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ABOUT THE BOOK


ENJOY A HAPPIER, MORE FULFILLING AND LESS STRESSED LONDON LIFE

Mindful London features quiet and peaceful places to
retreat to in the middle of the chaos and suggestions
for things to do that will help you slow down and be
present in a more meaningful way.

Discover simple mindfulness exercises, reflections and
reminders that are easy to incorporate into your busy day:
on the Tube, bus or walking to work, while eating
a quick lunch, working out at the gym, waiting
in a queue or at the red light.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Tessa Watt is a mindfulness teacher and consultant, running public courses and workshops in organisations since 2009. She is author of Introducing Mindfulness: A Practical Guide (2012). In her earlier career she was a research fellow in History at Cambridge University, and a senior producer with BBC Radio and Music. Tessa also teaches meditation at the London Shambhala Meditation Centre, and is a qualified yoga teacher.
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MINDFUL LONDON?

Mindfulness is a simple idea. It means being in the present moment – right here, right now, without wanting it to be somehow different.

That can be a challenge in a big city like London. We Londoners can spend a lot of time thinking about being somewhere else. The giant advertisements in the Underground promise us green fields or a beach with turquoise waters. The sign on the platform says 3 minutes to the next train – but we don’t want to be here for the next 3 minutes; we want to be instantly at our destination at the other end of the line, or perhaps even further away on that exotic beach.

Why would we want to be more present? When we look honestly at our minds, we see that much of the time we are somewhere in the past or future, perhaps worrying about our to-do list or replaying an old scenario. Of course there is a place for making plans and for reflection, but much of this mental chatter is repetitive, unproductive and exhausting. When we train our minds to return to the present, we can enjoy life as it is happening. We appreciate all the little moments that we’ve been missing. We can let go of the spirals of negative thinking which take us into anxiety or depression. Research has consistently shown that mindfulness helps to reduce stress and to increase resilience and wellbeing.

In a big city our resilience can feel constantly challenged. London is a chaotic, noisy, energetic, exciting metropolis. At its best, it exhilarates and inspires us. On a bad day, we feel irritated and agitated by the frenetic pace and the crowds, and by the sheer effort of getting from A to B in one piece.

We may think that mindfulness is all about the opposite – about peace and quiet, stillness and space. So, is ‘mindful London’ a contradiction in terms?

It’s true that most of the core mindfulness techniques involve paring everything down to something simple, like the movement of our breath. We may associate mindfulness with taking a break and getting away from the busyness and distractions of urban life. This is certainly an important part of mindfulness, but it is not the whole story.

This book will embody two sides to mindfulness. On the one hand, we need to take time out to nourish ourselves – to simplify things, stop rushing around and make time for ‘being’ rather than ‘doing’. This guide will include suggestions for places and ways you can do this: quiet gardens and cafés, open spaces, peaceful spots for reflection and exercises to nourish body and mind.

But the ultimate aim of taking time out is to be able to leap back in – to be more present, awake and aware within our normal daily life. The real aim is to appreciate all the little details that make up our lives, and our city. When we walk from the Tube station to work, can we look up and notice the architecture on the street, or hear the birds, or watch the faces of the passers-by? Can we let our environment wake us up out of autopilot so we can enjoy our lives instead of rushing through them?

Mindfulness practice uses simple techniques for training the mind which have traditionally been called ‘meditation’, but in this approach they are not linked to any religion or belief system. The old stereotype depicted meditators as sandal-clad hippies, but these days a more accurate image would be suited professionals meditating while sitting on chairs in an office meeting room. Mindfulness is taught to staff in leading corporations and institutions like Parliament and the Home Office. Selfridges department store recently created a silent room in which its shoppers can ‘celebrate the power of quiet’. Interestingly, this concept was part of the original store a century earlier: in 1909 Henry Gordon Selfridge created a Silence Room where busy shoppers could ‘retire from the whirl of bargains and the build up of energy’. Those Edwardian Londoners could also rely on age-old traditions like the Sunday ‘day of rest’ to balance the demands of work and city life. With these traditions gone, we might all start to ask ourselves how we can re-integrate this natural human need for periods of silence and stillness into the fabric of our modern city. How could we create a more mindful London for the millions who share this vast, ever-changing metropolis?

