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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.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


INTRODUCTION

You breathe, on average, around 17,000 times a day (one breath = an inhale and an exhale). If you’re one of the lucky ones, and make it to the grand old age of 85, you will have around 520 million breaths to enjoy throughout your lifetime. Breathing is your very first, and will be your last, life experience. And everything in between.

For all these breaths, how does it feel to switch from the more commonly used phrase of “take a deep breath” to a new way of thinking about what it is we are doing when we breathe? What if you can learn to “make” a deep breath? And cook up a whole new way of living your life? Throughout this book I will share how, by engaging all parts of your respiratory system, you can improve the way you feel, simply by adjusting the way you breathe.

You will first bring awareness to how you breathe and learn how this influences all aspects of your life. You can then practise different breath techniques to help you feel more calm and energized. You will learn how to engage in a full diaphragmatic breath to lower your blood pressure, boost your circulation, improve your digestion and reduce feelings of stress. You can sharpen your concentration, learn the art of being present, understand how to release and heal emotions, and explore the deeper sides of your nature, all through fine-tuning and mastering your breathing.

Within these pages you will read advice, learn new breath methods, gain inspiration from respiratory consultants, world-class teachers, sleep experts, naturopaths, scientists, doctors and psychologists. As the title suggests, breathing well is the key to feeling better, and building a regular conscious breath practice, using different breath techniques, can help you to adopt an internal compass that will help you to navigate your way on the rollercoaster journey that is life.
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THE FOUR DIRECTIONS OF CONSCIOUS BREATHING
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If we breathe well in all four directions of the respiratory system, pelvic and diaphragm (south), nose, throat and upper chest (north), all lobes of the left and right lungs and ribcage (east and west) we can experience the fullness of life, with a balanced state of mind.

Sometimes our first conscious breath (the one which we bring new awareness to) can be profound.



HEALTHY BELLY BREATH

When describing a full, healthy breath, I often choose the image of a toddler walking around with a big rounded belly. We can visualize the diaphragm descending fully on an inhalation, gently moving the lower organs down, which creates an unapologetic protruding of the lower belly. The entire torso moves freely with each breath and there’s no muscular tension. You will never see toddlers pulling in their stomachs for photogenic purposes!

WHAT TAKES AWAY OUR “HEALTHY” BREATH?

Many aspects of our lives can impact negatively on the way we breathe. From traumatic birth experiences, unsettled family environments, the pressure to achieve the perfect figure (pulling in our bellies can trigger feelings of anxiety), to unhealthy living and working environments and the quality of the food we eat, our lifestyle can take its toll on our ability to breathe well.

I’ve observed the breath patterns of many children, including my own, and have noticed that we seem to lose a vital connection to our breath in the very early years of starting school. From wandering free as a toddler, breathing deeply, expressing emotions fully and living in the moment, playing and exploring without the distractions of a more mature mind, to then having to adhere to an educational regime. Sitting down for long periods, reduced playtime, along with having to deal with new social interactions and figures of authority (and the pressure of early years testing), the school environment can, for some, act as a prime catalyst for the beginnings of a dysfunctional breath pattern.

Other factors can cause our body to enter the stress response, including the quality of the air we breathe. For those living in a city, where polluted air is (tragically) the norm, I often wonder if rising stress levels are a result of us breathing less, as we subconsciously and sporadically begin to hold our breath to prevent toxins entering the body. These smaller, shallower breaths can become our default breath pattern and we can spend more of our time in an anxious “fight or flight” state. Over time this can be detrimental to our overall physical and mental health – recent research reveals that teenagers exposed to polluted air are more likely to suffer from depression.

Then there’s our internal landscape, our emotions. When we don’t feel able to express or engage with our feelings, our immediate reaction is to hold our breath, which prevents the natural flow of this energy and creates tension in the body. If these emotions remain unexpressed, tension can build up in the body, often within the core and respiratory muscles – and we can start to develop and sustain an inhibited breath pattern.

There are more innocent factors too – simple everyday choices like the clothes we wear can impede a full diaphragmatic breath. Tight jeans, corset-like bras, squeezed belts and restrictive fitted suits can all limit the range and depth of our breath. (Especially if worn as one outfit!)
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HOW DO WE LEARN TO BREATHE WELL?

The foundation of any breath practice should be re-establishing how to breathe in a full, healthy way. Subconsciously, we all know how to breathe well, we just need to spend a little more time developing a practice to remind ourselves how. This is what is should feel like:

○ Inhaling through the nose, the diaphragm descends and the belly, lower torso and lower back expand softly and fully. There should be a silent, effortless quality to the breath.

