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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to The Little Book of Ayurveda! As people from all walks of life are starting to reach out for more nature-based approaches to health and well-being, the ancient Indian healing system known as Ayurveda is becoming popular around the globe. If you’ve ever wanted to experience the health benefits of Ayurveda in the comfort of your own home, but have found yourself thinking, “This is so difficult” or “I just don’t understand”, you may be glad to hear that the Ayurvedic approach to health doesn’t have to be complicated!

In its simplest terms, Ayurveda promotes living in balance with your constitution and your circadian rhythms, in order to remain healthy. It is a profound healing and preventative healthcare system that we can tap into through our daily food and lifestyle choices – but it’s not a case of “one size fits all”. Science now shows that our digestion determines the health of both our body and mind, and no one dietary approach is right for everyone. Ayurveda recognized this more than 5,000 years ago, offering a personalized approach to well-being, which has the health of your digestive system as a founding principle.

Ayurveda is all about self-care. As you progress through the pages of this book, you will discover that it’s easy to apply the basic principles to your life for renewed vitality, a strong immune system and great digestive health. You will learn which Ayurvedic constitution you are, how to spot when it is moving out of balance and what to do about it. You will also learn about the dosha clock – Ayurveda’s way of referring to our circadian rhythms.

There are food and lifestyle tips for a personalized approach to nutrition, as well as massage tips, oil and herb recommendations, meditation techniques, breathing exercises and suggested yoga poses for each constitutional type.

By the end of this book, you will be able to create daily and seasonal routines, which can be carried out in the comfort of your home, to support your health and well-being. Are you ready? Let’s begin!
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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT IS AYURVEDA?

In this chapter, you will discover where Ayurveda comes from, learn a little of its history, be introduced to the five main principles that underpin Ayurveda and learn about the doshas. You will also find out about the benefits of incorporating Ayurvedic principles into your life.

KNOWLEDGE OF LIFE

Ayurveda has come to us from the direct wisdom of the rishis (sages) of ancient India more than 5,000 years ago, and is documented in ancient Hindu texts called the “vedas”. The word Ayurveda is a Sanskrit term, derived from ayus, meaning “life”, and veda, meaning “knowledge”. The term Ayurveda therefore translates as “knowledge of life”.

ANCIENT BEGINNINGS

From 3500 BCE to 1900 BCE, Ayurveda was the  healthcare system of the Sarasvati civilization, who settled along the Sarasvati River to farm and graze cattle. This civilization, also known as the Indus, grew to include large cities. By 1900 BCE, the Sarasvati River had dried  up and the people relocated to east of the Ganges.

DIFFERENT SYSTEMS OF THOUGHT

Around 1000 BCE, different systems of thought arose, along with separate schools of practice. At this time, two famous Ayurvedic physicians lived: Charaka and Shusruta. They were renowned teachers who wrote the texts that modern day Ayurveda refers to: the Charaka Samhita and Shusruta Samhita (samhita translates as a structured combination of texts).

SPREADING OUTWARDS

By the time of the Buddha, 2,500 years ago, Ayurveda was well established and had started to spread outwards to Greece, South-East Asia, Indochina and Indonesia, adapted by different religions, including Buddhism and Jainism. Thought to be the oldest system of medicine, Ayurveda is viewed as influencing many other traditional natural healing systems, including Chinese, Greek and Tibetan.

THE DECLINE AND RISE OF AYURVEDA

Invasions from the Middle East during the first millennium ce led to the decline of Ayurveda. Many colleges and libraries were destroyed throughout this period and the British continued this suppression during their occupation of 1750–1947, with Ayurveda surviving through a teacher–student relationship only.

Ayurveda has slowly been gaining ground since India’s independence in 1947, particularly in the West, due to a renewed interest in medicine that takes a more holistic, nature-based view of the human being. This has been spurred on with the popularization of Ayurveda in America during the 1980s, by people such as Dr Deepak Chopra, Dr Vasant Lad, Dr Marc Halpern and Dr David Frawley.

