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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my daughter, Sahra Esmonde-White, and all the hardworking staff at the Essentrics office who made it possible.



Contents



	DEDICATION

	FOREWORD BY HELENE M. LANGEVIN, MD

	INTRODUCTION

	Part One When the Pain Doesn’t Go Away

	CHAPTER 1  Our Modern Epidemic of Pain

	CHAPTER 2  Our Living Matrix of Tissue—and How It Can Heal Us

	CHAPTER 3  When the Matrix Gets Disrupted

	CHAPTER 4  Using the Essentrics Method to Become Forever Painless




	Part Two The Forever Painless Program

	CHAPTER 5  The Basic Warm-Up

	Side-to-Side Steps

	Half-Height Arm Swings with Side Body Bends

	Full-Arm Circles from Ceiling to Floor

	Throwing a Frisbee

	Raising and Lowering the Arms While Bending Slightly Forward




	CHAPTER 6  The Foot and Ankle Workout

	Toe, Arch, and Ankle Stretches

	Ankle and Foot Freestanding Flexion Sequence

	Hip Rotation Sequence for Feet and Ankles

	Shin, Calf, Ankle, and Foot Mobility Sequence: Level 1

	Shin, Calf, Ankle, and Foot Mobility Sequence: Level 2

	Ankle Exercise

	Squash Lunges




	CHAPTER 7  The Knee Workout

	Tai Chi Plié Sequence for Knees

	Foot Sequence for Knees

	Calf Sequence for Knees

	Hip Stretching Sequence for Knees

	Psoas Sequence for Knees

	Hamstring Flexibility Sequence for Knees

	Quadriceps Stretch for Knees

	IT Band Rotation

	Long Adductor Stretch




	CHAPTER 8  The Hip Workout

	Simple Tai Chi Plié for Hips

	Tai Chi Plié with Hip Swing

	Swings

	Hip Cleaners

	Psoas Sequence for Hips

	Hip Rebalancing Sequence

	Quadriceps Stretch for Hips

	Hip-Blast Sequence

	Hip and Groin Stretch

	Hamstring Stretch for Hips




	CHAPTER 9  The Back Workout

	Zombie Swings

	Open-Chest Swan Sequence

	Ceiling Reaches for Back

	Push a Piano/Pull a Donkey Sequence

	Side-to-Side Window Washes for Back

	Hip Sequence for Back

	Psoas and Quadriceps Sequence for Back

	Standing Hamstring Stretch for Back

	Hamstring Windmill Sequence for Back




	CHAPTER 10  The Upper Back and Shoulder Workout

	Rib Sequence for Upper Back and Shoulders

	Frozen Shoulder Bent-Elbow Figure 8

	Frozen Shoulder Straight-Arm Figure 8

	Spine Flexibility Sequence

	Arm Circles

	Star Arm Sequence

	Spine Stretch Sequence Using a Chair




	CHAPTER 11  The Connective Tissue Workout

	Spinal Roll and Open-Chest Swan Sequence

	Rib Sequence for Connective Tissue

	Windmill Sequence

	Spine Stretch Sequence Using a Chair

	Spine Rotational Stretch

	Fascia Stretch for Connective Tissue

	Psoas and Quadriceps Connective Tissue Sequence

	Full-Body Connective Tissue Windmill Stretch




	CHAPTER 12  The Immune System Workout

	Side-to-Side Window Washes for Immunity

	Full-Body Straight-Arm Figure 8 Sequence

	Rebalancing Spine Sequence

	Thighs, Knees, and Fingers

	Hip Cleaners for Immunity

	Neurological Hip Stretch

	Rebalancing Hip and Groin Sequence

	Side Leg Lifts

	Rebalancing Hamstring Stretch

	Quadriceps Sequence




	CHAPTER 13  The Arthritis Workout

	Ceiling Reaches for Arthritis

	Full-Body Waist Rotations

	Side-to-Side Lunges

	Diagonal Lunges

	Hands, Fingers, and Wrists

	Fascia Stretching Sequence for the Feet

	Low Kicks in All Directions

	Seated Spine Stretch




	CHAPTER 14  The Stress Workout

	Zombie Swings with Spinal Rolls

	Slow Shoulder Rotations

	Embrace Yourself Sequence

	Seated Neck Tension Release Stretches

	Seated Ceiling Reaches and Side Bends







	CONCLUSION

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	APPENDIX: COMPLEMENTARY AND ALTERNATIVE TREATMENTS FOR PAIN RELIEF

	NOTES

	INDEX

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	ALSO BY MIRANDA ESMONDE-WHITE

