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ixForeword

Menopause is a time of physiological, emotional and spiritual transition from the biologically fertile years, into maturity and elderhood. This internal revolution is a sensitive period of two to ten years requiring care, nourishment and space to facilitate the re-evaluation and letting go required before the calmer and quieter shore of postmenopause, the Second Spring, is reached.

Menopause is a unique opportunity in life inviting us to integrate parts of ourselves we may have abandoned in the scrabble to survive as a functioning adult. In a world that is unfriendly towards female bodies, tending towards shaming, objectification and extraction, it’s likely we’ll have abandoned a lot of ourselves in order to survive. The angry one, the questioning one, the curious child, the cyclical one, the vulnerable one and the dreamer get cast out. We suppress these magical parts of ourselves to fit in, get a job and try to acquire the things we are told will make us happy: a home, a mortgage, a partner, children and secure employment.

When perimenopause comes, worsened by the toxicity of our environment and our ageist and sexist culture, we begin to be shown the cost of chasing these things. Wounding and trauma come around again for examination; brain fog and exhaustion challenge the value we put on productivity. The invisible caring we have freely given for decades in our domestic and professional lives, starts to stutter and we see more clearly how we have side-lined our Selves for others. Our identity is challenged from all sides, and if we do not expect it, we can understand this as a breakdown, a catastrophe, and even a failure.

Personal and spiritual growth may have been an interest all our adult lives but perimenopause insists that we feel it in our body. It demands that we become sensate creatures that feel our way through. Indeed we have to: the central part of the transition takes us deep into a dark storm of not knowing where we are required to build tolerance of the liminal. How else can we move through this except through the body? Our heads can’t do it, brilliant as they are. Our healthcare providers, however skilled, can’t do it for us. We have to feel our way through as sensate mammals. We are being called to wholeness through the body, to live in our bodies and through our bodies for the second half of our xlives. We are invited to care for our vulnerability, to face our mortality and because of this reckoning, we can live our callings more fully in the Second Spring of postmenopause.

When I was trying to find a publisher for the book that became Second Spring in 2019, I was repeatedly told that there were too many menopause books already, and no one wanted to read about it anyway. I do hope that through their tears, those publishers, like me, are recognizing that we need even more books about menopause, despite the thousands published between 2019 and 2025. We especially need books like Embodied Menopause to reassure people that this transition is designed to be made through the body, that many have made this transition before and that there are many easy-to-access practices that will support, bring kindness and love to their situation.

The sensitive time of perimenopause has been pathologized and made into a deficiency that should be medicated for the rest of our lives, in order for us to be acceptable and avoid becoming ‘old’. Detached from the wisdom of the body by the pressures of life and our over-stretched nervous systems, it is much easier to buy a supplement on the high street than to put aside time for movement. President Business has woken up to the money to be made out of menopause, and uses fear as the primary marketing weapon. With potentially 3.3 million or more people in perimenopause in the UK, there are fortunes to be made from keeping us detached from our bodies, in fear and believing it to be a lifelong deficiency; the global market is projected to grow to 24.35 billion by 2030.

Embodied Menopause combines the ingredients necessary to draw a line in the sand in the face of the deficiency narrative. Leo and Charlotte bring an inclusive, feminist, growth-orientated narrative to define the shift of consciousness that menopause offers, a profound understanding of the physiology of the endocrine and nervous systems that is beautifully explained for even the foggiest and most time-pressed reader, a trauma- and neurodiverse-friendly approach that draws in even the most wounded with a warm hand, and most generously of all, shares practices that are simple to do and yet profoundly transform our days.

I predict this book will become a trusted, dog-eared, bookmarked and much-loved companion to thousands. I am so glad it exists.

Kate Codrington, author of Second Spring

Autumn 2025


xiIntroduction


No need to hurry. No need to sparkle. No need to be anybody but oneself. When you let go of the frantic search for validation, you find yourself exactly where you are meant to be, with the tools you need to go forward. It is from this place of quiet assurance that the most beautiful things emerge.

Virginia Woolf, from A Room of One’s Own (1929)


Welcome to Embodied Menopause. It’s likely that if you are reading this, you are either experiencing or acknowledging that you will go through menopause (if you’re reading this to support your mum/partner/friend, extra brownie points and thanks!). Perhaps you know a bit already (well done, they don’t teach us anywhere near enough about our own bodies at school, or even about female health in professional medical training) and you’re curious. You might be worried, confused, scared and/or already experiencing some difficult, uncomfortable, even debilitating, physical and emotional shifts, or perhaps you have a feeling that there might be another way and you’d like to take back the narrative.

