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NOTICE TO OUR READERS

New Choices in Natural Healing was written as a reference volume, not as a medical guide or a manual for treatment. Its ideas and suggestions are designed to help you make informed decisions about your health. They are not intended to help you make a diagnosis about your health, nor are they a substitute for any treatment that has been prescribed by your doctor. If you suspect you have a medical problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help. Before you use an alternative treatment method from this book, we strongly recommend that you discuss that decision with your doctor. You, the reader, must take full responsibility for all decisions about your health and for how you use this book. Therefore, the publisher disclaims any responsibility for any adverse effects that result from your use of the information in this book.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

You Asked Us for Choices—And Here They Are!

By Bill Gottlieb

Editor-in-Chief

Prevention Magazine Health Books

Dear Reader:

A couple of years ago, the editors at Prevention Magazine Health Books met with 20 of you in a “focus group”—an event arranged by companies to find out what their customers like and dislike about their products and what their customers want for the future.

You wanted choices.

You didn’t want to be limited to just one kind of doctor—a medical doctor. You wanted to be able to sample from the new field of “alternative medicine,” with its broad range of practitioners.

You didn’t want to be limited to just one kind of treatment—the medical treatment of a drug or an operation. You wanted to explore the world of natural healing, because you thought those methods might be safer and more effective.

(In fact, you told us that a lot of the medical care you used didn’t work and that it sometimes created even more health problems than you started with.)

But you wanted more than a new kind of doctor and a new kind of treatment. You wanted the option to solve your health problems at home.

You were fed up with the arrogance of medical doctors who thought they knew everything and would hardly give you the time of day. Sure, you wanted to go to a doctor for medical problems that were beyond self-care—but you wanted a way to minimize your contact. You wanted, whenever possible, to take care of yourself.

We listened carefully.

We thought about what you said.

And we created a unique and practical book that we hope gives you exactly what you want: New Choices in Natural Healing: Over 1,800 of the Best Self-Help Remedies from the World of Alternative Medicine.

Unique, because never before has there been such a large compilation of remedies from such a wide variety of alternative approaches. For every one of the 160 health problems in this book, you’ll find one or more natural choices: the vitamin, the herb, the acupressure point, the yoga pose, the food, the mental image (to name just a few of the techniques) that can make you feel better.

Practical, because all of the remedies in this book are from health professionals who have used them with their patients and clients and have proved their effectiveness.

You asked us for choices—and we hope this book allows you to make the best choice of all: the choice for better health.
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PART I
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UNDERSTANDING THE METHODS OF NATURAL HEALING




THE MOST NATURAL OF REMEDIES

For These, What’s Old Is New

From pacemakers to birth control pills, from kidney transplants to artificial hearts, America has an international reputation for making medical breakthroughs.

But even as revolutionary medical techniques continue to make the headlines, another, quieter health revolution is happening in homes across the country. As conventional medicine becomes ever more complicated and costly, a growing number of people are turning to natural healing—simple, traditional, decidedly low-tech methods of preventing illness and solving everyday health problems.

Consider:

• In 1990, Americans made an estimated 425 million visits to alternative health practitioners—more than they made to primary care physicians.

• In 1992, the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, established the Office of Alternative Medicine, which devotes more than $3 million a year to exploring unconventional healing techniques such as meditation, massage, vitamin therapy and herbal therapy.

• In 1993, Americans spent an estimated $1.5 billion on herbal remedies, including teas and supplements. While that’s a lot less than the $13.3 billion spent on over-the-counter drugs, it’s more than ten times the amount we spend on over-the-counter sleeping pills from grocery stores and drugstores.

 

MORE FAMILIAR THAN YOU THINK

 

What’s going on here? What do homeopaths and nutritionists, massage therapists and Ayurvedic practitioners have to offer a society that boasts the most advanced medical technology in the world? Why are people flocking to health food stores, with their lotions and potions, and what keeps them going back for more?

“There has been a real shift in the way people think about their health,” says Andrew Weil, M.D., a teacher of alternative medicine at the University of Arizona College of Medicine in Tuscon, founding director of the university’s Center for Integrative Medicine and a physician emphasizing natural and preventive medicine. “At the same time, they’re realizing that conventional medicine is expensive and sometimes dangerous—and not always effective.”

While the term alternative medicine may conjure up some pretty exotic images, many of these therapies are more familiar than you think. If you’ve ever massaged your temples to ease a headache, applied an ice pack to a sprained ankle or listened to your car radio to de-stress during a traffic jam, you’ve already practiced some simple natural healing techniques.

Most of us know we can bolster our diets with vitamin supplements or drink prune juice to avoid constipation. What we may not realize is that these are time-tested therapies and they’re usually cheaper, safer and better for what ails us than painkillers, laxatives or after-work cocktails.

Until a few years ago, herbal teas, those age-old remedies for everything from insomnia to morning sickness, were sold mainly in health food stores. Today, you’ll find seemingly endless varieties stacked next to the java and hot chocolate in your local supermarket. And a cosmetics company, Origins, uses aromatherapy oils in its Sensory Therapy line, which includes peppermint, wintergreen, cinnamon, licorice and patchouli among its ingredients.

Even mainstream doctors have begun to recommend natural, drugless therapies to treat both everyday complaints and serious illnesses. Dietary modification, for instance, has become the weapon of choice against a number of diseases that would have been treated mainly with prescription drugs a generation ago. “We know that many conditions are caused by the wrong diet and can be reversed by the right diet,” says Neal Barnard, M.D., president of the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine in Washington, D.C., and author of Food for Life and other books on the healing aspects of food. “Heart disease, cancer, weight problems, arthritis, diabetes, high blood pressure—they can all be treated to some degree with foods.”

Yoga, once dismissed as a hobby for hippies and double-jointed contortionists, has also been rediscovered. Actress/fitness guru Jane Fonda released a yoga workout video, and yogic breathing and relaxation techniques get a full chapter in the best-selling Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing Heart Disease.

The wide appeal of the Ornish program, which includes relaxation, meditation and emotional sharing in support groups as well as exercise and dietary changes, suggests that many people are ready for a more holistic approach to health.

“Western thought has always regarded the mind and body as separate entities,” says Dennis Gersten, M.D., publisher of Atlantis, a bi-monthly imagery newsletter, and a San Diego psychiatrist whose therapies include techniques such as guided imagery, nutritional counseling and meditation as well as medication. If needed, Dr. Gersten will refer patients for treatment with a homeopath, an acupuncturist, a chiropractor, an Ayurvedic practitioner or an orthopedic surgeon. “A holistic approach means recognizing that the mind and the spirit have a direct, powerful effect on how the body functions,” he says.

 

NATURAL HEALING THROUGH THE AGES

 

While natural therapies have been described as the wave of the future, they’re actually much older than Western treatments such as surgeries and antibiotics. Experts estimate that herbal remedies and Ayurveda, the traditional medicine of India, have been around for 5,000 years. Ancient Egyptians used fragrant oils in what may have been an early version of aromatherapy, and hydrotherapy was practiced in ancient Greece and Rome. And homeopathy, one of the newest techniques, is more than 200 years old.