	COPYRIGHT

	ABOUT THE PUBLISHER






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302









[image: image]

Foreword


Chronic pain can result from many different causes, but once pain becomes chronic, life becomes very difficult. One of the most damaging consequences of pain, whatever or wherever its origin, is the tendency to stop moving. We stop moving because it hurts to move, or because we fear that movement will make things worse, or because we’re too exhausted even to think about moving. But the reality is that being sedentary only worsens chronic pain, and initiates a downward spiral that prevents us from recovering: As we move less, our muscles become weak, our connective tissues stiffen, our posture deteriorates, and our stamina decreases. Consequently, any type of physical activity becomes even more difficult. On the other end of the spectrum, programs that encourage people to “push through the pain” with repetitive exercises cause muscle strain and inflammation, prolonging chronic pain and making it worse. Soon discouragement sets in.

With her deceptively simple exercise program, Essentrics, Miranda Esmonde-White offers a hopeful alternative for the millions of people who suffer from chronic pain. Essentrics uses a simple technique that can gently interrupt and reverse the cycle of pain and physical deterioration. The beauty of the program is its balance of stretching, strengthening, posture, and cardiovascular work. Most important, it leaves no stone unturned, as every part of the body from the fingers to the toes receives attention, restoring harmony and bringing the body back in tune with itself. The emphasis on relaxing tight muscles while performing whole-body movements allows more and more of the body to participate, as tight and painful areas are able to let go and stop sending pain signals.

In my personal experience of doing Miranda’s program for the past three years, I have become noticeably stronger and more flexible, never once experiencing any aggravation of pain the day after a workout. This is significant for me, as I have a long history of chronic pain. For more than twenty years, every physical treatment or exercise I ever tried either did not work or made the pain worse. But after doing this program, my chronic pain is now gone.

To develop Essentrics, Miranda Esmonde-White used her basic training in classical ballet as a starting point, and supplemented it with conventional physiotherapy, tai chi, and a wide variety of other disciplines she had gleaned from her lifelong studies. In her popular public television series Classical Stretch, which has been on the air since 1999, she is a delightful coach, encouraging and coaxing viewers with grace and humor. Just watching her move so beautifully, even when she is well into her sixties, is an inspiration. Now in this book, she explains in detail the rationale underlying her exercise program and how it may benefit anyone who suffers from chronic musculoskeletal pain.

My own research on connective tissue suggests that gentle stretching is an essential part of any treatment protocol for chronic pain, as it reduces inflammation and helps heal injuries. Essentrics exercises are gentle but powerful, and come with the explicit instruction to go slowly and change “one cell at a time.” This is an especially important point when it comes to working with our connective tissues, also known as fascia, which can easily be injured by excessive or rapid stretching.

I look forward to the day when we will have a research study that measures the effects of Miranda’s incredible program. In the meantime, we are fortunate to have this treasure of a book, and it is up to each of us to make use of it.


Helene M. Langevin, MD

Professor in Residence of Medicine

Director, Osher Center for Integrative Medicine

Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Harvard Medical School
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Introduction


The experience of pain can disrupt our lives on a day-to-day, minute-to-minute basis. The amount of mental, emotional, and physical energy necessary to battle chronic pain can leave us exhausted and demoralized, with little hope for relief. Relationships suffer; jobs are lost. Pain limits our possibilities, shrinks our world, clouds our perceptions, and leaves us less engaged with our families and in our lives.

But when we’re able to find relief from pain, the whole world changes. Once fearful of movement, we can return to and enjoy our favorite activities, from taking long walks to playing tennis to running around with our children or grandchildren. Without the mental and physical distraction of pain plaguing us, we can be present and enjoy our time with loved ones. We can forgo dependence on others and reclaim our independence, our freedom. We can once again carry our own groceries, walk up and down stairs, and tend to our own gardens. Our lives, once dimmed by pain, become brighter and full of promise.

Sound too good to be true? It’s not. I promise you, healing from chronic pain—an actual cure for your pain—is possible. Unfortunately, the current medical approach to treating pain is not to heal it, but to manage it. Chronic pain is seen as something to be minimized or muted or coped with, rather than to be permanently fixed. In an effort to rescue their patients from pain, many doctors’ primary focus has been on providing immediate relief through pharmaceuticals. But we now know that short-term solutions, though temporarily effective, carry tremendous risk.

