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‘Some men seem to attract success, power, wealth, attainment with very little conscious effort; others conquer with great difficulty; still others fail altogether to reach their ambitions, desires and ideals. Why is this so? The cause cannot be physical … hence mind must be the creative force, must constitute the sole difference between men. It is mind which overcomes environment and every other obstacle …’

Charles Haanel, The Master Key System (1919)




Preface

A Return to The Source





‘And yet the menace of the years; Finds, and shall find, me unafraid … I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul.’



Invictus, William Ernest Henley






LIFE-CHANGING OPPORTUNITIES PASS us by every day. A chance encounter with a potential partner, a comment that could open up a new career; in our frenetic lives such fleeting moments are easily overlooked or dismissed. But with the right help we can train our minds to notice them and to seize them – and learn how to transform a split-second into a lasting change. That’s because the things we most want from life – health, happiness, wealth, love – are governed by our ability to think, feel and act; in other words, by our brains.

This has long been the promise of New Age thinking: that we can control our destiny by reshaping our minds. Despite scepticism, systems like The Secret and its forbears have been used by millions of people for generations. Why? Because, if we strip away the mystique, some of the concepts underlying them are fundamentally powerful. Even more importantly, they are now being backed up by the latest breakthroughs in neuroscience and behavioural psychology.

I am a medical doctor specialising in psychiatry, a neuroscientist turned executive coach and a speaker on mental performance. All my research and practice has led me to be convinced of one thing: our ability to actively alter the way that our minds work. Science and evidence-based psychology are proving that we all have the power to manifest the lives we desire.

This is personal: I have been on my own journey to understanding that the key to creating the life I dreamt of lay within my brain – what I call ‘The Source’. In this book, I will share the thinking and techniques that have worked for me and my clients, as well as cutting-edge psychological research and neuroscience – all distilled into in a rigorous, proven toolkit for unlocking your mind. If you are open to change, and follow these simple steps, then you will be ready to harness more of those life-changing opportunities and reach your fullest potential.

As the eldest child of first-generation immigrant Indian parents, I was brought up in north-west London in the 1970s and 1980s with a curious mixture of cultural beliefs, foods and languages. I quickly learnt to adapt to the various ideas swirling around me, but deep down I felt conflicted. At home, yoga and meditation were part of the daily routine, we adhered to a strict vegetarian, Ayurvedic diet (in which turmeric was lauded as a cure-for-all) and we had to offer the food to God before taking a mouthful. My parents tried to explain the benefits of these practices but they sounded far-fetched and I just wanted to fit in with my friends. I dreamt of a simple life where what went on at home was in harmony with the world around me.

At school, my younger brother and I would never mention the idea of reincarnation, but at home we had to worship our ancestors with prayers chanted over incense sticks and with food offerings, sure in the knowledge that our ancestors were walking around in another dimension and able to exert an influence on our lives. Much to my amazement, it was casually accepted in my extended family that I was the reincarnation of my late grandmother. Her purported regret at not having had a formal education (she grew up in a village in India) led to a weight of expectation on me to become a medical doctor – the ultimate respected profession in my culture, akin to godliness because of its association with life and death. I dutifully went through school and to university on this path that had been laid out for me without question.

I believe I was drawn to psychiatry and neuroscience during my first few years at university in a quest to understand myself – who I really was and what my true purpose would be if I had been free to decide. In my twenties, I rejected my cultural heritage in a bid to relieve myself of the massive expectations placed on me in childhood. I moved out of home and in with my university friends, became interested in fashion and expressing myself through my clothing, started to travel around Europe and then to South Africa, and ventured into the realm of having a boyfriend. I met my husband-to-be when we were both working in psychiatry, and we moved to Australia then later lived in Bermuda, all of which expanded my world view and understanding of people and cultures. But the real crunch point came in my mid-thirties when I suffered major personal and professional crises at the same time.