Homeopathy, in fact, was as big as allopathy, the type of medicine practiced by conventional doctors, in the early nineteenth century, according to David Edelberg, M.D., an internist and medical director of the American Holistic Center/Chicago, one of the largest alternative treatment facilities in the country. He says that “there were dozens of ‘eclectic’ medical colleges in the nineteenth century, which taught an approach to medicine that ultimately became naturopathy,” a type of medicine still practiced today that uses a number of alternative techniques, including homeopathy, acupuncture, massage, hydrotherapy, nutritional counseling and herbal and vitamin therapies.

It wasn’t until the early twentieth century, the golden age of drug development, that Americans developed the attitude that good health was found in the medicine chest. “Technological medicine made some incredible advances in the first half of the century,” says Dr. Weil. In light of lifesaving discoveries such as penicillin and the Salk polio vaccine, it seemed only reasonable to assume that scientists would one day develop similar “wonder drugs” to wipe out cancer, heart disease and other dread diseases.

“It wasn’t long, though, before people realized that technology creates as many problems as it solves,” says Dr. Weil.

A prime example is the widespread use of antibiotics, which has given rise to strains of bacteria that are highly resistant to most drugs in the conventional arsenal, says Sheila Quinn, association manager of the American Association of Naturopathic Physicians, a Seattle-based organization that provides information on naturopathic medicine and referrals to naturopathic physicians. While antibiotics have saved millions of lives, they haven’t really solved problems such as tuberculosis, which is turning up in new forms that don’t respond to conventional therapies, Dr. Edelberg says.

“The naturopaths are really on to something,” says Dr. Edelberg. For example, instead of prescribing an antibiotic to wipe out an infection, a naturopathic physician might prescribe a combination of natural remedies to attack the infection but then will also try to determine which factors in the patient’s daily life—such as stress, poor nutrition or inadequate exercise—made him susceptible to the illness in the first place. Natural healers may use a combination of juices, vitamin and mineral supplements, dietary changes and other therapies to build up the immune system, the body’s natural defense against infection. And as the immune system becomes stronger, antibacterial and antiviral herbs and homeopathic preparations can be used to zero in on the infection.

 

COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE

 

That’s not to say that alternative treatment should be a substitute for conventional medicine. Most alternative health practitioners believe that the best care involves considering all options, including conventional medicine. “Good holistic doctors recognize that regular medicine really is best in certain areas, especially emergency situations,” says Dr. Gersten. “Using an inhaler during an attack can save the life of someone with asthma. What it can’t do is improve the condition in the long term. That’s where other treatments come in.”

One area where alternative treatment is particularly helpful is the managing of stress, which has been implicated in a wide range of conditions, from allergies and skin problems to gastrointestinal disorders and heart disease. Meditation, sound therapy and touch therapies such as massage and reflexology offer simple, practical techniques to keep stress at bay.

In the United Kingdom, where natural techniques are better known and more widely used than in the United States, they’re called complementary therapies, which both conventional physicians and alternative practitioners seem to like. “In some ways it’s a better name,” says Dr. Edelberg. “It illustrates the proper place of these therapies: side by side with conventional medical treatment.”

And while some in the medical community have been slow to accept unconventional treatments, there are a number of indications that these attitudes are changing. “Physicians are intellectually curious,” says Dr. Edelberg. “We’ve had M.D.’s call and visit from all over the country, and many have wanted to rotate here to spend a few days talking to the practitioners.”

This willingness to consider alternative therapies is also beginning to spread to the health insurance industry. A few large carriers have started to experiment with covering alternative treatments. A pilot program at Mutual of Omaha, for instance, covers the Dean Ornish cardiac rehabilitation program, and Blue Cross of Washington has a policy that covers naturopathy and homeopathy. But no carrier has made a greater commitment to natural healing than the American Western Life Insurance Company of Foster City, California. The company’s Wellness plan covers naturopathic treatments, including Ayurveda, homeopathy, nutritional counseling, massage and physical therapy.

“We were looking for a cost containment mechanism, not a new philosophy,” says Lisa WolfKlain, an American Western vice-president who oversees the Wellness plan. But in researching ways to cut health care costs, American Western discovered naturopathy. Today, the company maintains a full-time Wellness Line, staffed by trained naturopathic doctors who answer clients’ health care questions.

Premiums for the Wellness plan are about 20 percent lower than for the company’s traditional plans, says WolfKlain, “because we believe very strongly that if people do take care of themselves, if they take preventive measures, it’s going to save us all a lot of money in the long run.”

While the Wellness plan has more than 2,000 subscribers, it’s offered in only five western states. For more information on coverage for alternative treatments, contact your insurance company.

 

THE BACK-TO-NATURE MOVEMENT

 

Interest in natural healing has been increasing since the 1960s, says Dr. Edelberg. “It was a combination of the anti-establishment tenor of the 1960s and President Nixon’s 1974 visit to China, which led to a loosening of immigration laws for people coming from the East,” says Dr. Edelberg. “In this country, you had a very curious, open-minded group of young people who were already interested in natural living. Suddenly, there were thousands of Asians immigrating with their own culture and medical background. Americans were very interested, particularly in California.”

But while the back-to-nature movement may have started out as a West Coast phenomenon, people across the country are exploring natural therapies in record numbers, says Gene BeHage, vice-president of marketing for General Nutrition Center (GNC), a nationwide chain of health food stores. GNC is the largest specialty retailer of herbs, health foods and vitamin and mineral supplements in the nation. The Pittsburgh-based company has 1,900 stores across the country, up from 800 ten years ago.

 

MEDICINE FOR A NEW CENTURY

 

Why the recent surge in interest? Rising health care costs may be a factor, says BeHage. “People are taking more control of their destinies as far as health is concerned,” he says. “They have to, because with the cost of health care, they can’t afford not to.”

At the same time, more and more Americans have been affected by newly discovered chronic degenerative diseases such as AIDS and chronic fatigue syndrome, conditions that Western medicine can’t cure. “Conventional medicine doesn’t do all that well with chronic illnesses, which are definitely on the increase,” notes Dr. Edelberg. Many patients with chronic fatigue, arthritis or irritable bowel syndrome either aren’t helped by medication, he says, or experience such severe side effects that they stop treatment altogether.

“Conventional doctors often tell patients to learn to live with these problems, but for a 32-year-old woman with irritable bowel who doesn’t want to live with diarrhea and stomach cramps for the next half-century, that’s just not acceptable,” says Dr. Edelberg. “People are willing to try unconventional treatments because they want to get well.”

Many patients are also attracted to the alternative practitioner’s emphasis on treating the whole person—mind, body and spirit. Ayurvedic practitioners treat patients according to mind/body type, believing that true healing depends on balancing physical, mental and emotional influences. Flower remedy/essence therapy is chosen to even out emotional imbalances, which, therapists believe, are at the root of most physical problems. And holistic physicians such as Dr. Edelberg use intensive counseling to help patients find out whether aspects of their daily lives, such as job stress, marital problems, diet or sleeping habits, might be behind their symptoms.

In this age of managed care and impersonal group practices, patients find this individualized approach particularly appealing, says Dr. Gersten.