Today America is in the midst of an opioid addiction epidemic that has quadrupled in the last decade, claiming lives on a minute-by-minute basis. Drug overdoses have become the leading cause of accidental death in the United States, and opioids have driven this epidemic. In 2014 alone, almost nineteen thousand overdose deaths were linked to prescription pain relievers—almost twice as many deaths as those linked to heroin.1 Despite their widespread use, opioids provide only fleeting relief from pain, with patients quickly building up a tolerance. Our quest for a quick fix has left us in the midst of an ever more dangerous public health crisis and, tragically, much further from the true pain cure we need.

Thankfully, in recent years, neurologists have begun to uncover evidence that we can, indeed, heal from pain—not just block it or mask it. And as with many forms of healing, the most powerful natural remedy does not come in the form of a pill—it comes from within our own bodies.

Correct Exercise Is the Silver Bullet

We know that we need to exercise to stay fit. Your doctors have likely encouraged you to exercise regularly—but their suggestions were probably focused on promoting heart health, balancing your blood sugar, or helping you lose a few pounds. We are told, simply, that exercise is good—we should all just do some exercise, any exercise, to remain healthy. However, such general recommendations do nothing to address the issue of healing pain. In fact, though this guidance may be well intentioned, the lack of specificity is a problem. When exercise programs are taken to an extreme, they are often counterproductive, aging the body and laying the foundation for chronic pain.

It’s time for a new approach. We need to recognize that how we exercise matters. Rather than unquestioningly follow the anything-is-better-than-nothing approach, we need to be very conscious of what type of exercise we’re prescribing for ourselves. We need a complete mind shift around movement.

To heal our pain, stay youthful and limber, and prevent premature aging, we need to focus on exercises that refresh our tissues and reawaken our cells. Such movements can help us maintain peak function throughout our lives—not just in our youth. We need to put a high premium on balance, clean alignment, muscle strength, and full connective tissue mobility. To make it accessible to everyone, this approach should also be very simple: it should require little to no equipment; use only a small amount of space; and be versatile enough to be done anytime, anywhere. If we can incorporate this type of exercise program into our daily lives, we should be able not only to help our heart, reduce our blood sugar, and maybe shed a few pounds but also to reverse age-related decline, heal our bodies, and cure our chronic pain.

Essentrics—the method of dynamic stretching and strengthening that I have taught to millions of people with my PBS show, Classical Stretch, can do just that. I first created the Essentrics technique to heal my own chronic pain. As it has evolved, Essentrics has been influenced by several disciplines, drawing on the flowing movements of tai chi to create health and balance; the strengthening theories of ballet to create long, lean, flexible muscles; and the healing principles of physical therapy and scientific studies to create a pain-free body.

One of the greatest joys of my life is teaching people the Essentrics method and watching them reemerge into the light from the cloud of chronic pain. The Essentrics method uses “eccentric” exercises—those that simultaneously strengthen and lengthen muscle—to rebalance the body’s muscular structure through continuous rotational movements. It incorporates various techniques while systematically working every joint in the body. The basis of the workout is a dynamic combination of strength and flexibility exercises designed to gently open the joints by elongating the muscles and challenging them in the lengthened position. This full-body technique works through the muscle chains, liberating and empowering the muscles, relieving them from tension in the process.

Essentrics workouts—comprised of deliberate, focused movements done in a specific sequence—can unlock long-standing knots, rebuild flexibility into stiffened joints, and reduce all types of musculoskeletal and myofascial pain. While I’ve known for years that Essentrics can sometimes trigger spontaneous healing of pain, we were never quite certain of the mechanisms involved. But recent studies have revealed that Essentrics is able to heal pain by tapping into a previously unknown pathway that flows directly through the fascia—the connective tissue—itself.

Researchers now know that fascia, once thought to function simply as the packing material that holds the body together, plays a much more significant role in the body, transmitting messages of pain or pleasure, tension or relaxation, inflammation or healing. Chinese medicine recognized this principle two thousand years ago with the introduction of acupuncture, still one of the most effective natural remedies for pain relief. Today, it’s been proved that Essentrics taps into this innate whole-body healing network, sending healing messages to various body systems at once. In fact, thanks to its full-body rebalancing approach, Essentrics may trigger the very same self-healing mechanisms in the body that acupuncture does—but without the needles!

