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Introduction

The world of health and well-being is growing rapidly, and it is such an exciting time as more and more people take a positive interest in leading healthier, more fulfilled lives. There is so much around us inspiring us to be the best versions of ourselves that it has become almost impossible to avoid some sort of consciousness about the way we eat, move and treat our bodies, as well as the planet.

While this engagement in healthy living gets more than its fair share of bad press, I’m with the school of thought that it is undoubtedly a really positive thing to get people moving and thinking a little bit more about what they are eating and where their food is coming from. However, the difficulty is knowing how to adapt what other people are doing to suit your own body, budget and lifestyle. So while it’s great to be inspired by others, the key to a healthy, happy lifestyle lies in the evolution of our own habits, which are relevant to us as individuals.

There is now such an endless number of resources where we can find information about how to live our lives, what to eat, how to work out, and so on, that it has become a total minefield, and it can be hard to know who to listen to or where to begin. Many of us are drawn to take a very prescriptive approach when it comes to the way we eat and exercise in particular. It is often much easier when something is laid out in front of us, so we seek out diet plans, fitness programmes and regimented routines that have been designed by somebody else. Our bodies and lifestyles differ so much that what works wonders for one person just doesn’t necessarily suit the next. It is impossible to create a one-size-fits-all programme that works for everyone.

When I first decided to reassess my diet and lifestyle, I latched onto a specific format of diet and exercise in order to establish a new routine. I thought that by mirroring other people’s efforts I would achieve my goal of feeling my best, only to realize that because we are all so different – physically, mentally and in how we live our lives – I needed to tune into my own body and mind, and adapt to what I needed as an individual.

I began writing this book as a way of sharing simple recipes, but it evolved to include a lot more than food. I have learned so much, not only about myself but about all the amazing ways in which you can help yourself to feel good beyond the way you eat that it seemed only right to share a whole package of holistic well-being.

For me, the three pillars of health and happiness are the mind, the body and the food that you eat. All three must be in balance in order to find a truly sustainable and comfortable lifestyle. When you start to take responsibility for one of these areas – for example, paying attention to dietary habits – over time it becomes natural to expand this taking of responsibility into the rest of your life, too. When you begin to realize how much of a positive impact you can have on the way you feel, you want to promote that in other areas of your life. By contrast, if in trying to commit to new changes you end up losing yourself in any one of these areas, concentrating solely on that, you can find that your lifestyle becomes more challenging and you will no longer be able to maintain your newfound regime.

By drawing inspiration from the people, things and world around you, taking just the bits that suit you and leaving the rest out, without beating yourself up for going about things differently from someone else, you can find out what works for you. I really believe it isn’t about success or failure, but about celebrating your own individuality and creating conditions that allow you to be the best version of yourself. I found that as I focused on one of these areas (I’ll explain a bit more in the next section, but for me, a change in diet was really my starting point), my attitude towards other aspects of my life started to change, having a positive knock-on effect and driving me to create conditions for a truly healthy, happy lifestyle.
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I have been, and continue to be, on a fascinating journey of self-discovery, learning a little more about myself every day. I have come to realize how powerful this knowledge is, and that it can really influence the many different parts of my life, allowing me to take decisions that nurture me. Most noticeably, I have learned to be kinder towards and more accepting of myself, something that so many of us find challenging. I still continue to learn and grow every day, and I hope that I will do so for ever. In the meantime, I want to share the power of this process and help guide you through all the confusing and conflicting information. I want to help you make sense of it all in a way that is manageable, that fits in with your life and allows you to really understand what it is that you need in order to find your own sense of balance.

Some of you might be reading this book because you are looking for a way to overcome a digestive disorder or low energy levels – or perhaps you’ve realized that you are not feeling as good as you would like. If this sounds familiar, then in many ways your motivation is probably already in place. You know why you are trying to make changes and can see how much your life could be improved if you can relieve yourself of whatever symptoms you are experiencing. However, when you try something and it doesn’t work out, it can be incredibly frustrating – I know that from my own experience. For you, persevering when you can’t find a quick fix may be challenging at times, but hopefully you will soon recognize the things that do and do not suit you.

Others of you perhaps might be a little curious, and even if you don’t have a specific cause for immediate change, you might simply be interested in learning more about yourself or how to live life to the fullest. For you, making changes to your lifestyle can be harder to commit to, but perhaps a little less frustrating.

‘Nothing about this book is intended to be prescriptive. The aim is to share with you a few ideas to help you work through your own journey, at a pace that suits you, in order to discover what makes you feel your absolute best.’