○ During the inhalation there can be an awareness of the pelvic diaphragm descending in unison with the respiratory diaphragm.

○ The ribs expand in east and west directions.

○ The upper chest and upper back lift slightly near the peak of the inhalation.

○ On exhaling, the air should exit via the nose, and the belly returns to its resting position in a calm manner.

○ The ribs will return to resting position as the lungs deflate.

○ The upper chest will also return to its rest position.

○ The rhythm of the breath should be flowing with no holding on. The inhalation should feel expansive, energizing and effortless. The exhale should be silent and smooth. A full, healthy breath should feel graceful and enlivening. The breath should support a perfect posture and vice versa.


“The wisest one-word sentence? Breathe.”

TERRI GUILLEMETS





THE BENEFITS OF BREATHING WELL

The average adult breathes at a pace of around 12 breaths per minute. Each and every one of these breaths can have a positive ripple effect on all the systems of the body.


CIRCULATORY:

Slowing our breathing rate decreases stress and lowers blood pressure.




DIGESTIVE:

The diaphragm massages the stomach, intestine and colon over 10,000 times a day. Full breaths = a healthy digestive system and can improve symptoms like IBS. Diaphragmatic breathing stimulates the “rest and digest” system, which helps the nutrients in the food we eat to be absorbed more efficiently.




ENDOCRINE:

Controlled yogic breathing slows the breath rate, activating the hypothalamus, which stops stress-producing hormones (cortisol and adrenaline) from being released into the body. Consequently the body feels safe and relaxed.




INTEGUMENTARY SYSTEM (SKIN/HAIR):

Evidence shows that deep diaphragmatic breathing improves tissue functioning, and controls glucose levels, which effects the ageing of cells. Deep breaths = glowing skin.




IMMUNE:

Healthy, conscious breath holding (if you are using a full diaphragmatic breath) can increase the production of neutrophils, which are the white blood cells vital for fighting off infection and disease.




LYMPHATIC:

Seventy per cent of all toxins leave the body via the lungs, and shallow breathing can lead to lymphatic congestion. The lymphatic system relies on the muscular movement of the diaphragm to expel toxins.




MUSCULAR:

Active breath practices help strengthen and condition the muscles, by sending more oxygen, or vital energy to them. Shallow breathing can cause a lack of oxygen in the muscles and this creates physical tension in the body. A regular breath practice can release tension in the diaphragm, intercostal and core muscles, naturally allowing for a deeper, fuller and healthier breath.




NERVOUS SYSTEM:

We can move from a sympathetic to a parasympathetic state in just a few breaths. Slow, full breaths also stimulate the vagus nerve, the longest cranial nerve in the body. “Vagus” stems from the word vagabond, and this wandering nerve guides the body back into a calm and relaxed state. Research shows that an extended exhalation (if using a full diaphragmatic breath) releases a shot of vagusstoff (vagus substance) into the body, which acts like a natural tranquilizer.




REPRODUCTIVE:

A full deep breath engages the pelvic diaphragm and will increase blood flow to the ovaries and testes – which will also improve sensations during sex.




RESPIRATORY:

The only system of the body that is both voluntary and involuntary. Practising conscious breath techniques allows us to reap all the benefits of this magical system, which is the gateway to the production of energy and life itself.




SKELETAL:

A full diaphragmatic breath helps to build a healthy posture. And vice versa.




URINARY:

Deep breathing can strengthen and tone the pelvic floor, which stabilizes the function of the urinary system. Together, the respiratory and urinary systems regulate the pH of fluids.



Ultimately, a full breath will give your entire physical body much more energy!



NOSE VS MOUTH BREATHING

Breathwork has been around for 10,000 years. Yogis use it to energize the body and mind and transcend states. Athletes use it to improve their performance, midwives and doulas offer it to relieve pain during childbirth and psychologists teach mindful breath techniques to help clients retrain the nervous system. There are a plethora of techniques available for us to experience from ancient yogic pranayamas, which focus on nasal breath techniques, to the more modern open-mouth practices, such as Clarity Breathwork, Alchemy of Breath, Transformational Breath® and many more.

I love both nose and mouth breathing techniques. The more breath-controlled yogic techniques have both calming and energizing effects, while mouth-breathing techniques can help us tap into the subconscious part of ourselves, which can lead to a (temporary) esoteric state of mind.