While there has been a growing awareness and talk around menopause, we still have a way to go considering that this is a perfectly natural transition for around half of the global population. We will explore the historical and cultural context of how we have got to this stage in our evolution without enough education, support, funding and research around women’s health in Chapter 1. Much of the popular, and often celebrity-led, awareness around menopause is representative of our culture: very much based on hyper-productivity and youth, making menopause an awkward ‘problem’ to be ‘fixed’ so that women can get on with it, preferably while staying as busy, useful and youthful as possible. Advertising by its nature creates fear to sell you the solution, and there’s a massive industry around menopause.

We have a different perspective.

We believe that menopause is a non-linear, non-prescriptive experience: although we will all go through it, many of our lived experiences will be subtly unique to us, a result of the lives we have lived so far, choices we have made (or not) and where we find ourselves as we meet it.

xiiIt is a transformative time to reflect and embrace change. We hope to offer an alternative approach, as a powerful (and often, therefore, deeply uncomfortable) transition that demands attention, compassion and a gear shift. We hope to offer insight and invite personal enquiry into what might lie beneath the manifestation of different menopausal sensations. This invites you to be a more active participant in your experience. You are not the victim of something ‘bad’ happening to you; this is your body, and developing a closer, more honest, loving and intimate relationship with it (maybe for the first time) can help you to navigate even choppy waters with greater ease and compassion. To explore, in an embodied way, how you are changing, what that feels like, and how you can more meaningfully adapt to, rather than suppress, ignore or run from what you encounter on this journey.

Times in our lives when we go through rapid or more seismic, noticeable shifts (puberty, having a baby or menopause being potentially huge ones) offer us an opportunity to really embody the philosophy that we might come across through yoga, somatics, Buddhism or mindfulness (all of which we’ll explore throughout the book): where change is inevitable and continual. We are conditioned by society to believe in stability as a goal, and our brains are in fact wired to find predictable patterns in order to make sense of chaos. But there is really no such thing as ‘certainty’, and befriending change grows our resilience.

So what is somatics? At the heart, it is listening in to what’s right for you in a whole, embodied way, moment to moment, and recognizing what you need. We would like to invite you to practise that as you’re going through this book. We use physical practices alongside meditative and subtle practices and enquiries to inspire curiosity and reflection. Whether you’re in a section about the history of menopause, hormones, navigating change or one of the many practice or self-enquiry sections, ask yourself the questions:


	Does this resonate with you? If yes or no, how does it feel?

	Is there a physical and/or emotional response?

	Is it new information that challenges your existing viewpoint or understanding and how does that feel?

	Could you explore, compassionately and with openness, the suggestions in a way that feels right for you at this time?

	xiiiNotice – whether physically through practice, or intellectually when absorbing information – when you have had enough and take a pause. We will explore why rest is so vital to your being able to recalibrate through this time.



This book and your menopause journey, is just that: yours. Each of us will need something slightly different. Even the two of us as authors have had very different experiences, training, and have both similarities and differences in perspective: we hope that this demonstrates that alternate viewpoints can coexist, there is no one, absolute ‘right’ way to transition through menopause. By coming together, we hope that this demonstrates that these perspectives can cohabit. During our writing process, we have had many discussions and gone down numerous fascinating rabbit holes, and we hope that the book opens up some new perspectives for you. As with all information, we have been guided by our own studies and experiences, and even the wealth of hopefully inspiring material we have collected for you is just a springboard for your own enquiries and deeper journey of discovery.

In each chapter, we have collated context and information that might help you to meet different aspects of your experience with interest – you can find many of these practices online at www.embodied-menopause.com.

In the Nutritional support sections, Charlotte suggests some ways you can bring kind attention to your diet, to really nurture your body and whole health throughout the menopause transition and beyond. You can find more detailed support, webinars and practical guidance at www.charlottewattshealth.com.

The Embodied practice sections offer practical movement invitations to support physical fluidity, balance, strength and stability. All of these ideas are a starting point for your own enquiries. You can always adapt to respond to your body and energy signature: the whole point is that you are changing, and this requires listening to and subsequent respect. If a practice feels unfamiliar or challenging, go at your own pace with an open mind. We have plenty of live and recorded classes online, as well as workshops and retreats at www.charlottewattshealth.com and www.centredspace.net if you’d like to join us beyond the book.

The Subtle practice sections are a deeper dive into more subtle body enquiries, including breath work and meditation, to encourage xivmore attuned awareness of your real needs, what might be going on below the surface of symptomology. These practices are a great go-to at times of low energy and/or overwhelm as they are, by nature, restorative.

The Reflective pause sections offer suggestions for conscious enquiry into your lifestyle, choices and habits. This is where you might meet what has been comfortably (or not so) keeping you ticking along but may no longer serve you as you shape shift through menopause.