Regardless of whether or not we will eventually be able to pinpoint the exact mechanisms involved in the healing process, the most important thing to know about Essentrics is something I have known—and witnessed firsthand—for decades: It often cures pain. And when used consistently, Essentrics allows us to rebuild lost strength, to regain hope, and to remain sustainably pain-free for the rest of our lives without dependence on drugs or expensive medical treatments.

I do want to be clear: if the joint degeneration is extreme, as in the case of advanced arthritis, complete pain relief may not be possible. However, some degree of pain relief likely can be achieved by decompressing the joint through stretching and strengthening. We can rebuild muscle strength and flexibility—but sadly, we cannot rebuild destroyed bone.

Our bodies hold the most powerful, versatile, and effective keys to unlocking our pain—we just need to know how to use them.

What This Book Will Do for You

This book will help you understand what might be causing your pain so that you can begin to cure it. It will also teach you how your cells, connective tissue, blood, muscles, and joints react when you do the right exercise, the wrong exercise, or—the worst—no exercise.

In part 1, you’ll learn how people have been misunderstanding and thus perpetuating pain for decades. I’ll talk about some of the most common causes of pain, many of which we bring upon ourselves. You’ll learn about the groundbreaking research that’s revolutionizing our understanding of chronic pain. And you’ll see why a well-constructed rebalancing exercise program—not a dangerous drug or medical treatment—is the only sustainable, healthy, and effective means to permanently prevent and alleviate many types of pain.

Part 2 offers detailed exercise workouts designed to heal the body of specific types of chronic pains. Chapter 5 presents a basic warm-up routine that must not be overlooked—it is essential to warm up properly before you begin any workout. Next you’ll make your way through several sequences of movements, each targeted to heal a particular area of the body. While these routines are meant to address specific pain pathways, you’ll find that they are often appropriate for other types of pain within each region. For example, while ten different people may have ten different causes of hip pain, similar exercises can be helpful for each. A hip is a hip—it has a torso on top and legs underneath! The hips all work with the same muscles, tendons, ligaments, joints, and connective tissue. An Essentrics hip-pain workout rebalances the full anatomical structure of the hip, so it addresses the various causes of pain simultaneously. Chapters 6 to 14 offer specific routines for pain associated with certain body parts such as knees, hips, backs, and shoulders, or for conditions that cause pain, like fibromyalgia or arthritis. All the exercises in part 2 are drawn from the Essentrics technique, and all have been successfully used by tens of thousands of people to relieve their pain.

Along the way, you’ll also read stories from people like you who suffered from chronic pain and have found lasting relief using Essentrics. You may find yourself relating to or empathizing with their years of suffering. My hope is that you’ll also find inspiration and encouragement in their perseverance. Their dramatic experiences show us that real relief from chronic pain is within reach.

For almost two decades, it has been my mission to help people live vibrant, pain-free lives at every age. When we understand what’s going on inside our bodies, we are able to make clear decisions about how to keep ourselves pain-free, healthy, and vital. No matter what your age, no matter how long you’ve been in pain, I believe you can heal. I believe you can be free. I believe Essentrics can help you be painless, forever.





 

 





Part One
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When the Pain Doesn’t Go Away





 







CHAPTER 1
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Our Modern Epidemic of Pain


Pain is part of the human condition. During our lifetimes, we all experience a few episodes of acute physical pain. Not many of us will escape the kind of pain we feel after stubbing a toe, spraining an ankle, or stepping barefoot on a piece of glass. But fortunately, for most people, acute pain tends to be as short-lived as it is severe.

This type of pain is normal; it’s healthy pain. Healthy pain is an indicator that something is wrong or is doing damage to our body. Healthy pain is part of an essential warning system—without feeling the sharp pain that accompanies a broken limb, for example, we would carry on using it until we caused even greater damage. So in situations of injury, pain functions as a protective alarm, warning us that our house is on fire and we must take action to save it. Once the fire is out—once the broken bone has healed or the torn muscle repaired—the pain should recede.

This acute pain is completely different from the type of pain that comprises four of the top 10 reasons why Americans consult doctors and other health-care providers: chronic pain. Often, chronic pain is the fire alarm that won’t shut off. This enduring, unrelieved pain is a major global health-care problem, a disease in its own right. For sometimes mysterious reasons, this pain may start gently but, over time, become stronger and stronger. We might visit several different doctors in our search for the cause of the pain, but the truth is, many times the root cause is easily overlooked. It may be something as simple as sitting hunched in front of a computer all day. Or that bicycle accident we had a decade ago. Or something else—we often just don’t know.