I had become increasingly unhappy in my work as a psychiatrist, worn down by the long hours and workload and the sense of not being able to make a real difference to my patients. I witnessed so much human suffering and saw how tough and cruel life was for the mentally vulnerable. I cared deeply about my patients, but I had a nagging sense that they deserved more than just medication and hospitalisation – that a healthier regime and a sense of well-being could be cumulative in terms of their recovery. There was something negative for me about focusing only on illness, with at best a return to normality as the end goal for treatment. I knew that there was a world out there where a good outcome could be even better and I felt that I would contribute more to the world if I could work in a way that sought to optimise health, rather than simply treating acute symptoms after the event. In the end, I decided to leave and try to do something about it. At the same time my marriage fell apart with a disastrous impact on my own sense of identity and confidence. I felt like I was drowning, with nothing to hold onto and no end in sight. I needed to master mental resilience for my own sake as well as others’.

I was struggling with my sense of self, what I was going to do with my future and trying to understand what had led to the breakdown of my marriage. I had to learn who I was outside of the partnership that had been the foundation of my formative adult years. I experienced lows that I could not describe in words, but only in the primal howls of despair and loss. However, rock bottom gave me new clarity – from that moment emerged a determination I had not known I possessed, and a sense of being on a journey that I must progress on my own to really fulfil my potential.

Some years earlier, when I had been in a good place, I had come across the concepts of positive thinking and visualisation. I was still a doctor, about 30 years old, on a round-the-world trip and happily married. I felt pretty carefree. I read a lot of personal development books because I was interested in Buddhism and Jungian psychology. This was seen as pretty ‘alternative’ by my medically trained peers who were mostly dismissive of self-help books, but I believed there was a time and place for all sorts of ideologies. I read one book known as the ‘positive thinking bible’, which was more esoteric: it was called The Master Key System, written by Charles F. Haanel and originally published in 1916. It combined beliefs such as the ‘law of attraction’ alongside the power of visualisation and meditation. I didn’t do any of the step-by-step exercises in the book, but it resonated with me and I resolved to return to it later ‘if I ever needed to’. I forgot about it for years. It wasn’t until the demolition of my lovingly built life – the end of my marriage, a massive career change, living alone and starting a new business – that I found myself drawn to it once again.

I was astounded by the power of the exercises within the book. Each week led to new and deeper insights into the thought patterns that had allowed my life to spiral out of control, and the knowledge that mastering my emotions to make them work for me rather than allowing them to overwhelm me was the answer. It was a choice! The visualisations, in particular, were a powerful revelation in comparison to just overanalysing every situation. I moved from a sense of drowning to creating an image of a little life raft I could cling onto for as long as needed. Ahead of me was an island and I had a vision of standing on the golden sand, water running off me, the sun warming me, and one day being safe and strong. Also, I began the habit of making annual action boards. As you will see later on in the book, action boards are collages created to symbolise goals and aspirations, and keep you motivated to achieve them. My boards started with small wins, but ended up becoming something more powerful than I could ever have wished for. I’ve still got them from years ago – it’s astonishing how much of what was on them has come true for me, right down to the small details.

I felt a great sense of power over my own life as well as the impact I could have on other people, and even the world, simultaneously following my passions and educating people. I had always believed in the importance of abundance and generosity – these were strong intrinsic values for me – but the twist was that putting that knowledge out into the world – be it to friends, family or patients – became more important than striving for what I needed to survive. I had seen myself evolve and change fundamentally, and, most crucially, my learnings came about in a manner that was fascinating to decode through my knowledge of neuroscience and psychiatry – I was able to make my own brain work differently to support my new way of living.

As I battled to forge a new path, switching my focus towards the science of brain optimisation, I came to fully understand how we can harness the power of the brain to direct the life we desire. I built and refined my interpretation and teachings as I grew steadily more determined to devote my life’s work to unveiling the secrets of the brain.

Neuroscience has developed massively during my adult life, largely due to the advent of scanning technology. These developments gave credence to things that I had intuitively felt but hesitated to trust, as well as to the ancient wisdom from my background that did not previously mesh with modern Western life. Brain scanning has transformed our view of the influence of the brain and the importance of mental health and strength, as well as unlocking the tremendous power of brain plasticity and what it means for all of us.

With the deep parallels to my own growth and emotional metamorphosis, I was able to inextricably link who I am with what I do, and I believed that I could assist others to achieve this too. It hit me that I now understood the reason that I was on this planet. To actualise this in the real world, all I had to do was work on what I was good at, find the positives in my life – rather than focusing on what was wrong – and then this would have an impact on all that I touched.