In all sections of the book, you can dip in, explore, take time to process and reflect on what you might notice. It’s not a case of work through the book and you’ll be ‘done’, we hope that these practices will serve as routes to embodied experiencing that allow you to feel who and where you are, and what you need, at any given time, with greater clarity and authenticity. Keep it on your bedside table, share with your friends and family and open up the conversation, first of all with yourself, and then with others who might support you along the way.


Leo’s menopause journey

At the time of writing this, I am in the liminal space between, the not knowing, trying to embrace uncertainty. Not bleeding for a few months, then horrendous flooding and long, heavy, back-to-back periods. Personally, I’m so ready for it to stop. I’ve studied and taught about women’s health in relation to yoga and well-being for years. I’m writing the book FFS! I’ve been having a word with my body: ‘Come on now! I’m 52, I’ve had four children. I’m not afraid and I’m ready to step into the next phase, can we just do this?’

Of course that’s not the beginning though, I’ve been noticing changes for years. My hair is rapidly greying – which I’m mostly embracing, although I have inevitable moments of grief for my sleek, dark hair, which I felt defined my identity for many years. My energy levels are often in a state of flux: given the opportunity, I can sometimes nap now, but I often can’t sleep beyond the early hours of the morning. I’ve also had phases of night sweats and dramatic heat rising at random moments.

So far, I haven’t tried HRT because it has felt manageable to supplement and support my health through diet, movement and rest. I am lucky in that what I do for a living supports this. I remember my mum going through menopause after a hysterectomy and researching essential oils as a teenager that might help her (rose geranium was a xvwinner). Beyond my somatic yoga practice, I enjoy strength training (in a fun, non-competitive way, and always with regenerative space around it), I turn to acupuncture, yoganidrā, regular saunas and meditation to help ground me through these changes. Charlotte has also been a source of great wisdom and support with sensible supplementation.

I’m also getting much better at taking time to do nothing at all, read on the sofa, lie in bed, and, importantly, notice and not take on board the conditioned part of myself that says ‘lazy’ or ‘unproductive’ and feels guilt or shame for pressing pause. Instead, I remind myself that this body has borne four children, brought me through this life to this point, and that’s enough for now. I am entitled to rest when I need, and this enables me to show up more wholeheartedly and authentically for my family, community and clients.

I think psychologically I’ve noticed greater clarity evolving around boundaries. My yoga practice has been one of enquiring into edges, conditioning and habits for many years and I know my propensity to ‘be good’ and ‘agreeable’ runs deep. With perimenopause, I have definitely felt more ‘righteous rage’ – the manifestation of that heat, the element of fire – and allowed myself to express this. I definitely have less f**ks to give about others’ perception or approval. I have reconnected to the political activism of my youth and feel like I can channel that inner fire into campaigning (I petition, protest and support other campaigners). At the same time, I recognise I don’t have the energy for everything, so I am acknowledging where I meet capacity, ‘enough’, so that I can sustain my efforts, whereas I would have kept on going and tried to do it all, often to my own detriment, when I was younger.

I have more periods where I am more inclined towards home and being less extroverted than I used to be and am finding peace with that, although I can notice resistance to the idea of ‘slowing down’.




Charlotte’s menopause journey

I have been considering menopause for a very long time, as I’ve worked as a nutritional therapist, since I was around 30, and have taken many clients through menstruating, perimenopause and menopause years. Many clients come to me during the menopause transition, xvioften for symptoms such as bone loss, heart health, sleep and digestive issues that come alongside the changing biological and psychological landscape. So much of this therapeutic process has been around examining change of pace, relationship with self and bodily capabilities.

This informed me greatly, and (alongside my yoga teaching) prepared me for my own journey. I always had my own issues around my cycle since I began menstruating, and periods and PMS were intrinsically bound up in the mental health issues, chronic fatigue, migraines, digestive and sleep issues I had suffered in profound ways from my teens to mid-thirties; ultimately eased by pregnancy at 39.

My relationship to my own health has always been bound up in what I learned to help others, it has been so helpful personally to have so many examples of women’s experiences and to know deeply how very individual we are. Also, my journey has been to view bodily expressions away from the perspective of ‘things happening’ as a symptom, i.e. something ‘wrong’ to be ‘fixed’, and recognizing prompts to listen in and follow how much I feel heard. This is such a strong recurring theme from childhood in all aspects of my life; hence writing books!

Through these routes, seeing the changes as I became more and more healthy throughout my life was illuminating, I came to an awareness that my own oestrogen dominance had caused much pain and difficulty moving through life.