 




PAIN AND DEPRESSION: A TWO-WAY STREET




Pain and depression tend to go together, for both biological and psychological reasons. When you’re in pain, you understandably tend to feel more depressed; when you are depressed, your body actually has a heightened sensitivity to pain. The factors involved are complex and often misunderstood. For example, imbalances in certain neurotransmitters, such as serotonin and norepinephrine, are linked to both depression and pain—a fact that can lead some to believe “it’s all in the head.”1 But both conditions are also characterized by systemic inflammation, a risk factor for heart disease, diabetes, and many autoimmune conditions. And research has proved that the worse our painful physical symptoms are, the more severe any related depression tends to be.2

We need to take this connection extremely seriously. In a recent review in the journal Current Psychiatry Reports, Scottish researchers found that up to 50 percent of chronic pain patients also suffered from depression related to the pain, and 17 percent suffered so badly that some days they wanted to die.3 A Canadian study found that people living with pain had double the risk of suicide, compared with people without chronic pain.4

These statistics are tragic to me. People need help, right now.

The program in this book can help you recover both mentally and physically; exercise is a proven remedy for both pain and depression. But please be gentle with yourself and realize that sometimes exercise is not enough. Be sure to talk about your physical and emotional health with your doctor; getting the help you need for either pain or depression will automatically help both.
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None of the standard medical approaches are designed to permanently relieve non-disease-related chronic pain. It seems to persist even with visits to massage therapists, physical therapists, osteopaths, chiropractors, and other specialists. These passive treatments feel good and provide temporary relief—but the pain usually returns within hours.

According to the National Institutes of Health, chronic pain is the most common cause of long-term disability in the United States. Chronic pain is a life-altering, life-limiting daily state for one in five U.S. adults. The American Chronic Pain Association lists lower back problems, arthritis, repetitive stress injuries, headaches, and fibromyalgia as some of the most common sources of pain.

The price tag of chronic pain is staggering. In the United States, the cost of chronic pain in adults, including health-care expenses and lost productivity, has been estimated at $560 billion to $630 billion annually. (That’s billion with a b!) Then there is the incalculable toll on individuals and families. A survey of almost fifty thousand Europeans found that 27 percent of chronic pain sufferers said their pain made maintaining their relationships with family and friends very difficult, if not impossible.5 Chronic pain sufferers experience deficits in all kinds of cognitive functioning, including perception, thinking, reasoning, and memory. According to the European Journal of Pain, 61 percent of those with chronic pain are less able or simply unable to work outside the home because of their pain.6 One Canadian study found that arthritis pain shortened sufferers’ working lives by an average of four years.7

Sadly, due to their inability to diagnose or treat so-called mechanical pain (or non-specific musculoskeletal pain), many doctors believe that some degree of pain is normal and that we should be prepared to tolerate it. And millions of people do just that, year after year. Too often people turn to doctors who have little training in pain management and who tend to freely prescribe drugs, including opioids, in response to complaints of pain. Even if you put aside the serious risk of overdose and death, opioids can also increase the risk of accidents, disrupt your periods (if you’re a woman), lower your sex drive (whether you’re a woman or a man), trigger sleep apnea, cause constipation, and contribute to heart and lung problems. Many doctors simply aren’t educated about the risks. In fact, a recent Canadian study found that veterinarians receive five times more training in pain management than medical doctors do.8 And a European survey of patients suffering moderate to severe chronic pain found that one in four patients said their doctor never asked about pain or, if pain was discussed, the doctor did not know how to treat it.

I am not a doctor—but I am a firm believer that the topic of pain should be a routine part of our health checkups, and that we should expect our doctors to be able to offer solutions beyond medication. Living pain-free should be a human right. The preamble to the World Health Organization’s constitution—which was adopted in 1948 and has remained unchanged ever since—defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”9 I agree wholeheartedly with this view—it’s the only way that pain is going to get the respect, attention, medical research, and treatment options it deserves. Unfortunately, many research dollars dedicated to investigating pain are focused on pharmaceuticals, not long-term relief. But we don’t have to wait for the medical establishment to catch up—we already have plenty of evidence that our bodies hold the keys to a pain-free life.

Our Body’s Built-In Pain Relief

Traditional approaches to anatomy and health have taught us that the human body is the sum total of many independent systems:


The brain and nerves function as our nervous system.

Muscles, bones, and soft tissues comprise our musculoskeletal system.

