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The Breath Test

Find Out in a Minute
If You Need Conscious Breathing

Take a moment to answer these twelve questions:


	When you take a deep breath, do you inflate your chest?


	Do you tire easily or wake up tired?


	Do you experience racy or mildly queasy sensations in your chest or stomach?


	Do you often feel that you are not getting a full breath?


	Do you get mild or more severe headaches, often in the afternoon?


	Is your breathing shallow?


	Is your breath mostly up in your chest?


	Are your muscles often tense or sore to the touch?


	Do you sigh often?


	Do you sometimes have painful sensations in your rib cage or shooting pains that make you want to hold your breath?


	Do you feel breathless fairly often?


	In repose, do you breathe more than fifteen times a minute?




All of these symptoms can be caused by ineffective breathing. All of them can disappear as you learn to breathe more effectively. If you answered yes to any of these questions, you can benefit from the practices in this book. If you answered yes to three or more, you will find the activities extremely useful, perhaps even life-changing.
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IFEEL DEEPLY PRIVILEGED TO BE WRITING THIS BOOK. For about half my life now I have been directly engaged in helping people learn to feel better through conscious breathing. Throughout this time I have been my own best customer. I have benefited in every imaginable way from the ideas and processes I will share with you in this book. To bring what I know about breathing to you is the culmination of a life dream.


He Lives most life whoever Breathes most air.

—ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING



When I began my career, there was little information on breathwork. In fact, I think I may have coined the term. I began using it in the early seventies to denote the conscious use of breathing as a tool for healing, stress reduction, and personal development. In breathwork, the practitioner uses awareness of breathing and a variety of specific techniques to accomplish the same aims for which verbal therapists and conventional healers use talk and medicine. It is my conviction that breathwork will play an enormous role in both medicine and psychotherapy in the twenty-first century. Nowadays I tend to use the phrase conscious breathing as a substitute for breathwork. The reason is that I have grown to feel uncomfortable with the “work” part of breathwork. Breathwork is really breathplay in its finest form, not work at all. In this book I will use the terms breathwork and conscious breathing interchangeably.


Breathing, you invisible poem! World-space constantly in pure interchange with our own being. Conterpoise, wherein I rhythmically happen.

—RAINER MARJA RILKE



The use of breathing as a transformative tool has a long and rich tradition. References to it in the spiritual traditions go back several thousand years. In modern times we have rediscovered its power, putting it to work to enhance well-being in a variety of areas. What you have in your hands is the distillation of my experience in finding out what works and refining it. I make no claim to having invented anything at all about breathing. Furthermore, I would regard as arrogant anyone who made such a claim. Conscious breathing is everyone’s birthright, and my contribution is to refine the essence of breathing practices into a practical program that anyone can use every day.

You do not have to adopt any esoteric belief system to benefit from this program. I have met many people who rejected breathing practices because they came laden with excess philosophical baggage and cultish claptrap. This program requires no changes in belief, diet, or lifestyle. To paraphrase a popular sneaker advertisement, you just have to do it. You may become a true believer, as I have, in the power of these practices, but it will be a belief founded entirely on your own experience.

Twenty years ago, when I first began to study breathing and use it in therapy, my skeptical colleagues would sometimes snicker at my enthusiasm. “You’ve got to try these techniques, “I would urge. “They are going to revolutionize the field.” I must admit that I was obnoxious in my zeal when I first discovered the power of breathwork. Like many new converts, I was on fire with my new understanding, and I wanted the rest of the world to catch fire, too. Even though I have tempered some of my early evangelical zeal, I actually feel more enthusiastic now than I did when I began in the early seventies. But today it is definitely getting harder to find skeptics. Now, after several hundred studies of the effectiveness of breathwork in treating a host of psychological and medical ills, the scientific community has verified what the community of therapists has discovered: Breathwork works.

