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Introduction

A flower blossoms thanks to the nutrient-rich environment in which it’s born. We relish its smell and its beauty even when the real glory belongs to its network of roots.

Within each of us there exists a similar invisible system that is continually working beneath the surface and is connected to every inch of our body—tidying up and sending vitality and support to ensure that we are the most radiant and healthiest version of ourselves. This is the lymphatic system.

Lymph constantly replenishes us. Every cell in your body is literally bathed by its fluid; it’s the often overlooked missing link to vibrant health. Your lymphatic system cleanses and nourishes every other system of your body. It acts like a garbage collector, sweeping immune cells through your body to weed out anything that threatens your well-being, making lymph your first line of defense against illness. Your lymphatic system is responsible for maintaining your fluid balance, which can help keep inflammation—an underlying factor in many diseases—at bay. It enables you to properly digest and eliminate food. It’s also what gives your skin its healthy glow.

Harnessing the power of lymph for self-healing has been my mission in life. I’ve dedicated my entire career to working with people’s lymphatic systems because the results are nothing short of life changing. I’ve worked with thousands of people who’ve come to me for help with nearly every medical condition under the moon, from cancer to chronic fatigue, from gastrointestinal disorders to Lyme disease, eczema, acne, chronic headaches, and PMS. I’ve also treated many healthy young people who are interested in experiencing the detoxifying and beauty-enhancing effects of lymphatic drainage while seeking to avoid the chronic illnesses their parents deal with.

Often my clients have struggled to locate someone who offers the treatments I do; it’s not easy to find a qualified lymphatic therapist. They don’t exist in every town or community. Some practitioners are trained solely in the beauty benefits of lymphatic massage, while others have certifications to work with more serious health issues and enhance the immune systems of their clients. I wish it were easier for everyone to access a lymphatic expert, but what I’ve learned over decades of experience is that although a qualified and experienced practitioner is a wonderful resource, everyone can learn the tools necessary to stimulate and strengthen their own lymphatic system. You can take an active role in self-healing with your own hands.

Maybe you’ve heard that you can stimulate your lymphatic system by rebounding on a trampoline, by dry-brushing, or by doing inversions in a yoga class, all of which are in fact ways to get your lymph flowing. The methods I will share with you in this book are even more efficient than any of these activities because they specifically target the areas where your immune cells do their most productive work—in your lymph nodes. You will learn simple, three-to-five-minute lymphatic self-massage sequences that will address your most pressing concerns, from focusing on immune health to aiding digestion to reducing bloat and achieving glowing skin. Unlike deep-tissue body work—what most people think of when they hear the word “massage”—lymphatic therapy is much gentler. Lymphatic massage strokes concentrate on the fluid found just under the skin, which is why the touch is so light and nurturing.

How can manipulating lymph offer so many benefits? When lymph flows, everything else flows, too. Lymphatic self-massage helps eliminate toxic materials, and when you do it on a regular basis, you prevent toxins from accumulating and damaging your body’s systems. The routines I offer in this book are grounded in science, tested and perfected over my decades of clinical work, and almost as relaxing as a day at the spa. Once you apply these routines consistently, they will become as routine as brushing your teeth. Not only will you love how you feel, but you’ll tap into your body’s innate ability to cleanse itself from the inside out. You’ll also find that the practice of self-massage can improve your mood and lift your emotions as well as mitigate physical ailments such as headaches, earaches, and fluid retention. Lymphatic self-massage will soon become your favorite tool in your holistic toolbox. It will enable you to release congestion in your body, reconnect to the flow of life, and enjoy luminous health.

MY JOURNEY TO LYMPHATIC HEALTH

I’ve spent my entire adult life learning and practicing the healing tradition of lymphatic massage. My path began in the late 1970s, the moment my parents sat my brother and me down on the brown plaid couch in our living room and told us that our mother had cancer. I was just shy of eleven years old.

Before I knew it, I was immersed in all aspects of her illness. First there were the sterile hospitals and the waiting rooms of brain surgeons, assimilating words such as radiation and chemotherapy and their consequences into my schoolgirl vocabulary. Then there was the realm of alternative healing practices that was of equal importance to my family. This included the Silva Method, aimed at healing oneself by entering a deeper state of consciousness through meditation. Different from other types of meditation I would later study, the Silva Method uses guided visualization techniques to improve well-being. My brother and I would carve out forts and comfy places for ourselves on the floor and meditate, imagining laboratories and healing sanctuaries inspired by the ocean, the moon, and grassy hillsides, willing our mom to get better. It was in these visions that I took my first forays into the idea of healing.

I used to lie with my mother while she listened to cassette tapes of tranquil waters with blooming lily ponds and meditate, my hand on her body. We ate carob and kefir, probiotics and macrobiotics, fermented veggies and spirulina—all wildly fringe choices at the time. The comforting smell of herbal teas and potted plants in our home provided a cozy antithesis to the stark and painful procedures my mother endured. This kind of healing seemed so normal and logical that I never thought of it as unusual.