The glands and organs that regulate our hormones make up our endocrine system.

The heart and blood vessels, which pump blood and oxygen to every cell in the body, form the cardiovascular system.

The organ systems, combined, are the engines of life.



Every moment of our lives depends on the complex interaction of these systems. And for a long time, the connective-tissue system—the bands and sheets of fascia under the skin that attach, enclose, and separate our muscles and organs—were seen as the supporting structure for the other systems, which did the real work of keeping us alive and healthy. But the more we learn about the integral role that fascia plays in our overall health, the more we’re starting to see that the best way to keep all of these systems functioning properly is to keep connective tissue healthy, strong, and flexible. The closest thing that we have to a universal cure-all is regular exercise with correct form.

Every bite of food we eat and every thought we think creates a ripple effect within the body. We know that if we eat refined carbohydrates, for example, our pancreas will release more insulin to help our cells absorb the sudden increase in blood sugar. On the flip side, we also know that if we take a moment to pause amid a stressful day to take a few deep breaths, our circulatory system will carry extra-oxygenated blood up to the brain and to all of our muscles, helping us feel calmer, sharper, and more energized.

In much the same way, each time we twist or turn, bend or lift, the stretching triggers changes in our connective tissue, and different messages start careening throughout our body. Doctors used to believe that many of these messages were carried exclusively by the nervous system, but new theories suggest that connective tissue also plays a critical role in this messaging network. Because not only does our connective tissue support our musculoskeletal system, it also provides the actual building blocks of our organs. Researchers now believe that this tissue could function as its own “meta-system” within the body, constantly connecting with various regions and coordinating the messages and activities of each bodily system.

Most of us have never given much thought to our fascia. We may have a vague idea that fascia fills in the gaps in our body, but new research suggests that this connective tissue is not passive at all. Recent studies by Dr. Helene M. Langevin, director of the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine (jointly based at Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School) and a professor of neurological sciences at the University of Vermont, have found that connective tissue not only lengthens and changes in response to pressure from the outside—such as stretching or the insertion of acupuncture needles—but also lengthens and reorganizes itself from within. Dr. Langevin’s studies have shown that when needles are inserted into the collagen of the fascia during acupuncture, connective tissue “grabs” the needle and twists around it. Then, a few moments later, fascial cells located a few centimeters away from the needle extend and fundamentally change their composition in response.

Let’s take a moment to let that sink in: not only is this tissue being moved by an outside force—it is also moving and stretching and changing itself from within.10 Amazing, right? The idea of self-stretching tissue suddenly makes our fascia seem a lot more active and dynamic—and essential to our health—than we once assumed.

While it’s incredible that connective tissue has the ability to react to movement, the only way to trigger this self-healing reaction is just that: with movement. The more we learn about Essentrics, the clearer it becomes that this type of exercise is exactly what our connective tissue needs to facilitate internal changes. And perhaps most exciting of all is the idea that these changes may actually be a self-healing mechanism that the scientific community has been trying to pinpoint for centuries.

Sound far-fetched? Consider some other self-healing mechanisms in the human body that we take for granted:


If we cut ourselves, the wound will eventually close and the skin will grow back.

If we break a bone, it will fuse itself back together once it is set properly.

If we get a cold or the flu, our immune system will send in white blood cells to fight off pathogens and we’ll recover after a week or two.



We know that our body holds the ability to heal itself. And we also know there are things we can do to help support its healing processes, and things we can do to hurt it. We know that if we slather a cut with an ointment and cover it with a bandage, we’ll protect it from infection. We know that if we rest and elevate a broken bone, allowing our circulatory system to carry nutrients and waste products to and from the site of the injury, it will heal faster. We know that if we eat healthy foods and drink plenty of water, we’ll give our immune system the tools it needs to fight off viruses or bacteria.

We take all this for granted—but we haven’t made the same connection between movement and healing our pain. We don’t yet fully realize the power we have to control and cure our own pain. Just as we can encourage our body’s other self-healing processes through small steps of self-care, so too can we encourage the body’s pain-healing processes with small doses of gentle movement.

When you understand how the body works, even on the most basic level, you see how the choices we make can either accelerate or prevent healing. I believe so much of the chronic pain that people are suffering right now could be greatly reduced or eliminated simply by understanding how we can tap into these self-healing mechanisms with gentle, correct exercises. Not only will this help us stay vital during our normal life span, but by practicing specific exercises, we can continue to extend that life span far beyond the one we’ve come to see as normal. But we must act now—without proper exercise, our life span may actually be shrinking, due to our current lifestyle choices.