“It’s definitely a reaction to how depersonalized allopathic medicine has become,” says Dr. Gersten. “It wasn’t always this way. The family doctor of a century ago was really a holistic doctor. He knew three generations of the family, and he knew that the mother’s diabetes got worse when the teenager acted up. He saw the big picture. That’s something conventional medicine has definitely lost.”

 

TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR HEALTH

 

Finally, whether they’re changing their diets or relaxing with meditation, patients who take the natural approach report feeling more in charge of their health.

This is one of the principal goals of natural healing, says WolfKlain. “The whole idea is to break the cycle of dependency, to get people well and keep them out of the doctor’s office when it’s not necessary. Many people go to the doctor with a victim mentality: ‘Here, I’m a body, take care of me.’ Instead, we want them to ask how they can take care of themselves.”

Alternative practitioners admit that this approach isn’t for everyone. “There are plenty of people who think ‘I don’t want to change my life. I don’t want to hear that my job is giving me a coronary. Just give me a pill for it,’ ” says Dr. Edelberg. “We send these patients back to conventional physicians, who will probably do just that.”

“Changing behavior is hard,” says Quinn. “Alternative practitioners are better at helping people change behavior because that’s what their training emphasizes and because they spend more time getting to know the patient—body, mind and spirit.”



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The book you’re holding is a potent natural medicine—a concentrated collection of hundreds of ways for you to feel better. And like any potent medicine, you need some simple instructions on how to “take” it so that it’s maximally effective. You need to know how to use this book.

Obviously, when using this book you’ll probably turn first to Part II, “Natural Remedies for 160 Health Problems,” to find remedies for the health problem that’s bothering you (or someone you care about).

You can use any of those remedies right away, of course. But you’ll notice that almost all of the individual remedies refer you to a chapter in Part I of this book, “Understanding the Methods of Natural Healing.” You may want to read that chapter before you use the remedy. So for example, if you have arthritis and you’ve decided to try the Ayurvedic remedy for the disease, you may want to read the Ayurveda chapter first. If you’ve decided to try juicing, you may want to read the juice therapy chapter first. If you’ve decided to try a homeopathic remedy, you may want to read the homeopathy chapter first. (You get the idea.) You don’t have to read these chapters first—in fact, you don’t have to read them at all—but reading them may make you a more informed (and perhaps more successful) user of the natural remedies in this book.

(Of course, feel free to read all of these chapters before you use the remedies in New Choices in Natural Healing. Each chapter is a fascinating guide to a particular “country” in the varied world of alternative healing.)

The remedy may also ask you to turn to a page in the illustration section in Part II. Some of the remedies involve exercises that we’ve illustrated, and we’ve put all of these illustrations together in one part of the book for your reading convenience.

Finally, you may want more information about the alternative methods discussed in this book. Or certain remedies that the book suggests may not be readily available, and you may have to order them through the mail. For this, please turn to Part III, “Resources for Natural Healing.” You will find a complete listing of organizations, sources of mail-order products and books for each of the 16 natural healing methods that are covered in this book.

And here’s a final “instruction” for using New Choices in Natural Healing: Use it in good health!





ACUPRESSURE

Let Your Fingers Do the Healing

You’ve probably heard of acupuncture, or seen a photo of someone receiving the treatment—looking a bit like a human pincushion, with dozens of little needles sticking out of his body.

But how much do you know about acupressure?

With acupressure, you use finger or hand pressure instead of needles. But its goal is the same as acupuncture’s: to stimulate what Chinese medical practitioners call chi—the body’s most basic healing energy.

Acupressure is the older, original technique, a Chinese home remedy that gave rise to the more “technological” approach of acupuncture. (In much the same way, the herb willow bark was the predecessor of aspirin.)

Many American physicians and health professionals say that both of these techniques are powerful methods for pain relief and disease treatment.

“But acupressure can be even more powerful than acupuncture for relieving everyday aches, pains and stress,” says Michael Reed Gach, Ph.D., director of the Acupressure Institute in Berkeley, California, and author of Acupressure’s Potent Points. Those common complaints include headaches, backaches, sinus pain, neck pain, eyestrain and menstrual cramps, he says. Acupressure can also reduce the pain of ulcers, help heal sports injuries, relieve insomnia and alleviate constipation and other digestive problems.

Another advantage of pressure over puncture is that you can do it yourself—all you need are your hands, a little knowledge and some time. It’s also cheap—free, in fact, once you’ve learned the basics. And it’s simple and safe. If you use common sense, the only thing you can do wrong is be a little too vigorous.

Ready to let your fingers do the healing? Well, before you use the acupressure remedies in this book, you might enjoy reading a bit more about the theory and practice of the technique itself. Think of the rest of this chapter as a tour of an exotic foreign country—your body, as understood by Chinese medicine and as healed by acupressure.



THE MANY FLAVORS OF ACUPRESSURE

Ice cream is one food, but it has lots of flavors. It’s the same with acupressure. It’s one technique with a lot of varieties. Here are your choices.

Do-in. This system of stretches, breathing, exercises and acupressure techniques is great for beginners. You can use do-in every day as a kind of acupressure workout.

Acu-yoga. This method uses yoga postures for the purpose of pressing many acupressure points with your whole body instead of with just your hands. It’s meant for use at home. The yoga stretches are particularly helpful when you want to work on your back and other hard-to-reach places. (For more on yoga, see page 150.)

Jin Shin Jyutsu. This is a Japanese form of self-help acupressure that involves gentle touching or cradling of the body rather than massagelike movements. The goal of Jin Shin Jyutsu is to harmonize body, mind and spirit by touching 26 “safety energy locks” found along energy pathways in the body. Sessions can include a series of touches or can be as simple as the holding of one finger.

Shiatsu. This technique, also from Japan, involves rhythmic pressing of acupressure points for short periods, from three to ten seconds. The thumbs are used whenever possible, because they can exert firmer pressure than the fingers. Shiatsu, which means “finger pressure” in Japanese, tends to be more vigorous than acupressure.

Zen shiatsu. Zen is a form of Buddhism that originated in Japan, and it often involves strenuous practices such as hours of meditation a day. Zen shiatsu is also strenuous, adding yogalike stretches to help open the meridians. Health professionals who practice this technique also apply heavy pressure, using their full body weight when they press the points. This isn’t an at-home technique.

Barefoot shiatsu. No, this isn’t a massage you receive with your shoes off. You use your feet to rub and press the points. Practitioners say this method delivers more pressure.

Some of these acupressure therapies are do-it-yourself; some require a qualified professional. But if you choose to visit a health professional who practices acupressure, make sure he is properly certified or licensed. (Look for a degree such as C.A.T., which indicates that the practitioner is adequately trained.) And ideally, just as when you go to a dentist or a doctor for the first time, it’s always best to have a recommendation from a friend or relative who has used the practitioner’s services. Refer to the resource list on page 631 for organizations that will help you locate an acupressurist.




 

THE INSTINCT OF HEALING

 

“Acupressure is as old as instinct,” says Dr. Gach. “When your head hurts, you rub your temples. When your stomach aches, you bend over and hold the place where it hurts.”