Alternatively, you may not fit in with either of those groups and maybe just picked this book up at random – if so, why not continue to flick through just a little longer and perhaps you’ll spot something you like the look of, or a sentence or two that resonate with you? Whoever you are, taking the time to focus on yourself is a really positive exercise that can help you to get the most out of life, and hopefully help you to learn and grow in ways you might not have known you could.

I would never want to tell anyone how to approach their own life, but as you go through this book I would urge you to be open-minded, to step outside your comfort zone and go with the flow. Trial and error can be incredibly frustrating, but for most of us quick fixes just don’t exist, especially if you are looking for long-term change. If you can find comfort in the idea that you are trying to do what is best for your mind and body, and that each day is a step towards figuring it all out, the whole process will become more manageable, no matter what setbacks you may face.

I hope this book serves as a guide for you. Nothing about it is intended to be prescriptive. The aim is to share a few ideas to help you work through your journey, at a pace that suits you. The most important thing to remember is that there is no right or wrong, no pass or fail. This is all about you, learning about yourself and creating a life that allows you to feel your very best.

Another thing that I find so helpful to remember is that we are all insignificant. I mean this in the best possible way. Every time you face a problem that feels totally terrifying, take a step back and know that as much as you may think your actions will completely rock the world, they truly won’t. Each of us, alone, is insignificant, but together we are a powerful force. Let’s create individual consciousness on a large scale. Let’s play, learn, grow and inspire the people around us. And most importantly, let’s find ourselves, and learn to enjoy each moment, because nothing in life is permanent.

I want to show you how to fall in love with taking care of yourself – to help you navigate through the processes of connecting with yourself, and opening the door for you to walk through in order to find your own true balance.
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A bit of background

What I am sharing with you in this book is all stuff I learned on my journey to improve my physical and mental well-being. You can draw inspiration from different theories, examples and other people’s experiences, holding on to just the bits that work for you and letting go of the things that don’t.

Throughout my teenage years, and especially as I got to university, I struggled a lot with both energy levels and digestive issues. Things seemed to get worse and worse until eventually I felt that it was having such an impact on my quality of life that I totally despaired. I remember calling my mum on an almost daily basis at a total loss about what to do. Every time I ate I was in so much discomfort, and not a moment went by that I wasn’t aware of some sort of stomach-bloating after eating. I didn’t even understand that it wasn’t normal until my mum tried to get me to describe what I was feeling and I realized that other people didn’t have this 24/7 digestive awareness. On top of all that, I got to the point where my body was seemingly so exhausted just trying to digest whatever I fed it that I couldn’t physically stay awake after eating.

I eventually got to the point where I was so miserable that something really had to change. I decided to do a total 360-degree lifestyle turnaround and take out everything and anything from my diet that I thought could possibly cause any sort of stomach issues. I felt that structure would be really valuable to me, so I followed a strict high-protein diet, eating very simple meals based around chicken, turkey, eggs and fish, usually accompanied by brown rice and steamed veg. It was the sort of diet you would expect a body-builder to follow and, combined with some serious gym training to try to keep myself feeling strong and confident, I really bought into this rigid plan. I was in the best shape of my life: strong, fit and healthy, and for the first time in a long while I had the energy to get through each day again. My gut was almost healed, too – in fact, after just six weeks the improvement was so dramatic that I couldn’t believe I had waited so long to make changes.

However, while I felt as though I had proved a miracle to myself in terms of my body, I began to struggle in other areas of my life. I was no longer drinking alcohol, and as a young adult in London whose friends had all started working in the City and many of whom were boozing their way from Wednesday to Sunday, I felt as though I was pretty isolated socially. My diet and newly discovered teetotal ways didn’t go down particularly well in social situations, and often I would just choose not to go to that party, or dinner, or anything else due to a fear of the undesired attention I might draw.

I found that I developed a totally different lifestyle imbalance, whereby my quest for feeling good physically had caused me to shut myself away and lose out on quality time with the people I loved. I created space between me and my friends because although I was paying meticulous attention to making choices that made me feel good physically, I wasn’t allowing myself to really relax in social situations. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by eating and drinking differently to everyone else, but I didn’t want to sabotage all the progress I had made, either.

Over time I began to develop my understanding of true health and happiness as being so much more than just committing to a certain plan or regime created by someone else. While regimes absolutely served their purpose at points along my journey in helping to rid me of old habits, ultimately they were created for someone else with a different body and lifestyle from mine. Also, trying to stick to something so rigid led me, in the long run, to feel deprived in other areas of my life.

