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ANCIENT + BRAVE

by Donna Ashworth

Since time began

women held creation

in the palm of their hands

deeply knowing, we must pull

one another to stand

the wisdom of our womanhood

generationally shared

to harvest the good

an intuitive power

we all just understood

now this life we live moves far too fast

we must signal to our sisterhood past

for the power it holds

has a wisdom that lasts

ancient and brave

using nature to save

remembering

the gifts they gave

walking

that magnificent pathway

our ancestors paved.
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Foreword

Kate Prince, Founder, Ancient + Brave

Ancient + Brave started with a feeling - a quiet but persistent sense that something essential had been lost from the way we care for ourselves. A primal need to return to the natural rhythms that once shaped how we lived.

I found myself drawn back to inherited wisdom that understood health as something deeply connected to nature, something cyclical rather than linear, to be cultivated consistently rather than optimised. Along the way, nutrition had become reactive rather than foundational, a tool we reached for once things began to falter rather than the very thing that allowed us to say yes to life in the first place.

As I searched, my curiosity led me to collagen - an essential element that had quietly disappeared from modern diets, despite the important role it plays in supporting the body. What struck me wasn’t collagen alone, but what it represented: a wider pattern of neglecting the building blocks that support our capacity to live expansively.

When I began exploring what existed on the market, it became clear that the options available didn’t reflect the standards I wanted to live by. Quality was often compromised, traceability vague and sustainability treated as an afterthought. I couldn’t separate what I put into my body from the impact it had on the world around me - that was simply a line I couldn’t cross.

Ancient + Brave emerged because I wanted to do things differently. To create products rooted in total integrity, guided by an unwavering belief in the mission - not just to support health for its own sake, but to offer people the foundations for a life lived fully.

As we’ve grown, that philosophy hasn’t changed. Every decision we make is still filtered through the same lens: respect for our bodies, respect for the planet and respect for ancient wisdom, paired with the rigour of modern science.

I’ve never believed that success must come at the expense of integrity. If anything, I’ve learnt that the two are inseparable and that real longevity, whether personal or professional, is shaped slowly, thoughtfully and with care.

Over time, my own understanding of bravery has evolved. Now, for me, bravery lives in trusting yourself and listening to your instincts, in choosing progress over perfection. It’s about creating a body and a life strong enough to hold joy and uncertainty, change and challenge, ambition and rest, all at once.

A brave life is about showing up fully for the work you care about, for the people you love and for the experiences that stretch and shape you. It’s about living on your own terms, supported by a body that is nourished and resilient enough to meet whatever comes your way.

Foreword

Jo Woodhurst, Director of Nutrition & Education, Ancient + Brave

There was a time when going to the woods felt like just another walk - a chance to get some fresh air and step away from my busy day, if only for a while.

I walked with purpose, focused on getting to the end of the path, passing the trees without knowing their names. I heard birdsong without recognising the voices behind it. I couldn’t name the plants I brushed past or tell which mushrooms might nourish me and which might harm me. I was there as a visitor.

Then, the noticing began.

The more I returned to the woods, the more I felt myself slowing down. I began to notice subtle changes: the trees shifting through the seasons and the life in the leaves, berries and undergrowth. I noticed the sense of calm and belonging that arrived the instant I stepped onto a leaf-littered path. I no longer walked as if it were a mission, but wandered through the woods as if I were part of them.

I felt held by nature, but still with a sense that I was only scratching the surface of something deeper, older and more ancient. Whatever it was had slowly slipped out of everyday life, forgotten, and it was asking to be remembered.

Slowly, gently, I began to immerse myself in the woods. I learnt the names of the trees, the cycles of the seasons and the magic and logic of light and dark, challenge and rest. I started to notice how my body changed when I stepped outside in the morning sunlight, when I listened to what it needed and responded kindly, when I explored which herbs worked with my body, when I moved in ways that felt instinctive rather than engineered, when I chose connection over optimisation and allowed myself to change with the seasons.

I realised that this was a remembering, because this knowledge wasn’t new; it had once been held by many, carried through generations who understood their environment not as something separate, but as something to live in relationship with. In the busyness of modernity, much of that practical knowing had faded but, by beginning to notice nature’s ways during my woodland walks, I was rediscovering the rituals of my ancestors, one step at a time.

This is not a story about returning to caves or rejecting modern life. It is about understanding the deep, ancient design of being human and allowing it to inform how we live now. This book stands in that meeting place, where ancient wisdom and modern science meet. It invites you to simplify wellness by looking at what you already do that supports your health and gently weaving in what life has crowded out. It offers supportive tools, rituals as anchors and a framework for living a brave life.

Bravery, in this sense, is courage to nourish yourself, rest, connect and live in rhythm rather than resistance. When we are resourced, grounded and consistent in the fundamentals, we create the conditions to show up as ourselves - fully, imperfectly, bravely.