“These are ancient peasant remedies,” says Betsy Ruth Dayton, founder of High Touch Network, a professional organization in Friday Harbor, Washington, whose members practice acupressure. “Women used these techniques when their kids were sick. Neighbors gave each other treatments. They were gifts anybody could afford to give.”

These basic human impulses—to touch, to heal—were combined in China with the principles of traditional Chinese medicine, which has as its original text the nearly 4,000-year-old Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine. In that text, and over the next two millennia, Chinese doctors discovered a system of channels and points on the body that, if correctly touched or stimulated, would relieve pain and speed healing.

The traditional Chinese doctors said these channels, called meridians, were the invisible wires that conducted the body’s chi, or energy. If these channels were disturbed—if the energy flowing through them was too slow or too fast, too turbulent or too static—the body’s chi was said to be imbalanced. The goal of traditional Chinese medicine was to restore chi to a state of balance, and acupressure (along with diet, herbs, deep breathing, gentle exercises and other methods) was one of its techniques.

“If a person is totally healthy—mentally, emotionally and physically—energy will flow through the body freely, like electricity is conducted through circuits,” says Dayton. “But none of us is totally healthy. We all experience disease, injury and emotional trauma. And there are environmental assaults, too, such as air pollution and noise. You can use acupressure to rebalance or unblock the energy that flows through your body, so your body can begin to heal itself.”

And you can use acupressure not only to ease your aches and pains but also to prevent the development of illnesses, says Subhuti Dharmananda, director of the Institute for Traditional Medicine in Portland, Oregon.

You can also use acupressure to feel better mentally and spiritually, Dayton says.

 

HOW TO BE A BLOCK BUSTER

 

If a block in your body is physical, such as a swollen ankle, you can use acupressure to tone muscles and improve circulation in the injured area. As you gently press acupressure points on the ankle, the muscle tension lessens as the muscle fibers relax and lengthen, and blood flows more freely to the injury. The swelling goes down, and the pain goes away.

Pressing on the points can also free an emotional block by releasing the accumulated tension you hold in your body, says Dayton. In this book, you’ll find points on your back, near your shoulder blades, that can relieve sadness and depression and points on your wrists and in the center of your forehead that can quell anxiety, according to Ayurveda experts.

Even spiritual blocks, such as difficulty meditating, can be relieved with acupressure. Lightly holding a point at the center of your forehead just above the bridge of your nose for one minute with your eyes closed is a wonderful way to help you enter a meditative state, says Dr. Gach. And he says that pressing two points underneath the base of the skull called the Gates of Consciousness not only helps relieve headaches but also makes you more receptive to spiritual wisdom.

Those are only a few of the dozens of acupressure points. Where are the rest?

Well, imagine that your body is a big city, the meridians are the subway lines and the points are the subway stops. In acupressure, there are 14 main subway lines, with 365 stops. But don’t worry about getting lost. You’ll find simplified maps of the most important self-care points beginning on page 564.

We don’t want you to feel like an out-of-towner, however. So here’s a little bit more about meridians and points.

 

GO WITH THE FLOW

 

First, there are 12 major meridians, each of which is connected to a specific organ, such as the stomach or spleen. Six of these meridians—lung, heart, pericardium, liver, spleen and kidney—flow up the front of the body. Six others—small intestine, large intestine, bladder, stomach, gallbladder and triple warmer—run down the back. (Don’t worry if you’ve never heard of your triple warmer organ; you don’t have one. The Chinese system identifies some connections in the energy system that don’t fit the conceptual framework of Western medicine.)

There is another set of meridians, called the eight extraordinary channels, that run through the body in routes not directly related to the major organs. Acupressure points are located on two of these meridians. One, called the governing channel, links the spinal column, brain and nervous system and runs from the tailbone at the base of the spine up the back and over the top of the head to the center of the upper lip. The other, called the conception channel, is linked to the digestive and reproductive systems and flows from the head to the perineum (the space between the anus and the genitals).

In this book, the names of the meridians have been abbreviated. Each acupressure point is identified by the abbreviation of its meridian and a specific number. (In Chinese medicine, the points have poetic names such as Sea of Tranquillity, Wind of Heaven and Welcoming Perfume.) So LI 4, for example, means point 4 on the large intestine meridian, while St 36 is point 36 on the stomach meridian. (For a list of these abbreviations, see “Shorthand for the Meridians.”)

You’ll find that the acupressure remedies usually combine points near the area of pain or tension with points that seem to have no obvious connection to the immediate problem. Chinese medicine calls the nearby points local points and the faraway points trigger points. Trigger points work because the meridian pathways connect the points.



SHORTHAND FOR THE MERIDIANS

In this book, the names of the 14 major meridians, or energy channels, have been abbreviated. Here they are.




	ABBREVIATION	MERIDIAN

	B	Bladder

	CV	Conception vessel (channel)

	GB	Gallbladder

	GV	Governing vessel (channel)

	H	Heart

	K	Kidney

	LI	Large intestine

	Lu	Lung

	Lv	Liver

	P	Pericardium

	SI	Small intestine

	Sp	Spleen

	St	Stomach

	TW	Triple warmer






 

APPLYING PRESSURE THAT’S JUST RIGHT

 

How do you turn your fingers and hands into healing instruments? It’s easy, but you’ll need some basic guidelines: how hard to press, how long, when to knead, when to maintain a constant, light pressure and when to rub. Dr. Gach says you always need to use both common sense and your intuition for what kind of touch you need to apply.

But the basic acupressure technique is: Use firm pressure. To apply the pressure, you can use your thumbs, fingers, palms or knuckles, depending on what is easiest and most comfortable for you. (When you’re applying pressure with one finger, the middle finger is usually the best choice, since it’s the longest and strongest.)

The general guideline, according to Dr. Gach, is that pressure should be firm enough to “hurt good.” In other words, the sensation should fall somewhere between pain and pleasure. Don’t be a masochist; the point of acupressure isn’t to cause pain. But don’t be a wimp, either; if you’re too gentle, you won’t do yourself any good.

Most acupressure points occur in symmetrical pairs—that is, one point is on the left side of your body, and the other is in the same location on the right side of your body. Both points in a pair should be pressed simultaneously, when possible. So if you’re working the Lu 1 points on your chest, for example, you should use your thumbs to press the points on both sides of your chest at the same time. Some pairs of points—such as the LI 4 points, which are located in the webbing between the thumb and index finger of each hand—can’t be stimulated this way, so you need to work first one point, then the other. “Working both sides balances your body and increases the effectiveness of acupressure,” says Dr. Gach.

To relax an area or relieve pain, first press the points gently for 30 seconds. Increase the pressure until it’s quite firm, holding it for one to three minutes. Then release slowly and gently, again taking about 30 seconds to gradually come off the points.

When you’re working on acupressure points in a large muscle group, such as the muscles in your shoulders or calves, kneading is often an excellent warm-up before using acupressure. Use your thumbs and fingers and the heels of your hands to knead the points as well as the areas around them, just like you would knead dough to make bread. But always be gentle. You don’t want to injure yourself.