It was on the very day of my 45th birthday that I could feel a shift – the waning of oestrogen for me was really quite a relief. My journey through perimenopause was typically confusing in that my periods were all over the place, but it was quite paradoxical as while some things eased, other things became more pronounced. Of course, as with all of us, it was so difficult to work out the variables; much like pregnancy, a time of calibrating new landscapes daily!

I had my only child at 39 (quite ‘normal’ now but biologically different to our ancestors) and so my daughter was going through puberty as I was at the other end of the menstruating cycle. This was clearly linked; my seemingly stopped periods picked up a few times once she started her own. And even when I stopped menstrual bleeding, I had nosebleeds when she had periods – astonishing! My periods were always linked to very upsetting acne and I still get essentially teenage acne in my 50s when my daughter is coming up to her period, I simply know when she is due ‘on’.

xviiA lot of my journey has been around the difficulty with acceptance of the ageing process. I have had difficult body dysmorphia since my teens, through body judgement from my mother from a young age. A relationship breakdown in my 40s added a strong layer of pain, confusion and the resurfacing of body dysmorphia and self-criticism; with the irony of feeling too exhausted and broken for all that self-care I knew I ‘should’ be doing.

For me, the content of this book is deeply rooted in these difficulties, which may not be universal, but all show a need for finding some contentment in sense of self. Working with Leo has been a wonderful way to meet these changing tides and navigate what acceptance might mean, which I am still figuring out.



Defining terms in the book

Before we start, let’s clarify some of the most important terms, as there is often some ‘muddiness’ around what is meant:

Menopause

The NICE guidelines define menopause as: ‘a biological stage in a woman’s life when menstruation stops permanently due to the loss of ovarian follicular activity. It occurs with the final menstrual period and is usually diagnosed clinically after 12 months of amennorrheoea.’1

So, ‘the menopause’ is, technically, a singular day marking a year free of periods. We know from our experience that this is lacking in nuance or accuracy, as many bleed well after this time and symptoms start years before and persist for many afterwards. Throughout the book, we use the term ‘menopause’ to include the whole journey from when the hormones start shifting to the subsequent, eventual settling, out the other side.

Perimenopause

Also called the ‘menopausal transition’ or ‘climacteric’, perimenopause is the, often extended, time when the endocrinological, biological and clinical features of approaching menopause start. The characteristics are irregular cycles of ovulation and menstruation, as well as numerous psycho-physical symptoms connected to the change in hormones.

xviiiWoman

A woman may not always menstruate or have a womb, and not all who have wombs, menstruate and go through menopause identify as women. We acknowledge the diversity of all those who may experience menopause and hope that this book serves you whoever you are and whatever your gender experience beyond the binary.

If this concept is new or confusing to you, we would recommend Queer: A Graphic History by Meg-John Barker and Julia Scheele (Icon Books, 2016) which offers an excellent and accessible discourse on gender and sexuality.

American philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler talks of the difficulty of defining women as a distinct group, as it ‘limits and constrains the very cultural possibilities that feminism is supposed to open up’.2 So, while we are addressing menopause and will often talk to the experience of ‘women’, we acknowledge that this term is as nuanced as the experience of menopause itself. From the perspective of somatics, the key message is to listen in with compassion to your own, unique, changing experience, beyond any normative or prescriptive idea of what that might mean. While there may be many commonalities, there are also infinite experiences, and we hope that this book helps you to honour yours.

Embodiment

In ours and many other cultures of the Global North, we have a tendency to think of our bodies as containers for the more important business (and busyness!) of the mind. This worldview is largely defined by the concept of the human mind as largely disembodied. We are conditioned to constantly analyze ourselves through the lens of cognition and emotional processes rather than feel and respond to the visceral feedback from our experiences of the world.

When we bring feeling and emotion back into the body and start to connect these conscious sensations to our physicality, we start to realize that the mind is a bodily expression. Because we have been largely conditioned not to be in our bodies, to ignore the physical correlates to our mental processes, it is something many of us need to relearn. In this book, we have plenty of easeful suggestions to realign and reconnect your felt experience of menopause within your body, xixallowing you to better draw on your body’s wisdom. Embodiment allows us to bring the body back online as both expressor and expression of who we are.

You might notice that this is a difficult process. If (through cultural programming and/or trauma) you have learned to dissociate from your body as a means of protecting yourself from the intensity of feelings, it might be a lot when your body starts to come back online. Take your time to play with the practices at your own pace and rhythm. Pause when you need to. Rest. Notice the part of you that has been conditioned to ‘do more’, ‘be better’, conform and compete. You might feel like you’re not doing ‘enough’ with these practices and that they don’t feel ‘strong’ or ‘push you’ in ways you expect or that your body is used to being pushed (or even punished). We invite you to be kind to this part of your psyche and allow yourself to be more playful, experimental and curious. Maybe even have fun with ‘undoing’, getting a bit muddled and just seeing how it goes. This generosity towards yourself may take a lot of practice and humour. This is all about slowing down so that you can actually feel more subtly, and adjust and respond accordingly.