BREATHWORK IS MOVING TOWARD THE MAINSTREAM

During the past fifteen years out on the lecture circuit I have often crossed paths with Andrew Weil, M.D. Our meetings usually consist of a five-minute chat in the hall at a conference where we are both speaking. Andy is one of the most broadly educated people I have ever met, and one of the most open-minded. His Harvard Medical School education gave him a rigorous immersion in the Western medical model, but he did not stop there. He has studied herbs, psychoactive plants, acupuncture, osteopathy, and a dozen other healing arts. He is interested in discovering what works, not in protecting his belief system. When I see him, the first thing I usually ask him is, “What are you most interested in these days?” It was with enormous satisfaction not long ago that I heard him say that one of his current hot interests was in the therapeutic use of breathing! His interest is mirrored by many other people on the leading edge of the healing community. It was his opinion, as it is mine, that breathwork is heading toward a secure place in the mainstream of healing and personal growth.


Our breathing is the fragile vessel that carries us from birth to death.

—DR. FREDERICK LEBOYER



Many people now are seeking organic ways to heal themselves and feel good. Prescription drugs, necessary though they may be in many circumstances, are powerful also in their side effects. Recreational drugs are losing favor among the thoughtful because the feelings of well-being they may produce come at a cost, sometimes fatal. Even if there were no costly side effects, the health-conscious person would eventually want to find a permanent, beneficial aid to health and consciousness. Breathwork is the ideal alternative. It is free and completely within our conscious control. For these reasons, and because of its power, breathwork deserves to become a major healing art. There are those of us, still few but growing in number, who believe that breathwork will ultimately rise in popularity to become the predominant healing technology of our time.


The Lating word for breath in spiritus. Allow your breath to flow through you as a sense of spirit flows through your body.

—JERRY BRAZA, PH.D.



A COMPREHENSIVE HEALING TOOL

I am deeply grateful to the power of conscious breathing for what it has brought to me personally and to the thousands of clients with whom I have used it. I use it every day in my own quest for health, and I use it in every session with psychotherapy clients. About a hundred days a year I also teach it to audiences of professionals who want to put it to work in their practices. I have taught it in Europe, Asia, and North America. Whether I am in Prague or Kalamazoo, I find that breathwork bridges cultural barriers more effectively than anything else I have seen.

There is a Hawaiian word—ohana—that in its contemporary usage means “family.” Its older meaning encompassed a wider community, literally “people who breathe together.” When the missionaries came to the islands, the natives called them haoles, which translates, unflatteringly, as “people without breath.”

In the wake of the recent dissolution of the Soviet bloc, I have received letters from people in the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, and Russia who want to learn about breathwork. As one person in Croatia put it in a deeply moving letter, “Finally after forty years of restriction, we can breathe freely. Now we want to learn how to breathe effectively.”

If this is your desire, I congratulate you for it. It is a profoundly interesting and healthful path. Welcome to our large and growing ohana.


I add my breath to your breath That our days may be long on the Earth That the days of our people may be long That we may be one person …

ANCIENT KERES SONG, TRANSLATED BY PAULA GUNN ALLEN
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THERE ARE MANY REASONS WHY I PRACTICE CONSCIOUS BREATHING and recommend it to my friends and clients. Some of the reasons are practical, some mystical. Breathing has the power to enhance both the practical present moment and our mystical connection with infinity. It is all there in the breath, free for the asking.


To our ordinary consciousness, breathing only serves to maintain our body. But if we go beyond our mind, breathing can open up a completely new foundation for our life.

—ILSA MIDDENDORF



Breath is so vital to life that to go without it for even a very short time is fatal. The average person can go without food for several weeks, without liquid for several days. But oxygen is a different matter entirely. If you close off the oxygen supply to your brain by pressing the pulse points on the sides of your neck, reality as you know it starts to melt down rapidly. I have done this experimentally on several occasions and have been amazed at how quickly my consciousness changes. There are about ten seconds of gathering mistiness, followed very shortly by utter panic. After four minutes or so without oxygen, your brain will never work the same again.

Since yesterday at this time you have taken perhaps twenty thousand breaths. In your lifetime you will breathe in and out more than a hundred million times. Given the sheer volume, it is very easy to take breathing for granted, to assign it to the deep background of life. But what if you made a tiny improvement in something you did that many times? If you can learn to breathe even a little bit better, you will notice immediate, profound shifts in your physical, mental, and emotional well-being. If you learn to breathe effectively, you will improve the quality of your entire life.