Quick tapping with the fingertips stimulates muscles that are located just under the surface of the skin. Work gently on acupressure points on sensitive parts of the body, such as the face and abdomen, and on areas where there is very little cushioning between skin and bone, such as the top of the head, recommends Cindy Banker, co-founder of the New England Shiatsu Center in Boston and education director for the American Oriental Bodywork Therapy Association.

If you’re using acupressure to work on a chronic health problem or to relieve muscle tension, be persistent and consistent. Acute conditions such as a flareup of back pain or shoulder tension may require acupressure two or three times a day. Even after you’ve obtained relief, weekly pressure point stimulation can help prevent recurrences.

Brisk rubbing in general, and especially on the acupressure points, helps increase blood flow. You can use that technique to warm up your body if you’re feeling cold, Dr. Gach says. This technique can be especially beneficial for the bedridden or for older people with sluggish circulation.

For an energizing acupressure workout, try applying pressure to a series of points for short periods of time—say, five to ten seconds each.

You don’t have to be an expert to use your hands as healing tools either on yourself or on others. A hug or a pat on the back can be shared with family and friends; so can acupressure.

“We live in a touch-deprived culture,” says Banker. “I think this is one of the reasons why we have so much domestic violence and so much depression among the aged. I’ve done treatment on elderly people who haven’t been touched in a caring or meaningful way in 30 years. You’d be amazed at how quickly the pulse decreases and how the body relaxes just a few minutes into the treatment.”



THE FIVE-MINUTE ACUPRESSURE WORKOUT

You exercise a few times a week to keep your muscles and circulatory system in shape. But how do you keep your energy system in shape? How do you keep your chi flowing? With an acupressure workout, of course.

Like a regular workout, this routine is best done at least three days a week, but if you can do it every day, or even twice a day, that’s great. And it doesn’t take long—just five minutes. It was adapted from the book Acupressure’s Potent Points by Michael Reed Gach, Ph.D., director of the Acupressure Institute in Berkeley, California. The acupressure points described in this workout can be found in the illustrations beginning on page 564.

Begin your workout by sitting in a chair in a comfortable position with your spine straight. Then:

• Find the Sea of Vitality points (B 23 and B 47) on your lower back. Place the backs of your hands along both sides of the spine. Rub briskly up and down for one minute, feeling a warmth from the friction.

• Place your middle and index fingers under one side of the base of the skull, using the thumb of the same hand on the other side to gently press the Gates of Consciousness points (GB 20) at the base of your skull. With the middle finger of your other hand, gently press the Third Eye point (GV 24.5) for a couple of minutes before slowly releasing all points. Tilt your head back comfortably, close your eyes and take three long, slow, deep breaths.

• Now keep breathing deeply as you do a quick mental survey of your body to locate tension. Let the tension stream out of your body with each exhalation until you feel your body release any tightness. Continue breathing deeply for a minute or two; with each inhalation, imagine healing energy flowing into your body.

• Hold the Sea of Energy point (CV 6), three finger-widths below your navel on your lower abdomen. Sit straight with your shoulders relaxed. Close your eyes, press this point firmly and breathe deeply for one minute.





AROMATHERAPY

The Power of ‘Scentual’ Medicine

It’s good for you.”

Tell this to anyone who’s about to brave the dentist’s chair or the doctor’s examination table, and he’ll expect nothing short of pain and suffering.

Tell this to anyone who’s about to try aromatherapy, and odds are he won’t expect a lavender-scented bath or a cup of tea that tastes like peppermint candy. But these fragrant, pleasurable treatments are typical of aromatherapy, a system of caring for the body with botanical oils such as rose, lemon, lavender and peppermint. Whether they’re added to a bath or massaged into the skin, inhaled directly or diffused to scent an entire room, these natural, aromatic oils have been used for nearly a thousand years to relieve pain, care for the skin, alleviate tension and fatigue and invigorate the entire body.

 

AROMATHERAPY THROUGH THE AGES

 

While no one called it aromatherapy until the late 1920s, aromatic plants have played an important role in maintaining health for several thousand years. “Ancient Egypt was a very fragrant civilization,” says John Steele, an aromatic consultant in Los Angeles. “They infused fragrant oils for massage, bathing and medicine, burned incense in religious ceremonies and used aromatic cedar oil to embalm their dead.”

But it wasn’t until the eleventh century A.D. that European healers began working with essential oils, potent, highly volatile liquids extracted from plants through distilling or squeezing. The most concentrated, therapeutic form of the plant, an essential oil isn’t greasy, like mineral oil. It is more like water in texture, evaporates quickly and penetrates the skin easily.

Essential oils were introduced to Europe by crusaders returning from the East. Valued for their antiseptic properties, these oils were burned in homes and public buildings during the bubonic plague in hopes of stopping the disease from spreading. Legend has it that glove makers, who used essential oils in their craft, enjoyed special protection from the plague.

Eclipsed by the development of synthetic drugs in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the tradition of healing with aromatics was revived in the 1920s and 1930s by René-Maurice Gattefossé, the French chemist who first coined the term aromatherapy.

But while aromatherapy has been popular in Europe for many years—essential oils are available in many French drugstores, and pharmacists are often trained in their uses—it wasn’t until the late 1980s that Americans began to discover this fragrant medicine. “When I wrote my book Herbs and Things in 1969, my editors took ‘aromatherapy’ out of the index because nobody knew what the word meant,” says San Francisco herbalist Jeanne Rose, chairperson of the National Association for Holistic Aromatherapy and author of Aromatherapy: Applications and Inhalations, a practical guide to using aromatherapy at home.

Twenty-five years later, “aromatherapy” still isn’t a household word, but essential oils have been discovered by top-selling cosmetic companies such as Estée Lauder and the Body Shop, and aromatherapy creams and oils are showing up everywhere from department store cosmetics counters to the Home Shopping Network.

“People are feeling the need to take their health into their own hands,” says Judith Jackson, a Greenwich, Connecticut, aromatherapist and author of Scentual Touch: A Personal Guide to Aromatherapy. “They’re looking for ways to help themselves that are natural and without side effects. And if the treatment has an element of pleasure as well, so much the better.”

 

THE SENSE OF SMELL

 

Essential oils work on the body on several different levels. The most obvious is by stimulating the powerful but little understood sense of smell.

In recent years, medical research has uncovered what aromatherapists have always known: that the odors we smell have a significant impact on the way we feel.

“Smells act directly on the brain, like a drug,” says Alan Hirsch, M.D., a neurologist, a psychiatrist and director of the Smell and Taste Treatment and Research Center in Chicago.

In the course of treating patients who have lost the sense of smell, Dr. Hirsch has found that a life without fragrance seems to lead to a high incidence of psychiatric problems such as anxiety and depression.

And while most depressed, stressed-out people can smell just fine, Dr. Hirsch believes that their emotional states are also affected by the odors they are—or aren’t—smelling.

Scientific research supports the notion that smelling particular odors has a direct effect on brain activity. “We know from brain wave frequency studies that smelling lavender increases alpha waves in the back of the head, which are associated with relaxation,” says Dr. Hirsch. “An odor such as jasmine increases beta waves in the front of the head, which are associated with a more alert state.”