A MINDFUL JOURNEY PLANNER

If you’ve picked up Mindful London with no experience of mindfulness, you are very welcome. You might like to start with Chapter 1 to find out a bit more about the history and practice of mindfulness. You’ll also find some simple exercises to get you started.

If you already have a sense of what mindfulness is about, feel free to dive in anywhere. Each chapter is organised around a theme: nature, commuting and travelling, art and architecture, silence and solitude, sounds and music, food and drink, movement and learning mindfulness. You’ll find suggestions for specific places where you can go to enjoy being mindful in an environment that is restful, spacious or inspiring. You’ll also find ideas to help you notice and appreciate more around you when you go on your everyday travels throughout the city. There are practical mindfulness exercises you can try out in the park, on the bus or in a café. By integrating moments of mindful presence into your day, you can discover for yourself how to bring a greater sense of calm into the midst of chaos. You won’t stop urban living being busy, but you can find contentment within that busyness, and enjoy the simple experiences that make life worth living.

If you’d like to follow in sequence, this journey starts in Chapter 2 with London’s wildlife. For many of us, Nature is our most natural teacher of mindfulness. Trees are naturally mindful; they remind us of a different sense of time and pace. The Woodland Trust even has a hunt for the most ancient trees: the huge, fat, gnarled ones that inspire a sense of mystery and awe. We’ll go on a pilgrimage to locate the ancient trees of London, and we’ll also find out what species you’re most likely to see on your ordinary daily travels; not so that you can become wildlife experts, but to help you see what’s around you with fresh eyes.

London is a city veined with green – wherever you are, chances are you are close to a garden, square, park or common. We’ll seek out these hidden green spaces, as well as watery places – ponds, canals and the River Thames, the slow artery of the city. We’ll also keep our eyes out for the non-human denizens of the city – the birds, cats and foxes who can stop us in our tracks and wake us up to a bigger, stranger world beyond our worries about tonight’s dinner or tomorrow’s deadline.

Travelling is the thing that Londoners complain about most. London is a big city, and it feels like we spend half our lives trying to make our way from one side of it to the other. We get trapped in crowds, frustrated by delays beyond our control. How can we turn those minutes and hours of travelling time into something more nourishing, less depleting? Chapter 3 will suggest some ways of enjoying the journey, including mindfulness exercises you can practise on the bus, Tube or train.

As well as nature, London’s man-made environment can lift us out of our mental fog to help us reconnect with a sense of beauty and inspiration. London is a great cultural capital, but we may forget to enjoy it. Many of us visit the galleries for the big must-see shows, exhausting ourselves as we read every caption and tick off every picture. Chapter 4 introduces the approach of the Slow Art movement. Instead of rushing through an exhibition, spend a long time with one picture. Ten minutes, twenty minutes – really looking. Mindful London will suggest a few of the smaller galleries conducive to this more restful pace, or if you’re passing by the National Gallery or Tate Modern, step in for a few minutes and look at just one artwork.

The city itself is a great outdoor art gallery, with its architecture from several centuries, embodying the creativity of countless Londoners in decorating their built environment, as well as architects and artists from around the globe. London is a city of many influences, from different cultures and times, which is part of what makes it such an exciting place to live in and visit. It’s easy to rush along with our eyes fixed downwards onto the pavement, and our head in the next thing we have to do, missing the intriguing details of our streetscapes. Recently I’ve been noticing more the little decorative elements on the houses and shops I pass on my travels – Victorian turrets, mock-Tudor chimneys, Edwardian stained-glass windows. I’ll suggest a few things to look out for – again, not with the aim of becoming architectural boffins, but to help us to be more aware of the world and encourage us to look more fully at our surroundings. Instead of sleepwalking along in a daze, we can let the environment wake us up, noticing the shapes and colours and textures. Enjoying the richness of the cityscape helps us to let go of our worries and enjoy the freshness of a bigger world.