A BREATH OF FRESH AIR

Follow with me the miraculous journey of a breath of fresh air as it makes its way into your system. Darwin is said to have shuddered when he contemplated the complexity of the eye. No less thrilling are the exquisite and delicately balanced mechanisms of breathing. When I began to understand the miracle that takes place on every breath, I found myself taking even more pleasure in my breathing.


The smoke of my own breath, echoes, ripples, buzz’d whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and vine, my respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the passing of blood and air through my lungs …

—WALT WHITMAN



If you are breathing correctly, air begins its life-giving journey by entering your nose. While resting in bed, you inhale about eight quarts of air a minute. Just sitting up doubles your requirement to sixteen quarts a minute. If you go jogging, you will bring in fifty quarts of air a minute. A strong argument can be made for nose-breathing, even in athletic exertion. The air we breathe is only about 20 percent oxygen. There is a tiny amount of carbon dioxide in it, less than one percent, and the rest is nitrogen. But each in-breath also brings with it a swarm of irritants, pollutants, and dust. The nose has a set of filters designed for clearing the larger particles of dust from the air as it heads toward the lungs. Your mouth is not equipped for filtering air, being mainly a food-hole rather than an air-hole. You can breathe through your mouth, but as any stuffy-nosed cold-sufferer knows, a little bit of it goes a long way. Apparently mouth-breathing was so common a habit in the nineteenth century that an author named George Catlin wrote a best-seller with the blunt title Shut Your Mouth! Writing in the florid style of his time, he attributed a wide variety of physical and moral ills to mouth-breathing. Morality aside, the nose is a much better entry point for the breath than its gaping cousin to the south.


Suck space, mouth-breather!

—COMIC-BOOK HERO TO ALIEN INVADER, AS HE THROWS THE ALIEN OUT OF THE SPACESHIP



As air enters the nose, it first encounters a tiny but important set of filters that we can observe as we look in the mirror and tilt our heads back: nose hairs. These hairs offer the first line of resistance to the pollutants and dust particles that float in on a wave of fresh air. After breezing through this little thicket, the air passes a veritable Venus flytrap, the mucus blanket that lines the septum, which separates the nostrils. This sticky substance is designed to trap more dust but to allow the air to flow past freely.

For every in-breath there is an out-breath, and as these two currents meet in the nose, a fine microclimate is set up. Moisture is deposited by the out-breath on the mucus blanket, only to be picked up by the entering in-breath. The in-rushing currents of air grow warmer and more moist as they travel through the hair and past the mucus wall. In a miracle of heat-efficiency, the air reaches body temperature within a little more than an inch of the outside world, even on a cold day. At the top end of the nostril, the air enters the turbinate, a narrower passage that brings the air toward the trachea. The mucous membranes that we first encountered in the nasal cavity run the length of the trachea all the way down to the bronchi of the lungs. Most of us know the painful sensation of the mucous membranes when they are inflamed, when a cold makes every breath an unpleasant experience. Most of the time, though, this structure is painlessly doing its job, trapping finer particles of dust and giving a home to thousands of tiny hairlike structures called cilia. Like a field of seaweed, these cilia are in constant motion.


Viruses an microbes live best in low oxygen environments. They are anaerobic. That means, raise the oxygen environment around them and they die.

—EDWARD MCCABE



And what are they doing, these tiny dancers of the deep? They are engaged in a heroic and thankless task, but one that is absolutely essential for health. They are passing the mucus blanket upward from the lungs, against gravity. Not only is the mucus blanket able to trap particles of dust and debris, but it is also a microbe hunter. It kills unfriendly bugs and drops them overboard toward the stomach, which gives them an acid bath and sends them south. To top it all off, the mucus blanket is richly supplied with white blood cells, providing a long gauntlet of immune-system barriers through which an invading microbe must pass.

