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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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The ancients knew a thing or two, they really did. Modern science is only just catching up with concepts our ancestors understood millennia ago. Ayurveda, the medicine of ancient India, had detailed knowledge of paediatrics and psychiatry, surgery and toxicology 3,000 years ago. Over 2,500 years ago, the Greek sage, Hippocrates, claimed that we should be aiming for a healthy mind in a healthy body, yet the interplay of mental, emotional and physical health is only just being accepted by modern doctors.

An understanding of the quantum realm permeates the sacred texts of India and Tibet, as well as the Qabalah, the esoteric side of Judaism. The great quantum physicists Bohr, Heisenberg and Schrödinger read the Vedas (Indian sacred texts) and were inspired by ancient Indian and Chinese thought. And those are just the cultures that wrote down their wisdom – many others, equally ancient and learned, kept to an oral tradition. So, this book is the very antithesis of a new fad. This is living wisdom that has been used for thousands of years. It has been tried and tested by literally millions of people, handed down from generation to generation for one simple reason: it works.

I have been studying this cornucopia of wisdom for the last 30 years. I was lucky enough, first as a journalist and then as an author, to interview countless wisdom keepers in the ancient traditions. In this book, I’ll be introducing you to techniques from a wide variety of sources. However, the main focus will fall on the great healing traditions of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), Ayurveda and Tibetan medicine – purely because these are the ones of which I have the most experience. Sadly, European wisdom traditions were not able to develop and flourish in the same way – mainly because so many of our wise women and men (the so-called witches) were murdered in the burning times. However, a diluted form has survived in naturopathy so we’ll certainly be diving into some of these cures. Equally, many of the great healing traditions of the Americas, Africa and Australia were decimated by colonialism – it’s heartrending to think how much knowledge has been killed along with its guardians.

Ancient wisdom sees health as something far more than simple lack of disease – it is living at one’s fullest. It is an integration of mind, body and those ineffable concepts of soul and spirit. It is about connection – with ourselves, with our community and with the wider world. So I also call on the shamanic traditions that shaped our ancestors’ worlds, with their understanding of our inescapable link with nature – we are human animals, not separate and not so special. Modern psychology is now realising things that were common knowledge in the old world – we need a connection with nature, with our planet. We are social animals – we need community, we need ritual, we need meaning. Our ancestors knew this. They came together to celebrate the yearly cycle of the seasons, the life passages of the tribe. They gathered around the fire and told stories, shared hopes and fears, supported one another in joy and grief. Nowadays we often live in separation, each tucked away in our little boxes – we yearn for the ancient hearth, for communal warmth, for the widest sense of family. We are not meant to be alone. So we won’t just look at healing our bodies – we will spread our net wide.
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I have designed this book so you can dip in and out. The hope is that you will feel inspired to try just a few new ideas, to make little tweaks to your lifestyle. Be warned, this kind of authentic living is addictive and you may well find your new habits snowballing into a new way of living – a good one, I hasten to add.

I have split the content into the seasons. Our forebears watched the natural world. They learned that every season possesses a different energy and that, if we want to stay healthy and happy, we need to adapt our lives according to the wheel of the year. This thinking lies at the heart of Ayurveda, Tibetan medicine, Chinese Five Element medicine and the indigenous American traditions – to name just a few. It makes sense that we should shift and adapt our diet and lifestyle according to the season. Despite all our advances, all our technology, we are still governed by the rhythms of the natural world. Nature has cycles – times of thrusting vitality, relaxed plenty, storing and harvesting and times for withdrawal and rest. In the past, we had little choice but to follow the shifting pattern of the year. Our ancestors lived close to the land; they knew its cycles like the backs of their hands. Yet we no longer watch the sky, the earth, the rivers and seas – we have fallen out of communion with our wider world. If nothing else, I’d love it if you could be more aware of your relationship with this still beautiful world in which we live.

Let’s start with some basic background on the forms of healing we’ll be investigating. Please be aware that this book is merely scratching the surface of the fountain of ancient wisdom. My hope is that Ancient Wisdom for Modern Living might inspire you to delve deeper, to find a tradition that inspires you, that calls to you, and to explore with your heart wide open.
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AYURVEDA

Ayurveda is known as the ‘Mother of Medicine’. At least 5,000 years old, the ancient Indian texts call it ‘eternal’ as its principles were said to have been passed down to humankind from a chain of gods leading back to Brahma, father of all gods. The name comes from two Sanskrit words – ‘ayus’, meaning life, and ‘veda’ meaning knowledge.