In order to nurture our ability to be mindful as we go about our busy day, we also need moments when we can get away from the crowds and take refuge in silence and stillness. Chapter 5 will explore indoor spaces, including churches and other inspiring buildings, where we can refresh our spirits in the midst of a hectic day. We’ll also look at bookshops and libraries where you can nurture the quiet pleasures of reading and browsing, and at a few London spas where you might consider giving yourself a whole day or evening out, now and then, to let your mind and body rest deeply and be nurtured.

Silence is wonderful, in its place, but the cacophony of the city is also something we can learn to appreciate. Chapter 6 will invite you to try listening to the sounds we normally find irritating and hear them in a different way: sirens, airplanes and car alarms can become an urban symphony if we let them. London is also a city full of music; there is background music everywhere, and that has its place, creating an atmosphere at a pub, café or bar. But in Mindful London we’ll focus on music for listening – really listening. I’ll suggest a few venues with wonderful acoustics, designed for hearing every note, whatever style of music you’re into. I’ll also suggest some festivals and events that you can count on to provide a feast of classical, jazz, folk, experimental or popular music, where you can give over your whole being to the act of listening.

Chapter 7 will focus on mindful eating and drinking. Any kind of tasting can be mindful: simply paying attention to the food, instead of multi-tasking and getting to the last bite without really tasting it. However, when we eat mindfully we may find we appreciate good quality. We might become more mindful about where our food comes from and how it is produced. This is the rationale behind the ‘slow food’ movement, and London’s many farmers’ markets which showcase local produce. The same goes for drinking: we’ll look out for some London beers, and places where you can enjoy a drink with the aim of savouring each mouthful rather than knocking it back.

After eating well, we all know we need to get exercise, but this often seems to be a battlefield: a matter of forcing the body into the gym, and overriding any pain or tiredness with our steely will. Chapter 8 will explore the idea of ‘mindful movement’: learning to pay attention to our body sensations so that we exercise in a way that is led by the body, rather than the mind’s idea of what the body should be doing. While any kind of movement can be mindful, slower practices such as yoga and tai chi can be helpful in giving us time to focus on what the body is telling us. Another very accessible form of mindful movement is swimming, giving us the chance to synchronise body and mind in the flow of limbs through water. We’ll also look at opportunities to join the new movement for mindful running, casting off the iPod and using the act of running as a chance to be fully present instead of escaping into our own world.

Chapter 9 offers guidance on how you can develop and deepen your experience of mindfulness by taking a course or joining drop-in sessions at a meditation centre. While mindfulness practices do encourage us to enjoy being alone with ourselves, it’s also helpful to practise with other people and share your experience of the techniques. You can even join meditation flash mobs that gather together in outdoor locations around the city, from Trafalgar Square to Covent Garden. Sitting in meditation posture might once have been part of the hippy fringe, but now thousands of meditators of all ages and backgrounds are practising in many settings around the city, from corporate offices to public squares.

YOUR MINDFUL CITY

Each week I teach mindfulness classes to groups of Londoners from all walks of life. They share their challenges in finding time for mindfulness practices within hectic urban lives, often squeezed by unworkable hours and the demands of big-city living. But they also share moments of revelation as they find ways to bring a mindful approach into this busyness. Not only in making time for the formal mindfulness practices, but also finding their own moments of space and calm. A few minutes of mindful breathing on the bus or train; a walk through Regent’s Park on the way to work; stopping their bicycle on Battersea Bridge to watch the sunset; a moment’s pause at the doorstep to appreciate a tree in blossom; slowly sipping a coffee and watching the passers-by.

As well as sharing my own discoveries, this book will draw on the experience of these many Londoners – teachers, accountants, doctors, actors, designers, parents, students – and their insights into living a mindful life. The Guide section of each chapter will offer a few examples of places that I and others have found conducive to mindful experience, but these are not remotely intended as a definitive list: they are suggestions which I hope will spark you to discover and rediscover your own favourite spots where you can take a breathing space or enjoy nature, art, music, food and movement. The practical exercises throughout the book will, I hope, trigger your own ideas about how you could bring greater awareness and appreciation into your everyday activities. Mindful London is an invitation to wake up more fully to your own London – whether you’re a resident or visitor – and to notice the little experiences that make up daily life in one of the world’s great cities.
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If your mind was a city, which city would it be? Would it be laid out in a neat grid like Manhattan or Toronto? Elegant and airy like Paris? A simple village with green fields? Or chaotic, noisy, eccentric, unpredictable, crowded – by turns inspiring and infuriating. Like London?