Pain Can Age Us

We see the signs of “normal” aging all around us—poor posture, lack of energy, diminished vibrancy, unexplained weight gain, osteoporosis, arthritis, and chronic pain. Most of us—including myself, until recently—have begrudgingly accepted chronic pain and muscular atrophy as normal parts of aging. But now we know better: Neither chronic pain nor premature aging (which is often caused by pain) is really normal. Both can be greatly prevented with simple movement.

In my first book, Aging Backwards, I described the results of a groundbreaking study conducted at the University of Pittsburgh in 2011. Using MRI measurements of the muscle tissue in forty high-level athletes, researchers discovered that the lean muscle tissue of a seventy-four-year-old triathlete was exactly the same as the lean muscle tissue of a forty-year-old triathlete with a similar exercise program. The study showed that one of the primary markers of aging—loss of muscle mass—could be completely controlled by movement, and thus that loss of muscle mass is not a guaranteed fact of aging. In fact, the researchers discovered that what was previously considered aging was actually just muscle atrophy.

This study proved my long-standing belief: We are only as old as our muscles are inactive.

A lack of full-body movement tells our cells that they are no longer needed, setting off a chain reaction of cell death. This domino effect gradually impacts all of our bodily systems, weakening our muscles and shutting down our major organ systems prematurely. But if we use the right types of exercise to maintain our muscle mass into our later years, our entire bodies—even those pesky joints that typically fail us first—can stay healthy until we are well over one hundred years old.

But when we do the wrong exercise—well, that can be almost as bad as not exercising at all.

When Exercise Ages Us

Movement is a gift, our very own personal health-care system. Yet because our culture has not traditionally recognized the absolute necessity of movement in the essential maintenance of life, we approach exercise in a disjointed and uneducated fashion. Because we have a limited scientific understanding of what our bodies receive from us when we exercise, we tend to follow a Wild West approach. Some people do a lot of exercise; others do none. Some people follow the fitness fads; others just do whatever their friends are doing. Some people even choose the most challenging program available and train like maniacs, believing that their hard work will reward them with peak physical fitness.

The gung-ho approach may seem consequence-free when we are young and relatively fearless in our twenties and thirties. This means that, unless we learn how to properly exercise early on in our youth, we are innocently yet actively injuring ourselves, aging our cells, atrophying our muscles, literally shrinking away—without even knowing it.

From a diagnostic perspective, it is often impossible to understand why one person is in pain while someone with the identical condition is not. To make matters even more confusing, consider this: There are some people whose X-rays indicate major spinal degeneration, and who normally would be in pain but are in fact pain-free; however, there are others who express extreme pain but have X-rays indicating no spinal degeneration. A possible explanation in the subjective experience of pain may be linked to the fact that some people have more or fewer nociceptors, sensory nerve cells that form the basis of the pain messaging system. Other differences in pain perception are related to levels of depression or stress (see page for more information).

But over the course of a lifetime, no one is immune from pain.

Through our many years, we will inevitably get sick, break a bone, or twist an ankle. We will all experience some degree of illness and pain. And as we know, acute pain is a normal, healthy signal of distress in the body. Yet we should certainly never consider it “normal” to endure chronic pain for months or years. Nothing ages us faster than constant pain and suffering.

Before we let ourselves feel the first creak or ache, we should start protecting our bodies with correct exercise. But even after decades of pounding your joints in intense workouts, Essentrics can help turn back the clock on your body—and turn down the dial on your pain.

The Essentrics Difference

With our fragmented approach to health, we often forget that the body is one unit, and every cell—from blood to nerve, from skin to bone—is talking to every other cell, all at the same time. The simple and profound brilliance of our body’s interconnectivity cannot be overstated: Everything we do, both right and wrong, is registered in our body. Every movement counts. When we truly accept and understand this, we can make simple changes that will help us maintain vibrant, healthy bodies; but when we ignore this, we are at the mercy of accelerated cell death and a possible future of chronic pain.