We are so lucky that written texts document the tenets and history of Ayurveda. They suggest that the medicine practised from about 1,500 BCE to 500 CE was incredibly advanced, with detailed knowledge of paediatrics, psychiatry, surgery, geriatrics, toxicology, general medicine and other specialities. Students studied six philosophical systems: the study of logic; evolution and causality; the discipline of body and spirit (yoga); moral behaviour; pure esoteric knowledge; and even the theory of the atom.

When India suffered invasions in the Middle Ages, the system began to fall apart and the universities were broken up. The British were the final nail in the coffin of Ayurveda, bringing Western medicine with them from the eighteenth century, and establishing their own universities. Luckily, the Indian Congress affirmed support for Ayurveda in 1921 when Mahatma Gandhi opened the first new college for Ayurvedic medicine. Now Ayurveda is routinely practised alongside Western medicine in India.

Ayurvedic physicians undergo vigorous medical training for five or six years. Full-on Ayurveda can be stringent, to put it mildly. Daily schedules could involve rising before sunrise for a routine involving tongue scraping, body oiling, yoga, meditation – all before breakfast. Some parts of Ayurveda may appear a tad flaky. Physicians may prescribe particular types of jewellery or colours of clothing but, as we’ll see, there is method in their apparent madness – colours do affect us, both physically and emotionally, while crystals carry particular healing frequencies.

Personally, I find a full-on Ayurvedic lifestyle simply too tough to fit in with a modern Western lifestyle. It can get very complicated. However, I do think it’s really worth looking into to understand your fundamental nature and how you might be falling out of balance. There are some really simple fixes and tweaks that can make a lot of difference.

PHILOSOPHY

Body and mind are seen as inseparable in Ayurveda; each influences the other. Then there is ‘soul’ – an eternal form of energy which is said to animate our mind–body. Each person’s individual soul-energy is, in turn, linked with the wider energies of the universal soul and cosmic energy. So we are separate yet part of the whole, linked with other people and allied with the universe. I find this a hugely comforting thought.

It also has a knock-on effect in daily life. It’s not enough to make changes purely on the physiological level – health and wellbeing come about by achieving harmony both within ourselves and within our wider environment. If we could all take that on board, wouldn’t our world be a different place?

The Ayurvedic texts teach that beyond the cosmos lies a state of pure consciousness that developed a desire to experience itself. This led to a split into primordial universal energy (purusa) and cosmic substance (prakruti). Purusa is active and energising; it breathes life into prakruti, bringing about three essential qualities known as the gunas – sattva, rajas and tamas. Sattva consists of truth, beauty and equilibrium; rajas is all about power and impetus; while tamas manifests as restriction and obstruction.

From tamas rise the elements – ether, air, fire, water and earth – from which the physical world around us is born.

Each physical atom consists of the five elements: its weight comes from earth, its cohesion from water, its energy from fire, its motion from air and the space between its particles are made of ether. So the whole human body is composed of the five elements and an excess or lack of one or more elements can be the cause of imbalance, eventually leading to illness.

DOSHAS AND DIAGNOSIS

Over time, Ayurveda came up with a form of shorthand for working out imbalances – three bioenergies or doshas, which are combinations of the five elements. Vata is a combination of ether and air; pitta of fire with water; kapha of water and earth. In an ideal state, we would have all three doshas in perfect balance. Unsurprisingly, this is rare.

The dosha that dominates within our body gives rise to our prakruti, or mind–body type. This affects everything about us – our shape and weight, our predisposition to certain illnesses, the kinds of food we should eat, how we react to situations.

Finding and balancing your doshas can be a truly liberating experience. People who have never been able to lose weight can find the excess simply vanishing as they rid their body of the foods that increase kapha. Equally, those who are just ‘too spacey’ can find a vata-soothing lifestyle will bring them down to earth. The benefits aren’t just physical: soothing imbalanced doshas can help your memory and concentration, can allow you to sleep better, help you deal with stress, anxiety and depression, make you less irritable and even improve your sex life.