My understanding of neuroscience and my quest to explore esoteric philosophy began to feel not like schizoid poles of thought, but like two core elements drawn towards one another to create a new charge. The experiences of my friends, family, patients and coaching clients all fed into my ideas, and again and again demonstrated the truth at the heart of my teachings. I was finally doing work I really wanted to do and this had a rewarding influence everywhere I went. I surrounded myself with people that I knew supported me and what I was trying to achieve. I made an action board every year without fail. I kept a journal to track my thoughts and emotional responses to everything that happened, slowly counselling myself towards trust and gratitude rather than blame or avoiding true responsibility. I was fully independent and could rely on myself to draw on my internal resources, even in situations I previously thought I could not withstand. I experienced cumulative insights, fusing what I had learnt about Eastern philosophy and cognitive science together into a new manifesto for living. Over time, these changes have led to immense leaps in the scope and scale of my work, and to finding personal fulfilment and security in a way that I never thought possible.

This is what I offer you here in an up-to-date, scientifically backed, secular way: my learnings and experiences together with the science; my way of retraining the brain to direct our actions and emotions to manifest our deepest dreams. Understanding and taking control of our own brain is the key, and this is the power of The Source. It has taken me nine years at university, seven years of practising psychiatry and ten years of being an executive coach to get to this point. But I will share with you, in this book, the secret of mastering your brain to transform your life.



Dr Tara Swart, London




Introduction





‘Whether you think you can or you think you can’t – you’re right.’



Henry Ford






ONCE UPON A time, we humans roamed the surface of the earth alongside other primates and even larger, stronger and more agile animals. We were no more special or extraordinary than any other creature that existed on this planet. We had a smaller skull than we do now that largely consisted of the limbic brain – the deep, ancient, emotional, intuitive part of the brain – surrounded by a slim sliver of outer cortex. And then … we discovered fire.1

We do not know if we naturally evolved to develop a larger cortex and with this came the capacity to utilise tools and make fire; or if it started with a random small spark that would change the world. But we nurtured it, not just to stay warm, but also to cook meat and therefore digest protein more efficiently. Our digestive tract shrank and we diverted resources to grow the outer cortex of the brain, which eventually became as dense as the limbic brain it surrounds. This rapid development of the cortex was the single most pivotal moment in the cognitive evolution of humankind. And it has made us by far the most successful animal on this planet.

With the growth of the modern, rational part of the brain came articulated speech and the ability to predict and plan for the future. As we became more logical and able to communicate and exist in larger tribes, we talked more and felt less. We moved away from emotions to logic and facts, and survival through competition became our means to an end. We lost the sense of abundance that had got us so far, and the sense that there was enough for everyone. We lost our relationship with fate: we needed to control fate and have more than everyone else. We stopped the simple life connections – like sitting around a campfire telling stories, gazing at the stars or walking barefoot in nature – to cultivate agriculture and create industries where power and status outweighed collaboration or peaceful coexistence. We stopped being and started doing a lot of things, existing on a kind of autopilot that we could not turn off.

Millennia later, we live in a world where logic is massively overrated, emotions are seen as a weakness and decisions based on intuition have little or no place. We have forgotten where we came from. Over time, we have neglected the limbic brain that got us to the pivotal moment in our evolution, and instead placed the cortex on a pedestal. We have demoted depth, passion and instinct and come to rely on the surface-level capabilities – such as exams, rote-learning or transactional relationships – that are more connected with material gain than true joy. We live a life dominated by stress and are too busy to really take notice of who we are, where we are going and what we want from life. We are now at a moment where technology will disrupt our minds and bodies more than we can begin to imagine. We are on the threshold of massive change.

Faith in Science

What is happening to our brain now, in the midst of all this change? When I was growing up, brain scanners didn’t even exist. Now, through sophisticated imaging of healthy brains, we can really see what thoughts ‘look like’, and how anger, sadness and joy appear in the brain. Through scanning and other research, we can evidence the impact of parenting behaviours and relationships on children’s brains. In adults, too, we now understand that everything, from physical exercise and meditation to social relationships and stress, is moulding and shaping our brains constantly. This gives us a new context in which to make sense of age-old ideas.