Proprioception

Proprio is Latin for ‘one’s own self’, so it’s how you perceive yourself, your body, your edges. Self-sensing awareness, an orientation to recognize where you are at any moment in time and space.

Interoception

Your internal awareness: how you sense your internal landscape and bodily sensations and cues to behaviour such as hunger, thirst and temperature, how you attune to your breath or heartbeat.

Exteroception

Your external awareness, usually through the main five senses of sight, smell, hearing, touch and taste.

Fascia

While experts are still defining fascia, as we understand more and more about its complexity, a working understanding could be that it is the proprioceptive and interoceptive network of soft, connective xxtissue allied to your nervous system. Studies show that depression and anxiety show up as different patterns in your fascia, so moving it, lovingly and sensitively, can change your emotional experience.

Writing this book has been a coalescence of our personal explorations, study and experience, as well as an opportunity to practise what we preach. We have negotiated how we have worked, deadlines and pace according to each of our needs and with communication and a mutual respect that embodies what we wish for all of you reading this book. To be able to honour what is needed, from a place of grounded authenticity, as you journey through menopause, as a natural part of life to be supported and valued, is a basic right. Let’s start telling a new story around menopause and more creatively and consciously weave evolving narratives for our personal and collective futures, for ourselves and generations to come.

Leo & Charlotte

October 2025

www.embodied-menopause.com
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A natural transition

So here we are, set to explore a more embodied approach to transitioning through menopause. A useful place to start is to enquire what this journey entails and how we have come to a place in our cultural evolution where we tend to experience a very natural life transition as if it were a problem. And, of course, why an embodied approach makes so much difference to how we can meet this shift with awareness and compassion.

The ‘problem’ of menopause

When we were growing up, menopause was often talked about (if at all) ominously as ‘The Change’, like something from a horror movie. Socially, many have been conditioned to fear this shift: losing looks, fertility, bladder control, memories, libido, health… a bleak picture in a society that celebrates youth over age, productivity and speed over slowing down. Something to be feared and to resist, that makes us vulnerable to upselling of products to help defy this decline.

Where women are projected by society to have an expiry date on their inclusion and usefulness postmenopause, a relatively tiny percentage of men experience severe symptoms from dropping testosterone, and men do not suffer socially from the perception of ageing. In In Defence of Witches, Mona Chollet talks of ‘the ubiquitous cult of youth’ where men receive ‘none of the pitying glances or repugnance encountered by ageing women’.1 We only need to look at the commoditization of age, and in more recent years menopause, to see the slew of (largely scientifically unverified) products aimed at creating fear around and subsequently offering desperate solutions to the ‘problem’ of female ageing.2 Globally, the menopause industry is worth over $16.93 billion.3


Menopause sits at the intersection of misogny and ageism.

—Tania Glyde4


2This terror of ageing as a woman is steeped in historical trauma, within the context of misogyny and patriarchal systems and viewed predominantly in historical and scientific literature from the dominant perspective of the white male. Even from the beginnings of Christianity, Judaism and Islam, societal structures have debased women in often horrific ways. In Ancient Greece, Hippocrates and Plato talked of hystera, the womb, which allegedly wandered around the female body causing emotional and physical problems.5 During the witch trials from the twelfth to seventeenth centuries, it is estimated that as many as nine million women were tortured and killed for political and religious ‘crimes’:


Often a ‘witch’s’ only crime was to be a woman

—Jane Hardwicke Collings6


In Wise Women, Sharon Blackie talks of the persistent ‘witch wound’ that continues psychologically, ‘a fear of being too different and of not conforming to what society, or our narrower community, expects of us: it’s a dread at the idea of speaking out against authority or the majority, and of not quite fitting in.’7 This inhibits us from ‘fully and fearlessly embodying our true selves.’ (See Chapter 3.)

In his 1770s paper, French professor of medicine François Bossier de Sauvages wrote that predominantly women experienced hysteria, which included symptoms as vague and varied as shortness of breath, yawning, frequent urination, tears, laughter and chest pain. ‘Hysterical’ women in the nineteenth century were prescribed forced rest and often institutionalized: hysterectomies were among the invasive ‘cures’ prescribed to remove the uterus and apparently the cause of hysteria. You can see the link here between the Greek word hystera for womb, hysterectomy, the removal of the womb, and hysterical. In The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf writes that a century ago: ‘Menopause was depicted as a terminal blow, “the death of the woman in the woman”.’8

Cut to the present, and the public humiliation that women receive in contemporary media for failing to conform to impossible and ever-changing beauty standards still perpetuates an ingrained fear of growing older and less ‘useful’. Beauty products advertise ‘cures’ for the ‘disease’ of ageing with pseudo-scientific language.