The air, growing purer by the inch, sails past these obstructions and into a tough but flexible tube called the trachea. A traveler in a maze of narrowing tunnels, the air then goes into successively smaller passages called the bronchii and the bronchioles, finally reaching home in the tiny sacs of the lung, the alveoli.

The lungs are divided into four lobes, two on each side of the chest, all resting on the diaphragm. So that the lungs may slide around freely in their duties, they are covered by a lining called the pleura, and they are lubricated by a slick substance called surfactant. Down inside the lungs themselves, in the alveoli, a miracle of transformation is taking place. To appreciate the importance of these little sacs, consider the territory they encompass. If you opened them all and spread them out, they would blanket a basketball court. These structures are engaged night and day in a hot and steamy occupation. Here in these tiny carburetors, thousands of gas exchanges are taking place every moment.

Named for grapes because they come in clusters, the alveoli pass oxygen into your blood while the blood passes carbon dioxide back into the alveoli. They are embedded in a network of blood vessels called capillaries. When red blood gets to the alveoli, it releases its carbon dioxide and gathers in fresh oxygen. Oxygenated blood heads toward the heart to be pumped around the body, while the carbon dioxide is given a quick ride out of the body on the out-breath. The oxygen is carried to the cells, which burn it.


There are about 75 trillion cells in your body, and they are all breathing—or should be.

—SHELDON SAUL HENDLER, M.D.



After the oxygen has done its vital work and is spent, it finds its way back to the alveoli again. A gust of exhaled air is made of only 14 percent oxygen and 69 percent nitrogen, along with some water vapor and traces of other gases. But the important passenger on this wave of exiting air is carbon dioxide, about 5 percent of the volume. This is the exhaust, the smoggy emission that will quickly poison your system if not completely exhaled.

And here is why conscious breathing can be a lifesaver to some and a benefit to most. Just as a small adjustment in your front wheels can smooth out a rattling journey, a little attention to your breathing goes a long way. If you only practice and master the three foundation lessons from this book you would increase the oxygenation of your body by about 5 percent on each breath. Multiply that times 20,000 a day! A 5 percent increase means that with each twenty breaths you would be getting a bonus lungful of oxygen. By the end of the day, you would have increased the efficiency of your body a thousandfold. No wonder, then, that people who practice the lessons in this book report a large number of benefits.

Perhaps the most frequently reported benefit is that…

CONSCIOUS BREATHING RELEASES STRESS AND TENSION

One of the most important discoveries I have ever made in my own mind and body is how to release tension through healthy breathing. As you will soon see, correct breathing causes tension to melt from your body. It clarifies and focuses your mind at the same time, but its first noticeable effect is likely to be an enhanced feeling of well-being in your body.


Just a single thought is capable of changing the breathing pattern.

—ILSE MIDDENDORF



Healthy breathing has a direct and immediate effect on stress levels. When at rest, people breathe about 13 times a minute on the average. Men breathe a little more slowly than women, with men’s rate being 12 to 14 times a minute compared with 14 to 15 for women. Most of us who work with breathing consider anything above 15 breaths a minute to be a stress signal.

When the human body is under stress, it responds with restricted breathing. The breath becomes shorter, shallower, and more in the chest than in the belly. When the body is relaxed, breathing slows down and drops farther into the belly, becoming deeper and more nurturing. When I explain this to clients, I contrast relaxed breathing with fight-or-flight breathing. Nature has given us two very different breathing patterns, designed for very different situations.

When we perceive a threat, several things happen to our breathing all at once. Our belly muscles tighten, our breath shifts up into the chest, and our breathing speeds up. We are poised to run or fight back. The sympathetic branch of our autonomic nervous system is fired up, dripping adrenaline into our bloodstreams and slowing digestion so that the energy can be diverted to our muscles. When we are no longer perceiving a threat, our breathing shifts from the fight-or-flight pattern to the relaxed pattern. Belly muscles relax, digestion starts again, and the breath drops down into the abdomen. The system goes “off alert,” and the parasympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system begins to take over. All of this can happen in a split second, regardless of whether the threat is a charging rhino or the unexpected midnight creak of a floorboard.