Where Ayurveda can become confusing is when you find that, although you are predominantly, say, vata, you also seem to have several strong characteristics of another dosha that seem to contradict your main one. In an ideal world, I’d say consult an Ayurvedic physician for an individualised programme. However, you can go a long way working with common sense and intuition.

Let’s look at the three doshas for an overview.
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Vata (air and ether)

Physical characteristics: Slim with light bones, prominent joints and tendons. Rarely puts on weight. Skin is dry and delicate, easily affected by the weather. Hands are usually cold with little perspiration. Nails are often brittle. Appetite is irregular – sometimes ravenous, sometimes can’t be bothered. Loves to snack or nibble. Walks quickly and always seems to be in a hurry.

Mind and emotions: Enthusiastic, outgoing and talkative, but with changeable moods and thoughts. Highly creative, imaginative and full of ideas; quickly becomes bored with routine. Easily becomes stressed and anxious. Dreams frequently but can’t remember dreams on waking.

When vata is unbalanced: Can cause constipation, bloating and wind, aching joints, dry skin and hair, brittle nails, headaches, sharp pains, eczema or dry rashes, nervous disorders, failing memory, confusion.

Times dominated by vata energy: 2–6pm and 2–6am. Vata seasons are autumn and winter.

Diet: The vata-soothing diet is all about warm, unctuous comfort food – think bowls of pasta drenched in sauce, porridge, cosy apple crumbles. A certain amount of natural sweetness and oiliness (sweet fruit, butter, oil, maple syrup) is good. Avoid cold foods and iced drinks, dry or frozen foods or leftovers. Raw food and juices are a big no-no for vata too.

Exercise: Vata’s natural inclination is for fast high-energy sports and activities – running (sprinting in particular), HIIT, spinning, downhill skiing, fast-paced classes with loud music. To soothe vata, slow the pace – hill walking (taking in the view, rather than focusing on the Fitbit), yoga, Pilates or tai chi are ideal.

Lifestyle: Regularity and routine are key. Learn to recognise the signs of overdrive and slow down. Meditation is vata’s best friend. Calm, gentle creative pursuits will soothe vata beautifully. Keeping warm (in all senses) is vital – a safe, caring environment, with steams and saunas. Hygge, and its Scottish cousin, coorie, are made for vata. Getting enough sleep will also help to keep vata on an even keel – avoid late nights and night shifts.

Pitta (fire and water)

Physical characteristics: Average build and bone structure. Can easily gain and lose weight. Skin is soft and may tend to be reddish or freckled. Hands often perspire a lot. Nails are flexible but quite strong. Appetite is good. Irritable if forced to skip meals. Loves high-protein foods. Pitta walks purposefully and in a determined fashion.

Mind and emotions: Strong-minded and purposeful, thrives on challenges and is a natural leader with a keen intellect. Efficient and perfectionist (can be a bit bossy), likes well-planned routines. Becomes angry or irritable under stress. Dreams vividly and often in colour – easily remembers dreams.

When pitta is unbalanced: Can cause rashes and allergies, inflammation, heartburn, ulcers, acidity, feverish complaints, sore throats, intense feelings of anger, frustration or jealousy.

Times dominated by pitta energy: 10am–2pm and 10pm–2am. Pitta season is high summer.

Diet: Pitta usually loves hot spicy foods, meat and alcohol (they’re the typical curry and beer, or steak and red wine types). Unfortunately, this diet doesn’t love them back. Cut right down on greasy foods, caffeine, salt, red meat, alcohol and highly spiced foods to soothe pitta. Cooling calming foods – fresh fruit and vegetables, milk, soft cheeses, wholegrains and bitter greens – may sound boring but they balance pitta a treat.

Exercise: Pitta adores any form of competitive sport – even a simple game of ping-pong brings out the killer instinct. Solo workouts can teach pitta to focus on how they are feeling, rather than watching everyone else. Slow focused forms of yoga (yin or hatha rather than ashtanga) are superb. Water sports are supremely calming and soothing for pitta while winter sports in the snow and ice also help cool the pitta fire.