3What we would like to urgently reframe is that menopause is a very natural transition, as is ageing. In fact, ageing and menopause have many benefits to celebrate.

Meeting menopause with openness

To offer a different context, in Buddhism, the practice of non-identification is recognizing when you are ‘given’ thoughts and feelings from external sources and internalize them as your own. The idea of a ‘fixed identity’ holds any individual rigidly, where we are actually organic beings, constantly adapting and changing. Trying to conform to a fixed idea of our own Self, we become tied, limited, and suffer. Women are given fear of ageing by society; there is a fixed ideal of who we should be – young, able-bodied, with




The medicalization of menopause



















Menopause as collective and personal





Why do we go through menopause?



	The grandmother hypothesis: Menopause also occurs in orcas and some other cetaceans, as well as occasionally in captive primates. Like humans, orcas can live up to a third of their life postmenopause in a matriarchal society: remembering previous cycles, they can ensure the survival of their genes through their adult children as well as the broader community. While postmenopausal orcas do not help to raise young, human grandmas have been fundamental to the survival of the species (essentially her own genes) by continuing to care for older offspring and grandchildren. Humans have evolved to favour and put resources into reproduction among younger women to ensure the healthiest offspring. Menopause is, through this lens, a social evolution.

	The ‘empty basket’ theory: Women are born with a limited number of egg follicles, and our bodies have simply evolved to outlive our ovaries. Other primates’ eggs (like our closest relatives; the chimpanzee and bonobo) have the same expiry date, but they do not tend to live beyond 50. In Eve, her book on female evolution, Cat Bohannon reminds us that until recent generations, any human living beyond their 50s would be like seeing a unicorn, but post-industrial and scientific developments have led to an increase in human longevity, particularly in females, so perhaps there is simply a difference in ovarian and other cellular ageing?15




9Calibrating to change



Cultivating resilience






	Exercise: Where we physically adapt to different variables and sensations. Movements that take us into unfamiliar territory can allow us to explore evolving ‘edges’ of possibility with compassion.

	Contact with nature: Where we meet natural pathogens and ‘dangers’ – such as harmful bacteria, funghi, viruses and insects – and try out responses with less threat level. Psychologically, expansive spaces help to give a sense of perspective; also wonder and awe (see the section on the vagus nerve). Negotiating wild, untamed environments can remind us we are part of nature (in itself, like us, cyclical) and can help us to appreciate what is beyond our control. Coming out of sterile, urban environments is great for our respiratory and immune health – our immune system expects little assaults (scratches, insect bites) to the outer edges to direct its attention there. Modern stress tends to direct things inwards to gut and brain, whereas waking up the ‘edges’ (like we might do with dry brushing or massage) also directs the circulation and lymphatic motion out to the whole.

	Getting chilly: Thermogenesis, such as cold showers or ice baths, is where the body learns to adapt to changes in temperature, with a sudden rise in circulation and blood flow to the brain. Saunas and wild swimming have been gaining in popularity as excellent ways to self-regulate, improve immunity and adaptability, but even turning the shower temperature down for a few seconds can have the same effect.

	Being hungry between meals: Where we have the privilege to know that we will eat again, we consciously notice that we didn’t starve. Extended overnight fasting can give our bodies the opportunity to cleanse and reset.

	11Intellectual challenges: These evolve our understanding of the world, we become wiser. Neuroplasticity is the brain’s ability to adapt, which we can consciously inspire, especially as we age, by learning new skills that push us out of our comfort zones, forging new neural networks, connectivity, in our brains.








	Observing: Regular practice can help us to notice and listen in to our bodies when we become stressed, and connect how we act and feel as a result.

	Being present: Listening to what we are experiencing in the moment, not getting caught up in an ‘ideal’ based on our own previous or projected future or others’ perceived experiences.

	Not resisting change: It is impossible to stay young, and fighting it will only cause us suffering as we cling to a concept of a previous version of ourself that no longer exists. Instead, we can foster our adaptive capacities, elasticity, pliability in our tissues and mind-states.

	Being compassionate to the discomfort: Knowing we have survived similar ‘storms’ throughout life to get to this point, we can tune in to our capacity for self-regulation and soothing. Cultivating kindness, compassion, friendliness, generosity and non-judgement are real, strong attributes for resilience.