THE FIVE PRINCIPLES OF AYURVEDA

Ayurveda explains that everything in the universe is composed of five elements: prithvi (earth), jala (water), teja (fire), vayu (air) and aakash (ether). These are the five principles. These elements form everything, including us, the food we eat and even the experiences we consume through our senses, by the qualities they bring into existence. For instance, ether brings the quality of space, found in our digestive system, while air brings the quality of movement needed to move food through the digestive tract.

HOW LIFE COMES INTO BEING

Ayurveda holds an energetic view of the universe. It explains, through the theory of the five elements, that the energy underpinning every known thing becomes ever more solid, until material substance is formed. The basis of everything in the universe, then, is formed from the energy of the five elements of earth, water, fire, air and ether. By understanding the five elements, and recognizing that we are all made up of different proportions of them, we can individualize diet, exercise and lifestyle choices to support the well-being of different people.

UNDERSTANDING THE ELEMENTS

The elements of earth, water, fire, air and ether don’t correspond to the elements on the periodic table; rather, they are terms used to describe how energy behaves. For example, the earth element is energy behaving like earth, allowing for structure.

When in balance, the elements facilitate specific functions within the body that support good health, through the qualities and principles they bring. It’s when they move out of balance that health problems arise.

Understanding how to recognize when the elements are moving out of balance within us, through symptom recognition, gives us the opportunity to correct any imbalances early and remain healthy.

An excess of a particular element is corrected by consuming less of it. For example, when you notice symptoms of physical dehydration or mental ungroundedness, this indicates that too much of the air element is building. To address this, you would consume less of that element through your food and lifestyle choices.

WORKING WITH THE ELEMENTS

By working with the elements, and keeping them in balance, it allows us to create the conditions from which well-being naturally flows. This doesn’t mean, though, that we all need the same balance of the elements. Each person is born with a specific ratio of the elements, which they need to keep in equilibrium through their food and lifestyle choices.

For instance, when a person has a lot of the air element but little of the earth element making up their constitution, they need to consume less of the air element and more of the earth element, in order to maintain balance. On the other hand, if someone has a lot of the earth element in their constitution, they need to consume less of this through their food and lifestyle choices.

IMBALANCE SYMPTOMS

There are specific symptoms that show up when any of the elements builds in too large a quantity, as well as specific remedies that can be applied. The quicker a symptom is noticed and the remedy applied, the faster balance is restored, so that the conditions from which well-being naturally flows can return.

Ether element

The ether element allows for space to exist – for example, the space within the digestive tract through which food moves. Too much ether leads to structures within the body deteriorating, as space takes over. In too great a quantity, ether can also lead to symptoms that include feeling spaced-out and ungrounded. If you feel these symptoms, you could consume less of the ether elements through your food and lifestyle choices to correct this.

Air element

The air element is responsible for all movement within the body. The correct balance of the air element allows for the proper functioning of the nervous system, as well as any processes that involve movement throughout any part of the body. Too much of the air element in the nervous system will cause hyperactivity, nervousness and anxiety, while a lack will cause lethargy. When there is too much air in the intestines, it can cause loose stools, while too little can cause constipation.

Fire element

The fire element brings heat into the body. In balance, it allows the body to metabolize and assimilate not only the food we eat, but also the experiences life brings to us. Too much heat can lead to a temperament that is hot and fiery, while within the body it can lead to inflammation.

Water element

The water element supports nourishment and protection through fluids allowing for the creation of plasma and lymph. Too much of the water element can lead to too much fluid in the body, which can undermine the body’s functions in that area. For example, too much water in the stomach weakens digestion.

Earth element

The earth element allows for structure and stability. When there is too much, we can become lethargic, or put on weight that is hard to lose. Too little of the earth element, however, can lead to a lack of structure and stability, both physically and psychologically. This results in too little
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