I knew that those moments with my mother were sacred. They were special and tender. I wasn’t afraid of her illness. For someone that young, I felt remarkably calm and stable. Looking back at it all now, I see that I was developing sensitivity. In those years I learned how to touch someone who was fragile. I enjoyed being helpful and seeing how much better my mom felt as a result of my touch.

When self-healing is an act of unconditional love, grace flows willingly. I had no idea how much that era would shape the trajectory of my life. After my mother’s death, when I was thirteen, I looked for ways to make sense of her loss. I searched for meaning at the metaphysical bookstore the Bodhi Tree in Los Angeles. I was drawn to books on reincarnation, Hinduism, Buddhism, and existentialism on the wooden shelves. I spent hours roaming up and down the aisles, hanging on to quotes about varying cultures’ views on death and the meaning of life. I started a yoga practice. The void within me pushed me to experiment with how I felt in my body, and I became driven by the desire to pursue what preventive health practices could mean and how to achieve them.

By the time I attended college at San Francisco State University, I was sensitive to how my body felt in various environments, how my mood changed around certain friends and under stress, and the effect the foods I ate had on my belly. I took courses in holistic health and yoga and became obsessed with anthropology, the mind/body connection, and, in particular, the way different cultures approached healing. It was the late 1980s and early 1990s, and alternative modes of healing weren’t yet widely accepted in Western medicine. (Acupuncture, for example, was seen as woo-woo then; now it is used in practically every pain clinic and hospital in the country.) I graduated with a degree in cultural anthropology and a minor in religious studies, my intention being to study ancient healing traditions and integrate them to help people get well. But I realized I wanted a more hands-on and less academically oriented career.

When I enrolled in the Institute of Conscious BodyWork, a massage school set among the redwood trees of Northern California, I was immediately drawn to the practice of manual lymphatic drainage massage. Over the next five years, I completed my studies to become a certified massage therapist, with an emphasis on the lymphatic system. I loved the way lymphatic massage felt; I’d never experienced anything like it before. The rhythm and cadence of the strokes felt as soothing as undulating ocean waves. Time and time again I was transported to how I had felt in my body before my mom’s death—that sense of “home in myself” without the existence of trauma. After multiple sessions, my chronic digestive issues improved, my bloating reduced, and my acne went away. The more I studied the intricate patterns of the lymph system and how the particular series of strokes of lymphatic massage are grounded in science and physiology, the more passionate I became. I learned the direct connection between the lymphatic system, the immune system, and the digestive system, and also that lymphatic massage has a calming effect on the nervous system. One of my teachers taught us tai chi and qigong so that the rhythm of our lymphatic massage strokes would be akin to a moving meditation. Finally, when I realized that lymphatic massage could benefit cancer patients, I knew I had found my life’s work. My career is a love story to the memory of my mother. Her memory is what guides my devotion to helping others.

Two decades ago, when I was working as a Certified Lymphedema Therapist at UCLA Medical Center, most of my clients were cancer patients whose treatments had caused a disease of their lymph system. Although chemotherapy, radiation, and surgery save lives, the treatments can also create a lesser-known condition called lymphedema, chronic swelling of a body part, for which there is still no cure. When your lymph is in a diseased state, your body can’t effectively remove toxins and bacteria, leading to swelling in an arm or leg or chronic inflammation in the abdomen and face. My training afforded me the ability to help those patients manage their condition. What I also found was that after treatments, the skin on my clients’ faces had a healthy, hydrated glow, whereas an hour before it had looked ashen and gray. Week after week, my clients marveled at how much better they felt in their joints, how their numbness and tingling symptoms subsided. The heaviness in their limbs went away. They lost weight. And after so many constipating medical treatments, they were finally able to go to the bathroom! “It’s the first time I felt human since the diagnosis,” they’d say.

The question that kept coming to me in those years was “Why aren’t we working earlier to improve people’s lymphatic systems before there’s a problem?” Certainly one reason was that insurance wasn’t going to pay for it. In California, my clients were accustomed to paying out of pocket for deep-tissue massages, facials, laser hair removal, and other luxuries to improve their appearance. Meanwhile, I knew that the benefits of lymphatic treatments were twofold: they enhanced the appearance of the skin and slimmed the waistline, and they bolstered patients’ health at the cellular level. Lymphatic massage addresses the root cause of chronic conditions, not just their symptoms. By having their congested toxins swept out, patients got more bang for their buck: immune-boosting benefits with glowing results.

When I left UCLA and opened my own practice in 2001, none of my colleagues were working preventively. A majority of my business was still working with cancer patients, but the word quickly got out that people were finding relief from long-standing health issues. I saw clients with eczema, chronic fatigue, sinusitis, acne, constipation, lupus, Lyme disease, even amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease). With my lymphatic massage technique, I was having huge success in a multitude of applications in a short amount of time. Since my training had prepared me to understand the systemic flow of lymph, I began to develop specific sequences targeted to address any ailment that walked through my door. Few people knew that lymphatic drainage had actually been created to target symptoms such as the common cold and inflammation—which was why my clients were amazed with the results. Before I knew it, I had more requests for appointments than I could manage.