What I discovered was that you don’t have to take an all-or-nothing approach, committing 100 per cent to taking what works for someone else and pasting it into your own life. You can draw inspiration from different theories, examples and other people’s experiences, holding on to just the bits that work for you and letting go of the things that don’t – without any guilt or feelings of failure.

As I became more in touch with my own body, I began to understand how to adapt to what it needed at different times. I began to think of being healthy as a dynamic process whereby different days, weeks, seasons and shifts in day-to-day activity levels, the weather and a hundred other factors affected how I felt, and that responding directly to how I was feeling was much more beneficial than adhering to some rigid plan just because I thought it was healthy. I found myself learning so much about how my own body responds to different foods and exercises that I was able to discover what makes me feel my best. The difficulty was sticking with things long enough to figure out what really made a difference, and also accepting that even if something suits my body at a certain time, it doesn’t mean it will a few months later. So, of course, it takes a lot of patience and trust that the entire process is ultimately a positive experience.

After outgrowing a job that I absolutely loved, I was a little lost about what to do with myself. I decided to qualify as a personal trainer as a way of earning a living. It made sense at the time as I had trained myself so much in the past that it seemed like a natural step. I wanted to share what I had learned, develop my own knowledge of the body and to help people build better relationships with themselves. I began training a few clients, which I enjoyed, but I didn’t feel driven to become the best trainer I could be. I wanted to take on more clients, but didn’t feel that I should be building new relationships when I wasn’t 100 per cent committed. I needed to find a way to earn a living and decided that I was probably going to have to find myself a ‘real’ job. I had always wanted to do a yoga teacher training course to develop my own practice and learn more about it, and so I decided to scrape together the last of my savings to take that time for myself before I got into the world of work where, inevitably, it would be a struggle to take a month out at any point in the foreseeable future. I booked a last-minute flight to Goa, India, and found a yoga school with a spare space in Agonda, South Goa.
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‘Understanding what works for you is an amazing skill to develop.’

As part of the training we started teaching just a few days in – and I finally realized I had found my thing. As clichéd as it sounds, for the first time in as long as I could remember I felt totally at home, comfortable, confident, calm and peaceful. Something about it seemed so natural to me and I loved every minute of teaching from day one. I felt like I was creating a really wonderful connection with every student, and opening the door for them to connect with themselves. Facilitating that is one of the most wonderful things to watch. I really believe that I am offering them the key to something that they already have within themselves but don’t know how to access. It is so moving to see how my students develop and grow, not just in their physical practice but also in the mental and emotional strength that they discover.

Becoming a teacher came at exactly the right moment. I really believe that all those occasions in the past when I had looked into doing a course and had decided for one reason or another not to do so was because it wasn’t my time yet. To really give all that you can as a teacher takes a lot of hard work, and in my own experience with personal training I wasn’t doing the right thing, or perhaps the timing wasn’t right for having the necessary drive to develop myself in that direction. But a few short months later, with my qualification in hand, I felt – and still feel – driven to become the best yoga teacher I can be.

I was thrown in at the deep end with teaching, and I made a pact with myself to say ‘yes’ as often as possible to develop my teaching experience and to continue to learn and grow both as a teacher and as a student myself. I had to give myself a pep talk on many occasions to rid myself of the ‘new teacher nerves’ and find the confidence to accept opportunities with an open mind. Within two months of returning from India, I was teaching a room of sixty students for an event, and teaching more hours in a week than I expected to have done in the first few months. My confidence grew and I would bound out of bed at 5.30 a.m., ready for my first class or client of the day without a single thought of how anti-social the hour was! I was working seven days a week but it hardly felt like work. I was saying ‘yes’ to everything, keen to learn and put myself out there – and inevitably I ended up teaching a little too much. I was running around London all day to get to classes, meetings or whatever else I had scheduled. I had no time for my own practice, but was walking up to 20,000 steps a day and, despite eating (and eating) to fuel my busy days, weight seemed to just be dropping off me, which created a little concern for some of those close to me, and certainly was not my intention.

Within a few short weeks I was exhausted! My hips were killing me but I was loving every second of it and I didn’t want to slow down. I soon came to realize that on top of my work with my blog, which was growing quickly and bringing its own opportunities, I couldn’t sustain the pace if I wanted to look after my students and myself properly. I didn’t want to miss an opportunity or let people down, but I quickly learned that to do something well takes commitment and time, and the more thinly I spread myself, the less likely I was to give my best. That was enough to encourage me to take a few steps back.