Lifestyle: Keeping cool (in all ways) is the key to balancing pitta. Avoiding physical heat, staying out of the sun and steering clear of steams and saunas will help, as will steering clear of emotional and intellectual conflicts. A cool shower or bath is ideal or, at the least, finish off with a cool rinse. Pitta is highly organised so introducing some spontaneity stops life becoming too goal-orientated. Take a walk or muse out of the window ‘just for the hell of it’. Doing absolutely nothing is highly therapeutic (if painful) for pitta.

Kapha (earth and water)

Physical characteristics: Large boned and heavy build with broad shoulders and wide hips. Finds it hard to lose weight. Skin can be oily, but is usually cool to the touch. Nails are thick and strong, and hair can be oily. Enjoys food and doesn’t like skipping meals (but can easily do so without ill effects). Loves fatty, starchy foods. Walks slowly and steadily.

Mind and emotions: Easy-going, reliable, and calm. Thrives on a regular routine, keeps projects running smoothly and steadily. A great team player. Will avoid stress at all costs. Only remembers very clear or significant dreams.

When kapha is unbalanced: Can become prone to excess weight, fluid retention, excess mucus, bronchitis, sinus problems, asthma, congestion, frequent colds, depression.

Times dominated by kapha energy: 6–10am and 6–10pm. Kapha season is spring.

Diet: Kapha needs to say no to iced food and drinks, cut right down on sugar, and avoid too much bread (gluten is often a problem). Dairy can also aggravate kapha, producing mucus. Light, warm and dry foods suit kapha – nothing too stodgy or greasy. A certain amount of carbohydrate is fine – light grains such as millet, barley or rye work well – and plenty of fresh vegetables are healing. Sprinkle herbs and spices liberally. Kapha could also do with watching portion size – a smaller plate could ease off that tendency to gain weight.

Exercise: Kapha will happily lounge around doing nothing – although their strength and stamina make them great at endurance sports and most shot putters and wrestlers have kapha in their makeup. Challenge kapha with activities that stimulate both mind and body – Zumba, kickboxing, martial arts. Kapha needs plenty of physical exercise – try to incorporate activity into every day.

Lifestyle: Kapha feels safe and snug when everything stays the same so shaking things up a little can stop life becoming sluggish. Simple things like varying the route to work or shifting round the living room can help. Watch different types of movies or TV shows. Check out new evening classes or meetups to learn new things and meet different people. Letting go is also key. Kapha hoards, clinging onto things like grim death – be it people, emotions, physical weight.





TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE
(TCM)

In ancient China, you paid your doctor while you were well and stopped paying when you became sick. It was, and still is, the ultimate form of preventative medicine.

Patients were taught how to eat correctly, how to exercise, how to breathe, and how to adjust their home and work environment for optimum living. Tonics were given to ease the change into each season, to keep in perfect balance with the world around us. If you did fall sick, you would be given acupuncture, acupressure, herbal remedies or particular forms of bodywork.

Nowadays, more and more strands of ancient Chinese culture are becoming accepted. Research is ongoing into acupuncture and Chinese herbalism. Massage therapists are learning techniques such as acupressure and tuina and finding their clients respond with amazing results. Feng shui, the Chinese art of placement in architecture and interior design, is becoming accepted even by hard-nosed businesspeople. Even the complex oracle, the I Ching, is being used increasingly as a tool for greater happiness and success, teaching people the best and most auspicious time and way to proceed in important life choices.

To the Chinese it all seems very obvious. All of life is energy and energy is constantly changing and flowing. The energy that abounds with the bright morning sun is quite different from that of the glowing sunset; the vigorous thrusting energy of spring cannot be compared to the apparent emptiness of winter; a cluttered apartment has a completely different atmosphere from a soaring cathedral. In order to pass through life healthily and successfully you need to get into the flow, to move seamlessly in harmony with the vital energies of the earth and cosmos, rather than fighting against them.

The underlying philosophy is that good health (in body, mind and spirit) revolves around the correct flow of ‘qi’ (pronounced ‘chi’), the subtle energy of the body. Qi flows around the body in channels called meridians; along the meridians lie hundreds of points that link the various organs and functions of the body. Ayurveda has the same concept – it calls vital energy, prana, and the acupoints are described as ‘marma’ points.