The rhythms, rituals and knowledge of our ancestors are not relics to be archived. They are living practices, waiting to be reclaimed. This book is an invitation to step back into them and protect this knowledge by tending to it, practising it and carrying it forward. It cannot survive only on the page - it needs to be walked, cooked and shared. It longs to be lived.
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[image: An Invitation This book is not designed to be read in a straight line.]
Human life does not unfold that way. Instead, these pages follow the rhythms that shape us all daily, monthly, seasonally and across a lifetime. You can read from beginning to end, but you do not have to. This book is intended as a companion you can return to, dipping in when something stirs, when energy shifts or when life asks for a different pace.

Part One explores the why. It offers the philosophical and biological foundations for living bravely, reconnecting you with the ancestral blueprint that shaped the human body, the ways modern life has pulled us out of rhythm and how balance is restored not through control but through awareness.

Part Two explores the how. It moves through cycles and seasons, offering practical ways to work with the rhythms of day and night, the moon, the turning year and womanhood. You might arrive here seeking daily grounding, monthly reflection or seasonal guidance; all are valid entry points.

Throughout the book you will encounter rituals. Our rituals are designed to anchor awareness in the body and make change sustainable. They are not routines to be perfected, but acts to be repeated with intention. Treat them as invitations to return, again and again, to yourself.
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1.1 The Ancestral Blueprint for Being Human

1.2 The Art of Living Bravely

1.3 The Great Disconnect

1.4 Living in Balance

1.5 The Power of Ritual
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The Ancestral Blueprint for Being Human

[ 1.1 ]
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Wellness is ancient.

A truth we can easily forget in a modern world, where ‘wellness’ has become something separate from us. We think of it as something we do; an aesthetic, a hack, a fix, an identity we adopt, a badge we wear. We look to the next protocol, the newest trend, the diet that will change everything, scanning for new insights, information or correlations - that one piece that will make it all make sense. It’s no wonder it starts to feel overwhelming and confusing.

What actually works?

What am I supposed to be doing?

But what if wellness isn’t something we need to add on, but something that already lives within us?

Our body is primed to be well. Our blueprint for health was laid down generations before us. Our ancestors gave us a tapestry of rituals, practices and ways of living, time-tested across tens of thousands of years. For most of human history, wellbeing was not something we pursued, but something we lived.

The human instinct of looking forward is a beautiful one because it opens us to tremendous possibilities of what we can achieve, change and create, but in our temptation to leap to the end goal, we miss what’s already available to us in the here and now. Looking back, well that’s another thing entirely.

Our ancestors didn’t have a choice.

They had to be well to survive. With more danger and uncertainty, looking after their bodies was essential. Much of what they naturally did each day was a health-giving practice - not because they were pursuing fitness or health as we do now, but because their bodies evolved alongside the environments they lived in - shaped by the very things that ensured their survival.
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Simply speaking, we humans were once wild.

We were warmed by the sun, cleansed by rivers and rain, fed by the land and we moved from dawn until dusk. These natural rhythms formed the foundations of our wellbeing. Our bodies and minds were shaped by the landscapes and waters that surrounded us, the natural foods we had to hunt, gather and prepare, the plants that protected us, the light we rose with and the darkness we sheltered in. We evolved with play, rhythm and ritual and we gathered and celebrated in community. We were shaped by movement, challenge, belonging and nature long before modern life took hold.


‘All human beings are descendants of tribal people who were spiritually alive, intimately in love with the natural world, children of Mother Earth. When we were tribal people, we knew who we were, we knew where we were, and we knew our purpose. This sacred perception of reality remains alive and well in our genetic memory.’

John Trudell, Native American (Santee Dakota) activist, poet, musician and actor



Since then, our world has changed, but much of our biology hasn’t. Our DNA still carries the expectations of that hunter-gatherer life. We still have that same need for light, movement, rest, nourishment and connection, and the same sensitivity to rhythm and environment. We are shaped by ancient rhythms; the rising and setting of the sun, the turning of seasons, the necessity of community, the nourishment of real food, the resilience built through challenge and the restorative power of rest.

This is our blueprint, handed down over ancestries.

These are our biological norms, the simple conditions under which we evolved to thrive, but somewhere along the way, wellness began to feel complicated. We lost trust in our instincts and simplicity. Care – for ourselves and others - became something to fit in around full days of work and competing demands. Advice and wellness information multiplied, the goalposts shifted constantly - what once felt supportive could suddenly be questioned, reframed or replaced by something newer or more precise. Through an understandable desire to get it ‘right’, wellbeing became confusing, but when we look back, we can begin to see a way forward that makes sense.

Walking the path of those that came before us helps us to understand the benefits of all we have gained from the journey and the gifts we carry forward. We didn’t one day decide that foods would sustain us, we evolved in response to the foods available to us - in a conversation with what the land could offer. It took time, observation and repetition to understand which plants healed and which harmed. The hardships we once endured in our early existence didn’t break us, they shaped us. They moulded our nervous system and taught our internal pathways how to respond. It makes sense that we’ve reached for an easier, more comfortable life, but in doing so we have forgotten how capable our bodies can be, especially when we follow the ancient blueprint for wellbeing.