	Process and evolve: By bringing our deeper, held patterns of self-protection to awareness and acceptance – aware over beware!

	Getting excited: Contrary to the dominant social narrative, this is not the end, rather a transformative portal to the next stage of life. What might we envision that to be (see Chapter 12)?





Somatics vs toxic positivity








	Sighs and other involuntary noises

	Yawns

	Murmurs

	Tingles

	Shivers

	Shakes

	13Sensations at the base of the skull

	Inner ear shifts

	Tears

	Laughter

	Fluids gurgling

	Burps and farts!





Transitional lenses


Seasonality






14[image: A circular diagram depicting the Seasonal cycles of life, which illustrates a woman’s life stages. From clockwise:  Spring (Menarche) / Second Spring (Postmenopause), Summer (birthing babies/life projects), Autumn (Perimenopause), Winter (Menopause).  ]

Long Description for Figure 1.1














Nutritional support

Nourish your liver






	Cruciferous vegetables (cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, pak choi, cavalo nero, kale, etc.) contain sulphurophanes that support the liver to regulate oestrogen and progesterone, remove toxins from the body and may reduce risk of hormone-related cancers by reducing hormone-disrupting substances.

	Sulphur in these compounds is also an important component of skin, nails and hair. Other sulphur-containing foods are alliums (garlic, onions, leeks), beans, pulses, eggs and meat (choose organic for healthier fat profile and fewer added xenoestrogens).

	Reducing sweet tastes in favour of more sour and bitters helps the bile flow needed for hormone (and cholesterol) regulation, and digestive health. This also supports blood sugar balance for overall hormone balance.

	17Other liver-supportive foods are beetroot, watercress, avocado, nuts and seeds, turmeric, berries, green tea and dandelion.



Embodied practices


Constructive rest position (CRP)




	Place your feet hip-width apart, a comfortable distance away from your pelvis. Alternatively, knees dropping in to each other, toes turned in, so your back muscles feel soft and comfortable and your thighs do not need to engage to hold the position.

	Place a folded blanket or low cushion under your skull if your head drops back; tension from the back of the skull creates mirroring stress in the diaphragm and pelvis.




18Variations


	Place the balls of your feet onto a cushion or bolster to stabilize your legs and soften a tight lower back.

	If your knees tend to drop outwards, belt around the top of the thighs to create a cradle so your thighs don’t need to engage to stay in position.






	Gurning (aka facial distortion): Gives tense muscles a well-needed inner massage, releases the need to present ‘a mask’ to the world and can help you to drop any attachment you may have to taking your practice too seriously.

	Stretching the top lip over the top teeth: Releases tension directly in front of the base of the skull where tension can build up when standing.

	Sighing out ‘ahhh’: Opens space between the back teeth, palate and throat, naturally lengthens the exhalation and sets permission to come to this release throughout our practice.

	Gently moving the jaw side-to-side

	Rocking head subtly back and forth

	Moving your eyes side-to-side

	Sticking out your tongue

	Swallowing

	Squeezing your shoulders up to your ears, and letting go with a sigh

	Wagging your tailbone gently side-to-side

	Rotating the tailbone in very small circles



19Safety of the foetal position



Feldenkrais ‘half-bridge’ roll




	From CRP, on an inhalation, let one knee drop out to the side, rolling onto the side of that foot, then easefully exhale it back. Then move to the other leg, alternating the motion side-to-side with your breath.

	As you become more fluid, rooting through the foot on the ground, you can allow the pelvis on that side to lift, letting your belly roll with the knee that is dropping out. So, as you inhale and open the chest, a back arch evolves, and you can lift up into your heart, gently squeezing between your shoulder blades. Resist back with the inside of the knee that is pointed to the ceiling to 20lengthen the fascial line from there to the chest, creating space in between your hip bones.

	You can stay and explore into holding and pulsing into your body with the breath, from the active foot on the ground.

	You could also reach the opposite arm further away, even looking at that hand if comfortable for the neck. That shoulder may come off the ground and the arm rotate inward.



Rotating hips in with twist


	From CRP, cross your right leg over the left.

	Inhale your legs to the left, with your right shoulder and arm heavy on the ground and exhale back to centre. Follow this pendulum-type motion a few times.

	Start to reach out your right arm more on the diagonal and turn to look at your right hand; your back may arch and the shoulder may lift off the ground.

	Repeat on the other side.




Gravity pose – spinal decompression



Savasana (corpse pose)


‘Regular’ savasana


	Have a folded blanket/cushion under your head and a pillow or bolster under your knees.

	You could have your knees bent, feet wide, knees dropped in towards each other, which is softer for the lower spine.