Until now, the best-known proponents of the idea that we can create the life we want by changing the way we think have met with universal criticism from scientists for their suggestion that thoughts themselves are ‘magnetic’, with a vibrational frequency that moves outwards into the universe and is met with an effect. These claims for ‘vibration’ and ‘resonance’ have not been grounded in empirical science. As a result, subscribing to them has, until now, required a leap of faith: asking us to choose to believe that if we think positively, we will attract many desired elements into our life. This can create an impression of a passive process where we could sit at home or on a desert island and miraculously change the world. Of course, this is impossible and, to the sceptic’s ear, advocates of the ‘law of attraction’, ‘manifesting’ and ‘abundance’ make the whole thing sound like a manifesto for magical thinking.

However, just as modern science shows us how age-old practices such as mindfulness and many of the ancient medical principles of Ayurveda have demonstrable, evidence-based benefits, so our understanding of neuroplasticity (the brain’s ability to flex and change) demonstrates that directing our thoughts can influence not only our perception of ‘reality’ but also our material life circumstances, our relationships, and the situations we attract into or tolerate in our lives. The way we think determines our life. This is a simple idea, but a powerful one. Our brains actively grow and change during childhood. In contrast, as adults, we have to consciously direct ourselves to grow and develop as people. Quite how much we can use the inherent flexibility of the brain to enhance our experience of life is actually mind-blowing, and this concept will underpin all the theory and practice outlined in The Source.

In contrast to the pseudoscience that characterises much of the ‘law of attraction’ movement, as a neuroscientist and a medical doctor with extensive experience practising psychiatry, I make these claims with informed authority. My approach is strongly based on the proven brain–body connection – the concept that the brain and body are inextricably linked and have knock-on effects on each other, mostly via the neuroendocrine system (which includes all our glands and hormones) and the autonomic nervous system (which is all our nerves apart from the brain itself and the spinal cord). Our ability to thrive is governed by the physical condition of our (emotional and logical) brain and the quality of thoughts that we allow to arise from it. Whatever that condition and quality may be today, the elasticity of our brain means that we have the ability to change our brain pathways, and therefore our lives, for a better tomorrow.

We will at times have to challenge the consequences of our evolutionary ‘hardwiring’ and retrain ourselves to think in a more agile and positive way. But now’s the time to take action. This is not blind faith, but faith based in science.

Our Brains on Autopilot

Let’s start by thinking about how we regard our brains. The first step to unleashing the power of our brain is to stop taking it for granted – our brain is our biggest asset; crucially, it governs our life: our confidence, relationships, creativity, self-esteem, life purpose, resilience, and so much more.

In every millisecond, our brain’s 86 billion neurons (brain cells) are interpreting and responding to the glut of sensory feedback they receive from our body and environment, and processing and filing this information according to what the brain thinks it ‘means’. These neurons are firing off constantly, making connections and building ‘pathways’ as they bring together emotions and actions and memories and connections.

This is largely at a subconscious level, and we act all the time based on this ‘feedback loop’ as it is called, adjusting and readjusting our response in real time to the perceived trigger. Information comes in from the outside world and we respond based on pattern recognition that becomes more and more ingrained as we mature and we become more stuck or set in our ways. From taking the same route to work every day (mostly without even registering the view from the window or the roads we walk down) to following familiar (and unsatisfactory) relationship models, we live huge parts of our lives on this ‘autopilot’. We do this unquestioningly for the most part, as, through repetition, this becomes the default pathway in our brain; the longer we have been doing something, the less likely we are to question it, whether that is our favourite colour or our choice of life partner.

Following this autopilot means that life follows very familiar patterns, which is much more efficient for the brain as it requires less energy. Also, the brain is wired to avoid change which it perceives as a ‘threat’ and to which it creates a stress response that stops us from taking risks and powers down our higher thinking (the executive functions of the brain, such as regulating emotions, overriding biases, solving complex problems and thinking flexibly and creatively) to keep us safe. It opts for instant gratification and the path of least resistance whether or not it is in our best interest for it to do so. On autopilot, we don’t question where these underlying, entrenched habits come from and whether they serve us any longer; we switch off and let life happen to us, assuming that much of it is out of our control. But every single thing that we do reinforces a pattern or pathway, and consolidates our autopilot behaviours. In doing so, the underlying concept that things are just the way they are, convinces us more than ever that life happens to us and we are to a large extent powerless to control it. However, neuroscience shows us that we can take back control of our minds by rewiring our brain’s pathways to make lasting, positive changes to our lives.