‘Most of the time I feel better than I ever knew I could: I have energy, I’m rarely stressed, I let things go and feel a lot less anxious … I am a lot more comfortable in my own skin.’

I always try to bring myself back to the reason why this all began. I started on this journey because I was trying to look after my own body and mind. If one of those, or both, becomes neglected then, within reason, I try to rein it in and see what can be done to find my balance again. Most of the time I feel better than I ever knew I could: I have energy, I’m rarely stressed, I let things go and feel a lot less anxious. My stomach is generally much happier and I am a lot more comfortable in my own skin. I am still human and I am still learning. Sometimes my stomach plays up, or I have a week where I am feeling sluggish. There are still days when I don’t feel so confident in myself. It is OK to feel that way sometimes, but I just try to remember not to indulge in it too much. You really can be so proactive in managing the way you feel; understanding what works for you is actually a really amazing skill to develop. It feels so wonderful to know that there is so much you can do to help yourself, so that even if you don’t feel your best 100 per cent of the time, you can set yourself up for a pretty strong average.
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A few last words before we begin

Start from a place of positivity and allow yourself the space to grow and learn without judgement or boundaries. If you wait until you ‘feel like it’ every time you want to make a change, you might stay the same forever. Which is, of course, totally fine if you are happy where you are – but presumably the reason you’ve thought about doing something in the first place is because you feel you have something to gain from making that change.

I can’t tell you the number of times I have sat down and meticulously planned a week so that I can get my work done, see all my clients, get to the gym and do my yoga practice, and been really excited to achieve it. But then it is Monday morning, or Tuesday afternoon, or any time in any day and I just don’t feel like doing whatever is scheduled for that time. I remember that the washing needs doing or that I really must get through my emails, or that I ‘need’ to do absolutely anything else.

Whatever your goal is, you need to understand your motivation in order to be truly committed to achieving it. Rather than think you want to eat more healthily, be stronger, fitter, lose weight, spend more time with friends or whatever else it is that you are striving towards, take a step back and think about what you will gain by achieving it. For example, if you are hoping to lose weight, what will be the impact of that on your life? Perhaps it will improve your confidence or allow you to be more active? What are the results that will make a positive difference to you? Once you start to understand why you want to achieve something, you have a much greater level of motivation to spur you on if it gets tough at any point (and the chances are it will at times).

So often we resolve to make changes because there is something we don’t like in our lives. The trouble is we then tell ourselves that we will be happy once we make this change.
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This mindset of changing because we don’t like where we are poses a problem if we don’t see results: it can be pretty frustrating and we bring ourselves down or feel as if we’ve failed if we don’t get exactly where we wanted to be. If you can make a conscious decision to accept yourself first, everything shifts a little. It’s so much more positive to make healthy changes to your lifestyle because you want to care for the amazing body and mind you have and look after them the best you can, than to make changes because you feel negative about yourself. It may be easier said than done, but it makes everything so much more manageable if you can accept yourself for who and where you are right now, before you embark on creating change.

Finally, allow yourself to be a beginner, to make mistakes, to figure out some things quickly and find other things much harder. Don’t expect everything to fall into place straight away; in fact, try not to expect anything at all. This isn’t about miracle cures or overnight success; it’s about taking care of yourself, and learning exactly what you need.
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Like most of us, you probably go through each day without really noticing what you are thinking about.

Recently ‘mindfulness’ has become a bit of a buzzword and there are all sorts of programmes, apps and concepts that enable us to become more efficient in the workplace, develop a positive mentality and generally become happier. This can all seem a little strange if you didn’t feel as though anything was ‘wrong’ in the first place. But no matter how comfortable you already are in your mind and thought processes, mindfulness can benefit all aspects of your life.

Your mind is a wonderfully complex thing, and each of our minds works in an individual way, making understanding others and ourselves a life-long adventure. For a lot of people the mind ticks away without them really giving it any attention. Others may choose to try to understand a little more about how it works, how it influences their actions and how it is connected to the physical body, through practices such as yoga and meditation.

Put simply, being mindful means being aware of the present moment and having a conscious understanding and acceptance of the way you feel. I guess the thing to realize is that a mindfulness practice doesn’t necessarily mean the same thing to each person. While some people consciously commit to a specific exercise to connect with themselves in a certain way, others may have a subconscious mindfulness practice that they include in their daily habits
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