rotorua family was strong. Remarried, she returned in 
2008. The practice she opened in the city has expanded to include 
Mount Maunganui. Local people, she says, are very receptive to the 
traditional Chinese medicine she offers. Fascinating as the subject is, 
we remind her it's her first-hand experience of 9/11 that we've come 
to record. "Being there at that time was the most rewarding period of 
my life. I am so fortunate to have been able to help. What is 
unfortunate is that it takes disasters to bring people together, to work 
as one."  

KARLA HALE 

BORN: Rotorua, 1958 

EDUCATION: Primary and intermediate schooling in Blenheim, 
Rotorua Girls' High, Hamilton Teachers College (``the day I was to 
graduate I suffered such anxiety I told the registrar I couldn't accept 
my diploma''), Swedish Institute of Massage, Pacific Institute of 
Oriental Medicine (latter two in New York). 

FAMILY: Husband Michael Karagiannopoulos (``a Greek-American 
from the Bronx''), parents Dick and Pauline Hale, brothers Tom and 
Richard (all of Rotorua), ``oodles'' of nieces and nephews. 



INTERESTS: ``Developing my practice'', motorcycling, mosaic work, 
bee- keeping (although allergic to bees Karla uses their venom to 
treat conditions   such as MS and arthritis). 

PERSONAL PHILOSOPHY: ``I really believe the world is one, 
mankind is one people ... that 9/11 proved we must not take life for 
granted ... to live life to our full potential.'' 

 
 