London is an impossible city. Look at it from above, say from the top of the London Eye, and it makes no sense. A mish-mash of buildings from every period, a wiggly, curving river, randomly angled streets, no easy way to tell ‘north’ from ‘south’.

Mindfulness starts from recognising that our minds are a bit like this hectic crazy city. Our minds are surprisingly random, and very full. Full of worries, stories, images, clever ideas, half-finished conversations, shopping lists, fantasies and fears. The thoughts get clogged up like traffic at a roundabout, or double-decker buses coming along all at once. We might feel sometimes that we would like to clear them all away, and get back to the thatched village with the green fields.

So will mindfulness provide us with this sense of calm and simplicity? The answer is both yes and no. Yes, mindfulness can help us to slow down, relax, and reconnect with the simple experience of being alive, but not by bulldozing everything away. Rather, we can just stop, right here, right in the middle of the busyness, and breathe, and notice. We can sit down for a moment on a bench – real or metaphorical – and for a few moments watch the world go by. If we do it often enough we will create a sense of space within the chaos, and be able to take delight in the creative energy of the city – the big city outside and the internal city of our own minds.


Try this: take a pause

Take a few seconds’ break from your reading to notice whatever is here, in yourself and your environment. How does your body feel – are you tired or energised, tense or relaxed, buzzy or lethargic? Are there any thoughts whirling about, or emotions? Notice the space around you – the sights, sounds or smells. See if you can open up your awareness to whatever is here, without judging or analysing what you find.

Now take a few mindful breaths: being aware of the movement of the breath in and out of your body. You don’t have to change your breathing, let it be as it is. Notice the breath wherever you feel it, perhaps in the nostrils, throat, chest or belly.

Then carry on. Without making a big deal of it, continue with your day. Each time you find yourself stuck in fast-forward mode, press the pause button and take a few moments out. If you do this often, it will start to puncture holes in your busyness and create a greater sense of spaciousness in your daily life.



The practice of pausing is not a substitute for more formal mindfulness practice – the two go hand in hand. When we ‘practise’ mindfulness we make time to step out of our normal whirlwind of activity and cultivate our ability to be present; to connect with a greater sense of spaciousness. Then, as we begin to train our minds, we can also let this permeate our daily lives through small and frequent pauses throughout the day. When we become trapped in the claustrophobia of busy thoughts, we can open up to a bigger space – rather like creating gaps in a dense cloud so that the sun can shine through.

WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?

It sounds very simple: paying attention, in this moment; being awake and aware. This is a basic human skill, there is nothing mystical or complicated about it. Yet for some reason we find this so difficult to do. If we look closely at our own minds, we will probably see that we spend a lot of time in a mental fog. London used to be renowned for the thick, heavy fogs that enveloped the city, created by the smoke from millions of chimneys. Now, our air is much clearer, but still we may find ourselves walking around in a fog of our own devising, hardly noticing what is here in front of our noses. We go into ‘autopilot’ mode, eating our breakfast without tasting it, walking to the Tube without noticing the sky or the buildings or our fellow Londoners as we go on our way.

The problem with being on autopilot is that it takes us into well-worn grooves in our mind, which are often negative ones. A small event can trigger a train of rumination which ends up in irritation, anxiety or depression. Maybe our friend doesn’t return a text and it sets us off – almost without us noticing – into thinking that they don’t care about us, and they never cared about us, and no one cares about us. Before we know it we’re in a black mood, without knowing how we got there. Or maybe there’s a delay on the Underground and within a few minutes this inconvenience has turned into a drama about how our whole life is miserable and worthless. Mindfulness gives us a way to recognise when we get stuck on autopilot, and to step out into the freshness of the present moment. Then, we can appreciate the richness of the world and all the little experiences that make up our everyday life.