THE MAIN MERIDIAN CHANNELS
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If we look after ourselves, eating the right kinds of food, doing the right kinds of exercise, keeping our bodies and minds balanced, the qi in our bodies will flow smoothly and correctly. If we make unhealthy lifestyle choices, our levels of qi fall out of balance with a corresponding drop in vital energy or even the possibility of disease. In a similar way, qi flows through houses and landscapes and can be blocked or allowed to rush through in a completely undisciplined manner.

YIN AND YANG

According to TCM, the world is also divided into two forces – yin and yang. Yin is considered to be mysterious, unrevealed, hidden, esoteric. It’s the energy of contraction, of gathering energy, the hibernating potential. Meanwhile yang is expansive, outward moving, rising activity, expending energy. It’s the expression of potential. Each has the seed of the other within it because all is movement and flow. When we’re in balance our energy moves constantly between the two poles. The well-known symbol is a fabulous sign of eternal flow.

In addition, there are the five elements to consider: fire, earth, metal (or air), water and wood. When TCM practitioners diagnose, they don’t just check for the flow of qi, they are looking to see how much of each element is within the body and what kind of energy is being transmitted. Then they can stimulate or quieten unbalanced organs or body systems by food, exercise, massage, herbs or the needles of acupuncture.

While Western science is just beginning to accept the idea of biorhythms, natural shifts in human energy, the Chinese have known about it for thousands of years. They divide each day into different phases according to the kind of energy that prevails – yang rules from midnight until noon while yin moves in to govern noon until midnight. Recognising that human energy shifts accordingly, early morning has always been associated for the Chinese with high energy while mid-afternoon (high yin time) is yawning siesta time. Orthodox physiologists are now discovering what the Chinese have always known: each organ receives energy at different times of the day or year. Asthma attacks don’t occur more frequently in the night by chance, but because 3am is the time when the lungs are at the height of their energetic activity. High noon is the most likely time to have a heart attack because this is the hour of the heart’s maximum activity. Why do most people have their major bowel movement first thing in the morning? You could put it down to potty training, but more likely it’s because the large intestine receives the largest amount of energy at that time.

Yin and yang work in larger cycles too. Each month has its yin and yang phases – yin rules from the full moon until the new moon, while yang takes over from the new moon until the moon is full once again. And the whole year shifts to the yin/yang rhythm – fresh new yang rises with bounding energy and vitality in spring and reaches its full, abundant maturity in the height of summer. Then yin begins to rise and takes us down through the quiet of autumn into the depths of winter.

THE ‘EVIL’ ENERGIES

We all carry all the various elements within us and, in an ideal world, they would all be in balance. However, perhaps inevitably given the stress, strain and pollution of modern life, few of us are naturally in balance. Poor food choices, insufficient exercise and the numerous environmental pollutants in the world take their toll. Our bodies don’t naturally adapt to the shifts in energy that occur with each season and so we fall ill or feel generally under par. The Chinese would say that we have fallen prey to an ‘evil’ energy, upsetting the delicate internal balance between yin and yang.

THE FIVE ELEMENTS

Wood

The element associated with spring, wood is the fresh yang stage of the seasonal cycle – young, expansive, energetic and explosive. It provides creative energy, increased sexuality, vigour and growth. Wood energy within the body nourishes the muscles and the tissues. It governs the gall bladder and the liver. Within the psyche it calls for free expression, for the freedom and space to explore ideas, to try new things. If wood is blocked it can cause feelings of frustration, stagnation, jealousy and anger.

Fire

This is the element of summer, which arises when the creative power of wood grows and matures into the full yang of fire. This is the creative force at the height of its power – everything is expansive, fully grown, satisfied. Fire, quite naturally, warms the heart and human emotions. Within the body it circulates the blood and keeps our own vital energy, or qi, moving. It is also responsible for the digestive fire of the small intestine. Fire is open and generous, abundant, joyous and brave. If you block fire it can cause heart problems, hypertension or disorders of the nervous system, giving us a tendency to become nervous, hysterical or neurotic.

Earth

A strange time – although the Chinese divide the year neatly into four seasons they also recognise a fifth, a period between high summer and autumn in which everything is in perfect balance. It is a mellow time during which neither yin nor yang rule. This is the fulcrum of the year – everything is poised, everything is full and ripe; it provides a feeling of ease and well-being, comfort and completeness. Earth is the embodiment of nourishment and vitality and
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