And since most people can detect many different odors, the potential therapeutic uses of smell seem endless. Experts say that inhaling essential oils can benefit many conditions linked to nervous tension, including headaches, insomnia and anxiety. Inhalations are also used to treat respiratory complaints such as colds, allergies and bronchitis.

Experiencing the mood-altering power of scent can be as simple as adding several drops of essential oil to your bath or placing a couple of drops of essential oil on a scent ring, which sits on a warm lightbulb. A longer-lasting way to scent a room is with an aroma lamp, a porcelain or clay pot in which essential oils are mixed with water and heated over a candle, or an electric aromatic diffuser, which reduces essential oils to a fine spray and disperses the scent throughout the room. These are sold in some health food stores and through mail order (refer to the resource list on page 633).

 

MORE THAN MEETS THE NOSE

 

But fragrance isn’t the only way that essential oils work on the body. “ ‘Aromatherapy’ is actually a very bad name,” says Galina Lisin, a European-trained aromatherapist and president of Herba-Aromatica in Hayward, California. “Essential oils have never been used in perfumes. They’re medicines, and inhalation is only one of many ways they can be used.”

Essential oils are also effective when used topically. “Unlike mineral oils, which just hang around on the skin, essential oils are made up of very small molecules that actually penetrate through the skin into the blood system,” says Steele.

Topical application is used to treat a wide range of skin problems, and essences are popular ingredients in skin care products and other cosmetics. Mild essential oils such as lavender can even be applied full strength, or “neat,” to treat cuts, burns, headaches and other simple first-aid conditions.

“For the layperson, there aren’t many essential oils I would recommend using neat on the skin,” says Steele. “Even a trained aromatherapist can’t always predict who will have an allergic reaction to an essential oil, so using them diluted provides an extra measure of safety.” While an essential oil diluted in a carrier oil is less quickly absorbed into the skin, many experts prefer this method because it guards against skin irritation. “A rule of thumb is that more is not always better with essential oils,” adds Steele.

Another topical use of essential oils is aromatherapy massage. When added to traditional massage oils such as almond, olive and sesame, essential oils enhance the benefits of massage, relieving stress, improving circulation and creating a feeling of well-being.

While European medical doctors also administer essential oils orally, in suppositories and even transdermally (as in a patch on the skin), experts recommend consulting a medically trained aromatherapist before taking any oils internally. Steele also advises that you learn about essential oils before using them, since some aren’t recommended for certain conditions. (For more information on using essential oils safely, see “Some Words of Caution” below.)



SOME WORDS OF CAUTION

When used intelligently, essential oils are far less likely to cause side effects than most over-the-counter drugs. But experts still advise proceeding with caution. In general, people with fair or freckled skin are more likely to experience skin irritation from essential oils, says Los Angeles aromatic consultant John Steele.

He advises all first-time users to perform a simple skin test to avoid allergic reactions: Place a drop of the oil on a cotton swab and apply it to the inside of the wrist or to the inner elbow. Cover with a bandage and don’t wash the area for 24 hours. If no itching or redness occurs, the oil should be safe for external use.

Pregnant women should take particular care in using essential oils. The essential oils calamus, mugwort, pennyroyal, sage and wintergreen can induce miscarriage when taken internally, but even inhalation and topical application are strongly discouraged. Basil, hyssop, myrrh, marjoram and thyme can also cause adverse reactions and should be avoided as well.




 

USING AROMATHERAPY

 

To explore the healing power of aromatherapy, begin in your local health food store. Essential oils vary widely in price and quality: A ½-ounce vial of lavender oil, for example, can set you back as little as $7 or as much as $15, depending upon its purity and where it’s produced. The most popular home care oils retail at $5 to $16 per five-milliliter bottle, says Steele, but because essential oils are highly concentrated, a small quantity can last for months with normal use. (If you have trouble finding essential oils in your area, try one of the mail-order companies that specialize in aromatherapy supplies. Refer to the resource list on page 633.)

Experimenting with aromatherapy shouldn’t cost a fortune. By investing in a few versatile, inexpensive essential oils, you can try many of the remedies in this book and explore basic aromatherapy massage. (See “Essential Oils for Beginners.”)

Because many applications involve blending essential oils with other ingredients, you’ll also need a few glass or hard plastic bottles to store the mixtures in. And since light can damage essential oils, experts recommend using tinted glass bottles and storing them in a cool, dark place. Stores that sell essential oils often sell bottles as well, as do many mail-order houses.

Finally, whether you are serious about learning aromatherapy or just enjoy discovering new fragrances, experts say a home diffuser is a great investment. “A year ago, you couldn’t buy a good diffuser for under $150,” says Rose. “But the market is getting more competitive every year, and diffusers are now in the price range of the average American.” Rose herself uses a $40 electric diffuser from the Maryland mail-order company Phybiosis. (See the resource list on page 633.) “The diffuser is a must for respiratory treatments,” says Rose, who suffers from asthma. “And it makes a great alarm clock! I run mine on a timer, so I can wake up to whatever scent I like.”



ESSENTIAL OILS FOR BEGINNERS

Don’t be put off by the confusing array of essential oils available from dealers. You can begin to explore the benefits of aromatherapy at home with only a handful of inexpensive oils, says Los Angeles aromatherapist Michael Scholes of Aromatherapy Seminars, an organization that trains professionals and others in the use of essential oils. Scholes recommends the following six oils for their safety, versatility and value.

Citrus oils. Great for dispelling a somber mood, citrus oils work well in a diffuser and create a bright, uplifting atmosphere, says Scholes. Lemon, lime, orange and grapefruit oils can be had for $3 to $5 for five milliliters, says Los Angeles aromatic consultant John Steele, while mandarin goes for about $5 to $6.

Floral oils. They’re the best for stress relief, according to Scholes. “Aesthetically, most people find florals the most appealing.” He suggests adding florals to unscented lotions and bath oils or mixing them with carrier oils for a soothing massage. While rare, precious floral oils such as rose and jasmine can be pricey—a tiny, 1⁄3-ounce bottle of rose oil imported from Turkey can cost over $175, for instance—the same quantity of geranium, which smells very much like rose, costs only $10.

Lavender. “If there is one oil no home should be without, it’s lavender,” says Scholes. An excellent first-aid oil, lavender soothes cuts, bruises and insect bites and can also be added to your usual bath oil for a relaxing, stress-relieving soak. Average price: $5 to $6.50 for a five-milliliter bottle.

Peppermint. This is a great mental stimulant, says Scholes, who recommends adding a drop to an unscented facial lotion and applying the lotion under the nose or behind the ears. Peppermint can also help your stomach: Add a drop, mixed with a teaspoon of honey, to a cup of herbal tea to ease intestinal discomfort, suggests Scholes. (Honey is added to help quickly disperse the essential oil within the water.) Average price: $5 for five milliliters.

Rosemary. An invigorating oil for low-energy days, it works well in an aroma lamp or a diffuser, says Scholes. “You can also inhale right from the bottle,” he adds. Average price: $3 to $4 for five milliliters.

Tea tree. A versatile antiseptic and very gentle to the skin; Scholes suggests applying a single drop directly to the skin to speed the healing of cuts and pimples. Average price: $5 for five milliliters.