The Source

The Source is the incredible, complex and sophisticated thing that is our whole brain – not just the cortex and our planning and data-driven decision-making abilities. The true power of the brain lies in being able to integrate what we think with how we feel – the cortex and the limbic system together – with what our gut tells us and what we sense throughout our entire bodies. This creates an experience of life of which we can take true ownership; one that is filled with a trust in our own amazing ability to navigate circumstances with every part of us aligned and fully immersed.

Life does not have to be about fear and half-measures or what ifs and regrets. We each have the capacity in our brains to live life fully, boldly and without shame or sadness. I have come to learn, through the combination of my cultural heritage with modern medicine and neuroscience, that if we access the full potential of our brains, we can live life very, very differently to the way we have before today.

At the heart of The Source is developing a level of awareness about our neural pathways and the patterns in their activity that dictate how we unconsciously react to triggers and events – like losing our temper versus shutting down, comfort eating or reaching out for help. Becoming more aware of our responses and behaviour can help us shape our reactions to the challenges we encounter in our lives. This awareness of our own mental state and that of others governs our most complex and critical social interactions: to make sense of the cognition of others is known as ‘theory of mind’ and we use this to interpret, understand and predict the actions of those around us.

There are obvious advantages to being skilled at understanding what is motivating others’ actions, and an extreme example of not being able to do this is seen in the autism spectrum. We can become more skilled at doing these things using the power of neuroplasticity (meaning we can learn and change) and brain agility to use whole-brain thinking in a variety of situations and with different types of people.

Developing metacognition, or ‘thinking about thinking’, and becoming ‘aware of one’s awareness’, rather than functioning on autopilot is one of the main objectives of The Source. A function of the pre-frontal cortex (PFC), the term comes from the root word meta, meaning ‘beyond’. The PFC monitors sensory signals from other regions and uses feedback loops to direct our thinking by constantly updating our brain depending on what is playing out in the outside world. Metacognition encompasses all of our memory-monitoring and self-regulation, consciousness and self-awareness – crucial capacities to regulate our own thinking and maximise our awareness and our potential to learn and change.

My four-step programme to fully awaken the brain and own your fullest potential is the product of a long-standing neuroscientific and psychiatric understanding of the brain, updated with cutting-edge cognitive science. I combine this with a healthy measure of esoteric and spirituality based supports. We will explore, in detail, the neuroscience behind your ability to ‘create’ your future – the law of attraction and how you can train your brain to ‘manifest’ your dreams. We will look at the power of visualisation informed by twenty-first century science and why it works, as well as what happens inside the brain when you proactively channel positive thoughts. We will delve into how using action boards to focus your intentions will allow you to construct a life that is true to your innermost needs and aspirations. The result is a potent cocktail that will reboot your thinking and motivation, and halt negativity in its tracks.

The Source and you

This book is a guide to life that combines science and spirituality in a way that is open-minded and practical. I want you to be able to wake up your brain and unlock its full potential so that you can make of life what you really want, turn off that autopilot and make the decisions necessary to move forwards. We all suffer from negative thought patterns and behaviours, from habits that make life easier but aren’t helpful to our happiness, and from emotions that limit our life choices; but if they are determining how you live, then you need to find a way past them. This is your chance to fully engage with your deepest needs and desires, and to make life happen for you, not to you.

Take a look at the statements overleaf and see how many resonate with you. If you find yourself nodding your head, this book is for you.

Relationships


	I care more about everyone else than I do about myself.

	I struggle to find and develop healthy relationships and suspect there is a pattern to the problems that keep cropping up that threatens my long-term happiness.

	I’ve been so badly hurt in the past that I have totally shut off from ever meeting anyone special.

	I’d settle for any kind of relationship rather than be single or on the dating game.