Knowledge gives us a choice: we can begin to completely reroute our body’s destiny with just a few small changes. And that’s what I want to share in this book—the knowledge that will set you free from your pain. The Essentrics program is scientifically designed to keep our bodies well balanced and healthy at any age. The exercises are easy to do, take only about 30 minutes a day, and are appropriate for anyone who is seeking a drug-free, sustainable approach to pain relief. Unlike pharmaceuticals, my program has side effects that are actually beneficial and health-promoting: lowered stress; increased energy, strength, and endurance; improved mood; better sleep; and greater physical flexibility. People at any level of fitness—from those who’ve become completely sedentary to elite world-class athletes—have found tremendous pain-relief benefit from Essentrics.

Are you surprised to hear that both completely inactive and highly active people can use the exact same program to get results? Well, here’s the dirty secret about a long-held yet mistaken belief that continues to infect the fitness field: The classic “no pain, no gain” approach should be abandoned in favor of “any pain, no gain.” Imbalanced physical activity has left many avid athletes nearly incapacitated in middle age. Imbalanced muscles are a universal risk factor for pain, whether you’re a new mother who carries her ten-pound diaper bag on only one shoulder or a competitive bodybuilder whose massive pectorals are the envy of the gym.

The Essentrics approach is “no pain, ever.” By following a program whose main focus is correcting imbalanced muscles, you can teach your body how to do all the activities you love to do more easily and fluidly, without ever holding on to pain. Active people can continue to enjoy sports like skiing, golf, or tennis for as long as they like, pain-free. Formerly sedentary people can regain the joy of movement, heal their back or sciatic pain, and build endurance. Overworked executives can release tension headaches and shoulder pain, and have more stamina and mental acuity. With these exercises, anyone can continue to safely participate in the activity of his or her choice—simply by maintaining a well-balanced body in 30 minutes a day.


 




A FEW CAVEATS




While we will all experience pain at some point in our lives, everyone’s pain is unique. There are some types of pain that Essentrics is not able to address—namely, pain caused by congenital, genetic, or other non-lifestyle-based diseases.

While I am evangelical about the healing power of correct movement, I also know that there are many afflictions for which movement is not enough. Many diseases are painful—of course they are! Pain is the body’s message, warning us that something is wrong. There are many diseases that arise from chemical “imbalance”—such as cancer, inflammatory conditions, blood disorders, and organ failures—that cause extreme pain. Exercising cannot cure this type of pain, as it is not caused by mechanical flaws.

In fact, most disease is not mechanical, but chemical. And as far as we know now, exercise works on the mechanics of the body, not the chemistry. But research is digging into potential mechanisms that might bridge this mechanical-chemical gap, and we may soon learn exactly how exercise can, in fact, help prevent and even cure some chemically based diseases. So stay tuned to these studies becoming more public. But for now, please understand that pain related to chemically based disease must be relieved through treatments given by medical specialists, not fitness instructors. (See the appendix for other healing modalities that can help relieve pain.)

[image: image]




 



These were lessons I had to learn for myself—the hard way. I, too, have a long personal history of chronic pain. It was only after I’d turned forty that I began to experience the painful toll of the many years I’d spent as a professional ballet dancer. In response to my own pain, I created this approach—and since then, I have been pain-free. As I write this book, I am sixty-six, and I feel even fitter than I did in my thirties. I never want to go back to those years of chronic pain—and, thanks to the gift of Essentrics, I know I never have to.

Exercise Is Medicine

When I developed Essentrics, my objective was to create a safer, gentler, less aggressive method of becoming fit by providing an alternative to the hard-core workouts that had permeated the market—and still do! As a technique, Essentrics is the antithesis of pumping iron and pounding the pavement; it’s slow and gentle, simultaneously stretching and strengthening all 650 muscles in the body as it rebalances all 384 joints.

Almost immediately after I began teaching this method, my first group of students began to share what have since become its two most often cited benefits: I feel so much younger when I do this and I don’t feel as much pain when I do this. Fast-forward almost two decades, and the combination of anti-aging and pain relief has become the sole focus of my life. Over that time, I’ve seen firsthand how Essentrics relieves the most common pain conditions that are presumed to be related to aging: back pain, plantar fasciitis, fibromyalgia, arthritis, and osteoporosis, among many others.

Now, after teaching and hearing from thousands of pain-free students, I have become that much more convinced that the chronic pain that plagues millions worldwide is completely unnecessary. All we need to do is give the body what it needs: a short, gentle, daily workout of pleasurable lengthening and strengthening movements. That’s it!

The human body is a very complex machine, but in its purest state, it is designed to be free of pain. Let’s take a closer look at our fascinating biology—how the pain reflex is intended to work, how our connective tissue holds on to it, and how we can use Essentrics to heal it once and for all.
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