AYURVEDA

5,000 Years Old—And Still Going Strong

What do Santa Claus, Dan Rather and Diana Ross have in common? Each typifies one of the three doshas, which are Ayurveda’s guide to human nature and health. Santa Claus, a jolly, generous, round-bellied soul, is a good example of the earthy kapha dosha. Hard-driving journalist Dan Rather makes his living asking piercing questions, a perfect profession for the incisive pitta dosha. And with her creative gifts and exotic demeanor, Diana Ross is the epitome of the vata dosha’s airy exuberance.

To understand doshas, the cornerstone of Ayurvedic diagnosis and treatment, think first of the more familiar Western body types: ectomorph (light and slim), endomorph (heavy and soft) and mesomorph (husky and muscular). The definitions of the doshas begin with similar physical descriptions, then add layers of information about emotional tendencies, intellectual styles and spiritual inclinations, creating a detailed portrait of each type of individual.

Learning about your dosha is like getting a medical exam and a psychological test at the same time. When you understand your dosha, say Ayurvedic practitioners, you can make diet and lifestyle changes that will help you live a healthier, longer and happier life—and maybe even achieve spiritual illumination.

“The most important thing to know about Ayurveda is that it treats the whole person, not just the person’s health problems,” says Robert E. Svoboda, B.A.M.S., an American who graduated from the Tilak Ayurveda Mahavidyalaya, an Ayurvedic school in Pune, India, and who now works with the Ayurvedic Institute, a training center in Albuquerque, New Mexico. “It isn’t just about clearing up symptoms or even curing disease. It’s also about restructuring the content of a person’s consciousness so that he can be aware of the essential nature and meaning of life.”

Ayurveda experts trace the beginning of this unique approach to physical health, mental clarity and spiritual fulfillment to the sages of ancient India, the rishis. They say the rishis discovered the principles of Ayurveda while in deep meditation. The principles were then codified in the Vedas (which means “knowledge”), the essential religious texts of Hinduism, which scholars say are more than 5,000 years old. There are the Rig Veda, the Sama Veda, the Yajur Veda and the Atharva Veda, which is the origin of Ayurveda.

Imagine one of the books of the Old Testament being a treatise on every practical detail of achieving physical, mental and emotional balance in order to perfect the individual’s relationship with the Divine Power, and you’ll have a sense of the breadth and depth of Ayurveda.



HOW TO MAKE GHEE

Many Ayurvedic home remedies use ghee, or clarified butter, as a primary ingredient. The following recipe is from Vasant Lad, B.A.M.S., M.A.Sc., director of the Ayurvedic Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico, a native of India and one of the few classically trained Ayurvedic practitioners teaching in the United States. The mixture produces enough to last for several weeks. Store in a tightly closed container on the kitchen shelf. Ghee does not need refrigeration, and according to Ayurvedic practitioners, the cooking process burns off the cholesterol.

• Melt two pounds of unsalted butter in a heavy saucepan over medium heat.

• As soon as the butter begins to boil and foam, reduce the heat to a simmer. Keep the melted butter at a steady simmer until it is golden in color and no foam remains on top.

• Stir occasionally after the whitish curds sink to the bottom. When these curds turn light tan, the ghee is ready.

• Cool the mixture and strain it into a sterile quart jar. Discard the curds from the bottom, as they are almost pure cholesterol.




 

DYING MACHINE OR LIVING LIGHT?

 

What’s the difference between the Ayurvedic approach to health and the typical approach found in America and other countries of the Western world? According to proponents of Ayurveda, their discipline sees the body as a material expression of divine intelligence, while Western medicine sees the body as a kind of machine with parts. The arteries to the heart are clogged? Take some arteries out of the leg and attach them to the heart. Or replace the heart with a new one. Or put a part-specific substance, a drug, in the machine to keep the machine running in spite of its being broken. But no matter how the machine is fixed, it eventually wears out and stops.

Philosophically, the ideas at the foundation of Western medicine are called deterministic and materialistic, and they’re based on nineteenth-century Newtonian physics, which said that reality is composed of pieces of matter that bounce into each other like balls on a billiard table.

But the physics of the twentieth century—the physics of Einstein known as quantum physics—paints a very different picture of reality. You know its central formula: E = mc2. What this formula means is that all matter is nothing but a dense version of energy or light. And this energy or light is an eternal substance that never dies but that constantly changes into many forms. Surprisingly, this is the same point of view of those sages from India who discovered Ayurveda. But, say twentieth-century Ayurveda experts, these sages went one step further. They also said that this energy or light is alive and intelligent—in fact, that it is the Divine Life Force and Creative Intelligence. And then they went a final step: They said that the Divine Life Force and Creative Intelligence are also the essential nature of the individual—and that realizing this essential nature is the purpose of life.

Realizing the essential nature of reality allows one to make any change in the forms of reality, such as increasing the health of the body or the emotional and mental well-being of the mind, says Deepak Chopra, M.D., author of the best-sellers Quantum Healing and Ageless Body, Timeless Mind and many other books on Ayurveda.

“Because the intelligence of the universe and the intelligence of the self are the same, the new physics turns out to be a great support for (the idea) . . . that reality can be changed once you reach the level of the self,” says Dr. Chopra in Creating Health, another of his books on Ayurveda. “The universe and the human organism are united at the level of intelligence.”

One of those changes, for example, is the ability to prolong life—to make it more like energy or light, more immortal and less mortal. “I’ve seen yogis in India who have lived to be 300 and 400 years old,” says Vasant Lad, B.A.M.S., M.A.Sc., director of the Ayurvedic Institute, a native of India and one of the few classically trained Ayurvedic practitioners teaching in the United States. (Dr. Lad’s B.A.M.S. degree from the prestigious University of Pune in India is equivalent to an M.D. in the United States. In India, a classically trained Ayurvedic practitioner spends five years in medical school and then a year or more in internship, which is equivalent to a Western residency.)

Aging is “a mistake of the intellect,” says Dr. Chopra in his book Perfect Health. “This mistake consists of identifying oneself solely with the physical body.”

 

DOSHAS AND INDIVIDUAL CONSTITUTION

 

One of the core ideas of Ayurveda is that the fundamental energy of life expresses itself through the three doshas we discussed earlier—vata, pitta and kapha. (For a description of each one, see “All about Vata, Pitta and Kapha” on page 28.) Every person has a different mixture of doshas; usually, one dosha is predominant, and another is secondary. According to Ayurveda, your doshas are determined at the moment of conception, when the vata, pitta and kapha from your parents’ bodies unite to create your constitution, which Ayurveda calls prakruti. Of course, the constitution you were born with is affected by day-to-day factors such as your work, the people you spend time with and the foods you eat. That daily constitution is called vikruti. The way to have a healthy vikruti is to keep your doshas balanced, so no single one of them becomes too active or too inactive.