	I feel desperate to meet someone so I’m not the last childless person in my group of friends.

	I feel stuck in an unhappy long-term relationship and can’t see a way out.

	I am unable to make new friends, and don’t feel connected to my established friendship groups. I don’t know how to ‘move on’.

	I want a partner and a family, but don’t feel I have any control over this happening.



Work


	I agonise over what decisions to make.

	I know I can be the best at something, but I’m not sure I’m doing the right things to fulfil my potential.

	I’ve never asked for a pay rise or promotion.

	My work bores me but it pays the bills.

	I have a fixed view of what I can and can’t do and I’m resigned to this.

	I get so tired and burnt out sometimes that I can’t get out of bed.

	I have a lot of ideas of what I want from my career, but don’t know how to make them happen.



Personal development


	‘Never’, ‘always’ and ‘should/must’ dominate my thinking.

	I wish I was more in control of my life.

	I feel directionless and worry that life will pass me by.

	I get overwhelmed by extremes of emotion.

	The way I feel about my body and appearance is highly influenced by what mood I am in.

	I sometimes resent people – even my friends – who have a better lifestyle than me.

	I give most people a curated version of my life because deep down I don’t think it’s that great.

	I’d like to start a new venture or go travelling – do something different with my life – but I keep putting it off.



If you recognise any of these statements, then understanding how neuroplasticity works will allow you to think differently and change old assumptions and deeply embedded self-beliefs. This book will enable you to set your intention, goal or dream for your future and show you how you can manifest the ideal vision of what you want your life to look like.

Journaling

Before we begin, it’s time to start an important new habit: journaling. Throughout The Source we’re going to be asking ourselves lots of questions, uncovering debilitating patterns and habits, and building steps towards a potential brighter future, so take the time to get yourself a journal to fill in that makes you feel happy and empowered.

To get the maximum benefit from this practice, you’ll need to write in your journal daily about your thoughts and reactions to events and the people in your life. You don’t need to write long entries, but aim to be honest and open about your emotions, motivations and behaviours.


TARA: UNCOVERING MY TRUTH

Even as my career star was rising, it was as if I was paralysed with fear when it came to my romantic life. I avoided intimate relationships like the plague, going from non-committal dating for a few years to not dating at all for two years before I realised I was being controlled by my lack of trust, and fear of being hurt again after the breakdown of my marriage. I had absolutely convinced myself that it was the best and right thing for me to never consider getting married again, and therefore that being open to a committed relationship was a total waste of my time and energy. I had to work hard to challenge this belief – my own emotions created my biggest barrier to change.

I found my journaling a powerful way to see that mistrust was leading me into repeated patterns of holding back from or avoiding intimacy that inevitably led to self-fulfilling prophecies. I decided to act as if the past had no hold over me and just tried to think and behave differently to see if my worst fears would really come true. They didn’t. There were a few bumps in the road but I also learnt that that was okay and I could still move forward with trust until everything worked out. Shutting off was definitely not going to get me there.



Tapping into The Source

There is a neuro-myth (that won’t go away!) that we only use 10 per cent of our brains. It’s not actually true, but our fondness for this statistic belies the scientific truth that the potential to grow and change our brain and how it directs our lives is far greater than we have been led to believe.

In this book, there are no wild claims or talk of quantum physics. There will always be enough rigorous science to back up the theory. I’ll share the four-step plan I have used with patients and coaching clients, and also the practices that I have personally benefitted from, such as visualisations, journaling and creating powerful action boards to bring your desires to life.

In Part 1: Science and Spirituality, you’ll learn about the science behind the law of attraction and the power of visualisation. Part 2: The Elastic Brain explores neuroplasticity and how our brain really can change the way it works. Part 3: The Agile Brain uncovers the power of an agile and balanced brain in how we live our lives. I’ll be encouraging you to try the exercises throughout the book and in the final practical section – Part 4: Fire Up The Source – to give you a roadmap to tap into The Source.

This book will take you on a journey, blending science and spirituality and helping you to turn insight into motivation and autopilot into action. This is the power of The Source – to come to understand how you are in control of your own destiny. You are just four steps away from building a new confident you, and a new magical life.
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