These are automatic responses, wired in by nature over thousands of years of evolution, and they come from deep in the primitive brain. But human beings are endowed with a magnificent cerebral cortex, a structure so complex that it seems magical. The cortex literally surrounds the primitive brain, and it gives us the power to override many of its instructions. We can use the power of our conscious minds to get our breathing to work with us, rather than against us. In other words, human consciousness is powerful enough that we can notice when we are in a stressed breathing pattern and do something about it. We can consciously take deeper, slower breaths, and we can consciously shift our breathing from chest to belly. I have seen this simple but powerful piece of information change many lives.

If you suffer any symptoms of stress in your life, conscious breathing should be a learning priority for you.

CONSCIOUS BREATHING BUILDS ENERGY AND ENDURANCE

Modern life makes many demands on us that our forebears did not have to handle. Granted, there were many physical demands and dangers in years gone by, but our modern age has its own special energy drains. It is no surprise that problems like chronic fatigue syndrome are endemic today. One great benefit of conscious breathing is that it has a direct effect on energy level. Put simply, if you breathe effectively you have much more physical energy.


Ninety percent of metabolic oxygen comes from breathing. Ten percent comes from food.

—GABRIEL COUSENS, M.D.



I first spotted this correlation twenty years ago when I was doing a therapy session with a woman in her thirties. She came in for her first session after she had completed her workday. She looked exhausted, and when I said so, she agreed that she was. I asked her to tell me how her day had gone. She told me she had awakened at six that morning to the sound of her baby crying. After nursing the baby, she had fixed breakfast for her husband and herself, then dashed off to work. (Her husband was not working at the time.) She took the rapid transit to work, put in a full day managing a real estate brokerage, then went back home around four to nurse the baby again. She picked up her car at the shop, bought some groceries, then came by my office for her session.


Breathing is the first place, not the last, one should look when fatigue, disease, or other evidence of disordered energy presents itself.

—SHELDON SAUL HENDLER, M.D.



Now, all that in itself would be enough to make anyone tired, but I noticed something else as she told her story: Her breathing was very shallow, and she actually held her breath when she talked about feeding the baby. I asked her whether there was something upsetting to her about feeding the baby, and she got in touch with feeling conflicted about leaving him every day to go to work. Toward the end of the session I took her through simplified versions of some of the breathing activities you will learn in this book. We rehearsed how she could deepen her breath consciously, particularly at certain times of the day when she felt under the most pressure.

I was gratified to see how she looked when she came in the next week. Even though our session was two hours later in the day than the week before, she looked much peppier. One can never know, of course, whether it was the breathing or the chance to discuss the conflict about her baby that caused the improvement, but the change was clear. She reported a great deal more energy and resilience, which she attributed to remembering to take a few deep breaths throughout the day. Then we turned our attention to a problem as fundamental as her breathing: how to share responsibilities with her husband more equitably.

Many people have reported, and I have also noticed, that conscious breathing produces a steady flow of energy throughout the day. Before I began to practice conscious breathing, my energy was like a roller coaster. When I was high, I felt cheerful and productive, but when I hit a low, I was grouchy, mentally foggy, and physically sluggish. Needless to say, I did not get much productive work done during my down phases. I can date the smoothing out of my roller coaster to the year I began to do two practices every morning: conscious breathing and meditation. Over the next few years the roller coaster completely disappeared, so that now I cannot even remember what it felt like to have unstable energy.

If fatigue is more than an occasional visitor in your house, I encourage you to make conscious breathing one of your

CONSCIOUS BREATHING CONTRIBUTES TO EMOTIONAL MASTERY



























CONSCIOUS BREATHING PREVENTS AND HEALS PHYSICAL PROBLEMS



























CONSCIOUS BREATHING CONTRIBUTES TO GRACEFUL AGING









CONSCIOUS BREATHING MANAGES PAIN






















CONSCIOUS BREATHING ENHANCES MENTAL CONCENTRATION AND PHYSICAL PERFORMANCE
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