There are many Ayurvedic remedies in this book. But Ayurveda says that one of the main ways to keep your doshas balanced is through diet. Vatas, for instance, fare best on a diet that includes what in Ayurveda are considered “sweet” foods such as rice, breads and pasta, “sour” foods such as yogurt, grapefruit and aged cheese and salty foods such as . . . well, anything salty. Pittas need to eat sweet foods as well as “bitter” foods such as leafy greens and “astringent” foods such as beans and peas. Kaphas, say Ayurveda, feel best when they emphasize bitter, astringent and “pungent” foods, which means anything hot and spicy such as jalapeño peppers and dry mustard.

If you don’t eat according to your dosha, says Ayurveda, you create imbalances. Kaphas who eat lots of sweet foods may develop diabetes. Pittas who eat too many spicy foods may develop heartburn. Vatas eating astringent foods may develop gas, constipation or insomnia.

But Ayurveda says there are many signs and symptoms of an imbalanced state of the doshas. When vata is out of balance, for instance, it may lead to dry skin, joint pain, constipation, insomnia, fear, anxiety and insecurity. An aggravated kapha can produce a cold, congestion, a cough, poor appetite, water retention, greed and possessiveness. Too much pitta can cause heartburn, nausea, diarrhea, hives, rash, anger, hate and envy.



ALL ABOUT VATA, PITTA AND KAPHA

To understand Ayurveda, it’s essential to know something about each of the doshas. Once you understand this system, guessing whether someone is a vata, pitta or kapha is irresistible. And fun.

The following descriptions of the three doshas are from Vasant Lad, B.A.M.S., M.A.Sc., director of the Ayurvedic Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico, a native of India and one of the few classically trained Ayurvedic practitioners teaching in the United States. They’ll help acquaint you with the characteristics of vata, pitta and kapha. To pinpoint your own dosha, take the test in “What’s Your Dosha?” on page 33.

 

VATA

 

Vata people are creative, quick-witted and resourceful. Associated with the elements of space and air, vatas are active and alert and enjoy being on the move. Like the wind, vata people are light, cool, clear, exuberant and expansive. Vatas can be quite soft-hearted and romantic. They are seldom very good at managing money. Physiologically, vata people tend to be thin, with curly hair, dry skin and prominent bones. Thrown off balance, they can be nervous and fearful.

With an overabundance of vata, people get spacey, irresponsible, ungrounded, out of touch with life’s earthier aspects. Vata energy is based in the colon, and vatas are prone to conditions such as flatulence, tics and twitches, aching joints, dry skin and hair, nerve disorders, constipation and anxiety. Vata energy is strongest during the fall season.

Maintaining a routine is crucial to vata’s good health. Vata people are particularly sensitive to sugar, alcohol and drugs and should use these substances sparingly, if at all. Cold foods aren’t the best choice for vatas, especially during the fall and winter. If you’re a vata, you’re advised to stay away from ice cream and other cold sweets. Choose warming foods and spices, and limit your intake of raw foods. You can eat some salads and raw vegetables in summer, preferably at lunchtime, when digestive fire, which Ayurveda calls agni, is strongest. Vatas thrive in warm, coastal climates.

 

PITTA

 

Pitta people are fiery, determined, strong-willed and passionate. They are tough-minded, clearheaded, enthusiastic and ambitious and can be quite successful. Pittas work well under pressure and can be courageous in emergencies. Out of balance, the pitta temper can be scary, however. Unbalanced pittas fly off the handle, scream and lash out, criticize and judge. Or they seethe in private and develop ulcers. The pitta dosha combines the elements of fire and water. Think of diving into the ocean on a hot summer’s day at the beach






 

KAPHA

 









 

HOW TO FIND AN AYURVEDIC PRACTITIONER
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WHAT’S YOUR DOSHA?












	VATA	PITTA	KAPHA

	1. My hair texture tends to be:

	__ Dry, curly, wavy, shiny	__ Straight, fine	__ Thick, full of body

	2. My hair color is:

	__ Medium or light brown	__ Blond or reddish tone, early gray	__ Dark brown, black

	3. My skin tends to be:

	__ On the dry side	__ Delicate, sensitive	__ Oily, smooth

	4. My complexion (when compared with others of my race) is:

	__ Darker	__ More reddish, freckled	__ Lighter

	5. Compared with others of my height, I have:

	__ Smaller bones	__ Average-size bones	__ Larger bones

	6. My weight is:

	__ Thin; I don’t gain easily	__ Average	__ Heavy; I gain easily

	7. My energy level:

	__ Tends to fluctuate, to come in waves	__ Is moderate or high; I can push myself too hard	__ Is steady

	8. Regarding temperature, I:

	__ Dislike cold, am comfortable in the heat	__ Dislike heat, perspire easily, thrive in winter	__ Dislike damp cold, tolerate extremes well

	9. My typical hunger level:

	__ Can vary from excessive to no interest in food	__ Is intense; I need regular meals	__ Is usually low but can be emotionally driven

	10. I prefer my food/drink:

	__ Warm, moist, oily	__ Cold	__ Warm, dry

	11. I generally eat:

	__ Quickly	__ Moderately fast	__ Slowly

	12. My sleep is most often:

	__ Interrupted, light	__ Sound, moderate	__ Deep, long; I am slow to waken

	13. My dreams often include:

	__ Flying, looking down at the ground, mountains, chase scenes	__ Fire, waterfalls, battles, fights	__ Oceans, clouds, romance

	14. My resting pulse rate (in beats per minute) is:

	FOR WOMEN:

	__ 80–100	__ 70–80	__ 60–70

	FOR MEN:

	__ 70–90	__ 60–70	__ 50–60

	15. My sexual interest is:

	__ Strong when romantically involved, low to moderate otherwise	__ Moderate to strong	__ Slow to awaken but sustained, generally strong

	16. I am most sensitive to:

	__ Noise	__ Bright light	__ Strong odors

	17. My emotional moods:

	__ Change easily; I’m very responsive	__ Are intense; I’m quick-tempered	__ Are even; I’m slow to anger

	18. My general reaction to stress is:

	__ Anxious, fearful	__ Irritated	__ Mostly calm

	19. With regard to money, I:

	__ Am easy and impulsive	__ Am careful, but I spend	__ Tend to save, accumulate

	20. My way of learning is:

	__ To learn quickly, enjoy more than one thing at a time; I can lose focus	__ To focus sharply, discriminate, finish what I start	__ To take my time, tend to be methodical

	21. I learn new material best by:

	__ Listening to a speaker	__ Reading or using visual aids	__ Associating it with another memory

	22. My memory is:

	__ Best in the short term	__ Good overall	__ Best in the long term

	23. My way of speaking is:

	__ Quick, often imaginative or excessive	__ Clear, precise, detailed, well-organized	__ Soothing, rich with moments of silence

	24. If there was one trait to best describe me, it would be:

	__ Vivacious	__ Determined	__ Easygoing

	25. Regarding my relationships, I:

	__ Easily adapt to different kinds of people	__ Often choose friends on the basis of their values	__ Am slow to make new friends but am forever loyal

	26. My family and friends might prefer me to be more:

	__ Settled	__ Tolerant	__ Enthusiastic

	27. This evaluation made me feel:

	__ Indecisive	__ Annoyed	__ Sleepy

	TOTALS:

	__ VATA	__ PITTA	__ KAPHA




 

ASSESSING YOUR SCORE
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