THE NOSE KNOWS

The nose is the first port of call for the air we breathe. The nasal passageways are covered in tiny hairs or cilia and these act as a vital filtering system, clearing dust particles and irritants from the air. When we inhale through our nose, the air is warmed and humidified, making it easier for the lungs to breathe. For the health of our lungs, during everyday activities we should ALWAYS breathe through the nose.

Nitric oxide produced in the nasal cavity is an important neurotransmitter. With regular practice of nasal breathing (and conscious healthy breath-holding), we can regulate the production of nitric oxide, which can have a positive impact on our wellbeing. This “magic molecule” relays information from nerves to cells across a wide range of bodily functions, from digestion to sexual arousal. It helps to lower blood pressure by widening blood vessels and other research suggests it plays a role in memory and learning.

NASAL CYCLE

It’s easy to assume that when we breathe, we use both nostrils equally. However, either your left or right nostril will be doing more of the “breathwork”. Surprisingly only one nostril is working fully at any given time. This dominant nostril will switch around every 2.5 hours throughout a 24-hour period. This allows for the air filtering system in each nasal cavity to rest. Also, according to yoga texts, our dominant nostril also reveals much about our state of mind. Some nasal breath techniques (included within this book) involve a “sniff-like” action through the nose. This movement, executed well, can strengthen, tone and exercise the diaphragm creating a fuller, deeper breath.

WHICH NOSTRIL IS WORKING NOW?

○ Block the left nostril and breathe in and out through the right nostril only. Take 3 or 5 breaths here.

○ Now block the right nostril and breathe in and out through the left nostril only. Take 3 or 5 breaths.

○ Whichever nostril is easier to breathe through is your dominant nostril!

Ancient yogis practised right nostril breathing to activate the left hemisphere of the brain and suggested if we engage in “right-nostril only” breathing, we can help activate the more creative, introspective, intuitive, artistic and poetic sides of our nature.

If you practise “left nostril only” breathing, the right side of the brain starts firing, triggering more analytical, logical and active ways of thinking. Alternate Nostril Breathing helps the brain to find a balance between the two and has been proven to help access a more meditative state of mind.

MOUTH BREATHING

Following my years of yoga teacher training, I came across Transformational Breath® and in my first session, the certified facilitator asked me to open my mouth to breathe. The request conflicted with my yoga-trained mind so I resisted at first. An hour later I was in such a state of bliss, I felt reluctant to open my eyes and rejoin the real world.

This particular breath technique is the creation of the remarkable Dr Judith Kravitz. Judith has been teaching conscious connected breathwork for over 45 years. Here’s what she has to say about the therapeutic effects of open-mouth breathing:


“Mouth breathing accesses the lower parts of the respiratory system and lower energy centres, which is where we want to begin to build our open breath – from the lower abdomen, diaphragm, then flowing upward to the chest and upper chest. I have also noticed that the seat of the subconscious is located in the lower abdominal areas, energetically and physically. So, to fully access those suppressed matters, we need to breathe fully and deeply into the lower belly and abdomen.”

DR JUDITH KRAVITZ, COFOUNDER OF TRANSFORMATIONAL BREATH®



So, to breathe, or not to breathe, through the mouth? In everyday breathing, breathing in and out through the nose is sound advice to follow. For deeper, more therapeutic work, a combination of nose and mouth breath practices can be profound, and even life-changing for some.
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“We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.”

TALMUDIC TEACHING





DISCOVER YOUR UNIQUE BREATH PATTERN

There are around 7.6 billion people in the world and, remarkably, even though we share the same air, we all breathe in a completely unique way – the pace, rhythm and flow of our breath is as distinctive as our thumbprint.

It’s helpful (and enlightening for many) to discover the characteristics of our unique breath pattern. Sometimes we need the eye of a fully trained breath worker to analyse and make sense of this pattern, helping to identify anything that might be having a negative impact on us. But luckily, we can discover much on our own.

BREATHE…

○ Get as comfortable as possible. Sit or lie down, allowing the body to feel supported, either with cushions or pillows. It’s important to simply observe the breath and resist the urge to consciously change the way you breathe in any way at this point.

○ Gently place one hand on your lower belly (a couple of inches below the belly button) and the other on the upper chest (just below the



























BREATH TECHNIQUES

TO ESTABLISH A FULLER DIAPHRAGMATIC BREATH


TRANSFORMATIONAL BREATH®



BREATHE…
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BREATH TECHNIQUES

TO ESTABLISH MORE BREATH IN THE UPPER CHEST





TWO-BEAT BREATHE
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