Luckily, this ability to be present is something that people over the centuries have discovered can be trained – a bit like strengthening a muscle. So we have mindfulness techniques in which we deliberately practise bringing our attention back, again and again, to a particular focus which is here in our present experience – for example the breath, the body, sounds, the environment. I will also refer to meditation in this book. However, it’s good to be aware that some forms of meditation have somewhat different purposes from those we are exploring here, such as cultivating altered states of consciousness, or connecting with the divine. In this book we are talking about meditation as a simple and basic act of training the mind to be more present and aware.

In addition to formal meditation practice, we can also bring mindfulness more informally into the activities of daily life, such as walking, brushing our teeth, making a cup of tea, or simply pausing to notice what is here. When we wash the dishes, instead of resenting every minute of it, we can enjoy the warm soapy water, the shine of the plates, the satisfaction of getting the dishes clean. At any moment we can drop our mental chatter and discover appreciation for simple experiences, bringing wakefulness and a greater sense of contentment into our lives.

BRINGING AWARENESS TO THE BREATH

The breath is probably the oldest and most common focus for mindfulness. When you feel your breath you are connecting with the basic feeling of being alive. In every moment you are breathing, most of the time without noticing, so it’s a natural tool for bringing yourself back to the present moment. When you tune in to your breathing, your body and mind are in synch: the breath is a bridge between the two. Whenever you get caught up in a maelstrom of thoughts, you can let them go and come back to the cool breeze of the breath. The more you become familiar with the breath, the more it becomes a haven for your awareness – something you can trust. Here you are, with this breath, now.


Try this: mindfulness of breath

This simple mindfulness practice can be done for any length of time – five minutes is a good start. You can build up to 10, 20 or 30 minutes, or do a shorter practice of two or three minutes. Choose a quiet place to do this while you’re getting used to the technique, but after that you can practise anywhere – on the train, at your desk, in a waiting room.

♦ Take a good posture: Sit on a chair with your feet flat on the floor, or sit cross-legged on a firm cushion. Let your spine be tall, your shoulders relaxed, and your hands resting naturally on your thighs; placing your palms facing down can help to keep you grounded. Close your eyes, or keep them open with a downward gaze, whichever is most comfortable. Your posture can be relaxed but wakeful.

♦ Grounding: Feel the weight of your body, the sense of gravity. Bring your attention to the sensations of your feet in contact with the floor, and your bottom on the seat. Spend a few moments exploring these feelings of contact with the ground which is supporting you.

♦ Breathing: Notice the fact that you are breathing. You don’t have to change the breath in any way, just let it be as it is. Bring your awareness right up close to the physical sensations of the breath, wherever you feel it. Is it in the nostrils, or the back of the throat, or the chest, or the belly, or some combination of these places? Can you feel the texture of it, the length of it? See if you can be with the breath, rather than thinking about the breath. Allow the breath to breathe itself, and just ride the waves – all the way in, and all the way out.

♦ Coming back: Each time you notice your mind has wandered off, gently return your attention to the breath. You’ll probably find you have to do this over and over again – that ‘s completely normal. Perhaps within seconds you’re no longer here, you’re replaying a scene from work, or daydreaming, or planning tonight’s dinner. Just notice you’ve been gone, and gently escort your awareness back to the breath. This is the practice of mindfulness: not expecting to keep the mind perfectly focused, but being willing to let go of whatever took you away, and come back, over and over.

As you become familiar with this practice, the breath will slowly become available to you in any moment, as an anchor to bring you back to the here and now. The practice is simple, but powerful. It may seem like you spend the whole time thinking, and that nothing of benefit is happening, but try to do it without expectation of immediate benefits, because the practice takes time to work, and can seep into your being at an almost cellular level. Each time you do this practice, you are strengthening your mindfulness muscle in a way that can start to have an impact on



A history of mindfulness in five breaths






THE BODY





Try this: a short sitting body scan











MAKING FRIENDS WITH YOUR MIND





THE BENEFITS: THE SCIENCE OF MINDFULNESS
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