Side-lying savasana



22Prone savasana



Reflections in savasana



	Bring your attention to your breath simply coming in and out. You’re not trying to breathe, rather noticing how it flows (or doesn’t, give it time).

	Notice how your body and breath might become more settled.

	If your mind is still busy and you are distracted, notice that compassionately and patiently. Keep bringing your quiet attention back to body and breath landing.





	Do you feel your body more clearly? What do you notice?

	How is your breath now?

	What is the quality of your attention? Do you feel more focused? Present? Distracted? Notice without judgement.



Subtle practices

The nasal breath




Lying support for pranayama (breathing practices)



	Use a bolster or long cushion, yoga blocks or folded blankets, with a blanket or pillow for your head, which sets the relationship between your chest and skull.

	Whatever lift you use, check that your chest is lifted, there is no jamming into your lower back, and your chin is drawn in towards your chest. Any pinching in your lower back can be soothed by manually smoothing your buttock flesh away from your back to elongate and create space.

	Arms out to the side – you may need folded blankets or pillows under your arms to support tight shoulders and ease any excessive pulling across your upper chest.

	After all breath enquiries, spend time simply being and noticing. Finish your practice with the same level of awareness as you go in: move slowly, expanding from smaller movements. Roll to your side to come up slowly, head and neck relaxed.



The four stages of breathing


	Inhalation: Observe as you draw in air in a smooth and continuous stream, with soft nostrils.

	24Pause after inhaling: Notice the natural holding at the peak of the in-breath, where you take in oxygen into the lungs – this is like a suspension in time, a still point.

	Exhalation: Observe the release of the out-breath alongside a softening of your eyes, jaw and temples.

	Pause after exhaling: This offers the space for the inhalation to come in with least effort. The pause after exhalation is commonly interrupted in stress breathing patterns, where we tend to inhale before the exhale can come to completion. When we need to stay motivated or ready to deal with danger, this can keep us in alert states, but can be wearing as it uses up so much energy. Allowing this pause can help bring us down from overly heightened nervous system states.



Focused breathing



	Lie or sit in a fully supported position with your eyes closed.

	Soften your body anywhere you notice you are tight.

	Count the beginning of each inhalation, until you reach ten. Don’t worry if you get lost (this isn’t a maths test!) rather a tool for focusing your attention. Be patient and softly attentive.

	Then move your count to the beginning of your exhalation. If your mind wanders or you lose count, simply start again at one.



Diaphragmatic breathing






Reflective pause

Find balance with non-Western medicine approaches



26Elements of Thai Medicine




	
	Qualities
	Anatomy
	In Balance
	Too much
	Too little





	Earth
	Solidity, resistance and support
	All solid ‘matter’ aspects of our physicality
	Grounded, stable, resilient, calm
	Muscle aches and pains. Slow or dull digestion, inertia, depression, congestion, lack of motivation, chronic fatigue
	Brittle hair, bones and nails, easily wounded, can’t maintain weight



	Water
	Cohesion and fluidity
	In all bodily fluids
	Adaptable and ‘in flow’
	Indecisive, mucus, phlegm production, water retention
	Stagnation, dryness, constipation



	Fire
	Heat, transformation and ripening
	Provides warmth. Causes emotion and fever. Ageing and decay. Digestion
	Motivated, efficient, incisive, warm, facilitates change
	Hot flushes, rage, irritation (emotional and physical, e.g. inflammation, asthma, eczema, IBS). Burnout
	Cold, unmotivated, resistant to change



	Wind
	Movement, growth and vibration
	




	Agile, adaptable, clear attention
	


	Brain fog, ‘stuckness’, bloating, indigestion, unfocused, depression



	Space
	Non-resistance, expansive and subtle
	In the spaces within the body, e.g. eyes, ears, nostrils, mouth
	Wise, spiritual
	Spaced out, hypermobility, ungrounded
	Congested, rigid, immovable, overly attached, tight soft tissue





	NB: None of these are ‘fixed’ specific to age: we may notice these qualities shifting through time and space, on micro or macro scales. We have a core constitutional element/s, which may become imbalanced over time.








Elemental body scan



	Feel the solidity of your bones, their earthy quality and weight.

	Notice sensations of water element, fluidity in your body; you might feel your pulse or digestive juices.

	Bring attention to where you literally feel fire, heat in your body, especially around your belly. You might notice how sensations 28change, even subtly. Perhaps reflect on what is changing, transforming right now.

	You can notice the element of wind through your breath. You might also observe the quality of your attention; are your thoughts ‘blowing around’ or still?

	Feel into the spaces in your body: your mouth and throat, between your forehead and the back of your skull, your lungs, your joints.
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