Those who study the story of humanity from its earliest beginnings - archaeologists, evolutionary biologists, ethnobotanists and anthropologists - piece together remnants of daily life from tools, bones, landscapes and stories. They have traced how our physiology as hunter-gatherers has adapted over time and how knowledge of food, plants and healing was carefully learnt, refined and passed between generations.

Anthropologists studying indigenous communities across the world, from the Hadza of Tanzania to Inuit peoples of the Arctic, offer more glimpses into ways of living still shaped by land, light and season. What emerges from looking back is not a set of rules, nor a rigid way of living we must return to. Instead, there is something far more enduring - a pattern.

Light rose and fell, seasons turned and food was available and then scarce. This pattern was lived, again and again, until the body learnt what to expect. Human evolution unfolded slowly as changes came and we adapted, but recent advancements, especially in the past 50 years, have arrived at a pace far quicker than our biology can adapt to. Moreover, much of what we’ve gained has come at the cost of rhythms we didn’t realise we’d miss.
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When we look across our histories, landscapes, climates and cultures, human life organised itself around the same essential rhythms inherited from the natural world itself. We are not separate from nature - we are nature - and this understanding helps us to link seemingly unrelated concepts into a greater tapestry. The same forces that shape forests, tides and seasons move through us too.

No matter the landscape, there were shared human rhythms: light and dark, feast and scarcity, movement and rest, community, purpose and challenge. A broadly consistent pattern of life shaped by Sun, food availability, temperature, movement, belonging and the daily repetition of simple practices. These biological expectations have been built across millions of repeated cycles.

A DAILY RHYTHM

To understand our natural rhythm, we begin by returning to this original pattern: the unfolding of a human day, from first light to fire-lit night. While the exact details are lost to time, shifting across lands and cultures, the rhythm remains. What follows is an informed remembering of how that pattern may have unfolded and the imprint it likely left within our bodies.

Dawn

The Sun rose, its golden-red light a marker of time and a signal to our bodies. We woke with the sunrise and mornings unfolded quietly as a time for preparation. Early hours offered an essential bridge between rest and action, when we would work through the familiar rituals of tending to a fire, gathering and drinking water from a fresh source and sharing information and plans for the day. Our bodies awakened slowly, stretching, squatting and moving simply. Sometimes, we would eat a small amount of food. Gathering together in a quiet, purposeful morning gave us emotional regulation and cognitive sharpness to take through our day.

Humans have lived through millions of mornings. Sunrise has shaped us in ways we still feel deep within. This blueprint suggests a gentle, purposeful beginning to each day because, unless danger was present, waking was never meant to be abrupt. The brain expects a bridge between sleep and wakefulness - a moment where awareness gathers before the day begins.

Our life-giving star created light-led beings. Morning sunlight signals a healthy rise in cortisol that sets our alertness, metabolism and internal timing for the entire day. Each individual organ tunes itself to our daily clock pattern, while our body temperature begins to climb, supporting how we move and think.

Our modern mornings, often filled with social media scrolls, email notifications and alarms, look different to how our ancestors met the day and what our body expects. In living this way, we’ve drifted from the hormonal cadence that once anchored our energy, mood and cycles, a connection we’ll return to in Part Two.

Day

After a gentle and purposeful awakening, the day unfolded around providing - for the group, for the future and for what was needed in the moment. Rhythms shifting with season and weather. Sunlight and time in nature continued to anchor our mood, energy and internal sense of timing.

We went about our days with our feet in constant contact with the ground - on the earth or covered by soft leather soles. This steady connection offered regulation and sensory feedback from the ground to support balance, orientation and nervous system stability. Our movement was functional, varied and woven throughout our day, and included walking, carrying, climbing and digging. Functional movement practice across millions of cycles built strong bones, stable joints and conditioned our cardiovascular systems.

Effort came in bursts followed by periods of rest, squatting down to reserve our precious energy. Work was shared rather than assigned, shaped by ability, need and season. This natural alternation between effort and ease taught our physiology resilience long before we had a name for it. We had an innate sense of when to mobilise energy and strength, before standing down once the moment had passed. We allowed our nervous system to move between states and return to a baseline - respond, recover, reconnect and repeat.

Social connection permeated the daylight hours as we tracked and hunted animals, gathered plants roots and fruit, built and repaired shelters. Children were part of it all - threaded into small tasks, learning through story, imitation and play. They were the constant observers of these simple daily rituals that they would one day pass on. Carrying children, tending homes and working side by side left a biological imprint too. They strengthened how we trust one another, bonding through oxytocin and a shared purpose. Foraging for food, a
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	+ The body, mind and spirit work as one integrated whole.

	+ Human health is inseparable from nature.

	+ An innate healing system resides within us. It needs support, resource and blockages removed.

	+ Preventative care works best through daily attention rather than crisis response.




BLENDING ANCIENT AND MODERN
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