This book is the result of the time I spent in between sessions fielding a dizzying array of requests from my patients about how they could maintain their lymphatic health (and their radiant results). Before I knew it, I was developing materials to meet the needs only lymphatic self-massage could address, and I began to show my clients how to do simple self-massage sequences. What we all noticed was profound: whether I was the one performing the sequences or my clients were practicing on their own, the results were undeniable. Those who took my advice (doing three-to-five-minute self-massage sequences daily) reported experiencing less inflammation, better digestion, fewer PMS symptoms, and fewer headaches. They slept better and got fewer colds, and their stress levels improved. Their skin was lustrous, and their wrinkles relaxed. Some of my clients who were at an increased risk of developing breast cancer even showed a decrease in breast density on their mammograms.

That’s when I knew I needed to write a guide to lymphatic care—not just for my clients but for everyone, so they could replicate my hands-on sessions at home. What most excites me about this book is its potential to benefit the health of each and every reader. Whether you’re looking to improve your skin or your immune system, balance your hormones, or level your moods, this book will serve all your needs. It’s a lot of power in one simple package.

Today lymphatic drainage has gone from a little-known niche to one of the most discussed buzzwords in wellness. In my practice I’ve seen lymphatic drainage provide the following benefits:



Accelerate: Weight loss, healing from illness, athletic injuries, and postsurgical recovery

Achieve: Glowing skin

Balance: Immunity

Flush: Toxins

Improve: Digestion, earaches, energy, healing, and sleep

Reduce: Anxiety and nervous system disorders; bloating; cancer treatment side effects; cellulite; cold and flu symptoms; eczema; headaches; lymphedema symptoms; mental fog; pre- and postnatal symptoms; sore throats; symptoms of autoimmune diseases and conditions such as Crohn’s disease, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, Graves’ disease, Lyme disease, and lupus; and thyroid issues

Relieve: Constipation, menstrual cramps, and perimenopausal and menopausal symptoms

Treat: Inflammation



I realize that this list may seem too good to be true, but I assure you that the benefits of lymphatic massage are very real—which is why it’s increasingly recommended by a wide array of physicians, including oncologists and radiologists. They know that your lymphatic system connects every other bodily system; its effects on your health are wide-ranging because its physiological geography is expansive.

Our cells are constantly being renewed, creating opportunities for new healthy patterns to emerge. Lymphatic massage will connect the dots between your physical symptoms and your emotional well-being. When you cultivate the practice of lymphatic self-care, you will be addressing both at the same time. By attacking the root of the problem, you will clear out stress and undesirable symptoms. You will instantly look and feel refreshed after a lymphatic self-massage, not unlike the way you feel after taking a bath or a minivacation at a spa.

These pages will serve as a resource that you can turn to time and again as any unwanted symptoms arise. It’s the full suite of my very best sequences, strategies, tips, and rituals that I teach in my workshops and perform on my clients every day.

Part I covers the basic science of the lymphatic system and why lymphatic self-massage is essential to maintaining your health.

Part II contains lymphatic self-massage sequences for radiant beauty, improved immunity, weight management, stress reduction, better sleep, and so much more. You will become empowered to improve your well-being and take control of how you look and feel. These lymph optimization strategies are quick, easy, and therapeutic. Soon you will be able to do self-massage anywhere you like, anytime you want. All you need is the soft touch of your own fingers. It’s incredibly nourishing and soothing.

Part III is full of holistic remedies to complement your self-massage sequences. There’s information on skin care, holistic treatments, and exercise, backed by scientific research on how they pertain to lymph. This section will show you how to get the most out of your self-care routines.

Of course, your health will fluctuate throughout your life, but your ability to support your own well-being is a constant. It is my hope that this book will empower you with tools to support you on your journey. When we do the things that make us feel good, we unlock the foundation of health.





Part I

The Power and Science of Lymph





Chapter 1

Rivers of Immunity

You’re already exercising. You’re eating healthfully. You’re balancing stress (or trying to!). But you still don’t feel great. I hear this every day in my practice. Clients come in with observations such as “Something doesn’t feel right,” “I’m tired all the time. I eat well, I sleep, I work out, I take supplements—but I have no energy,” “I’m always constipated,” and “I’ve tried everything, but I just feel out of sorts.”

Until recently, medical practitioners typically paid little attention to these kinds of comments, in part, I believe, because they are vague enough not to be potentially lethal symptoms of a major illness—even while they diminish quality of life. These symptoms are telling us something; they are evidence of imbalances. In my practice, I treat these concerns not as unimportant complaints but as clues to how to restore health. When I address a patient’s lymphatic health, such symptoms often abate, and my client experiences both physical and emotional improvements. This is because the lymphatic system is connected to every other system in the body—including the nervous system, the digestive system, and the neurological system—with branches that run through its wide geography like an intricate web of rivers. When it functions properly, you feel vibrant, energetic, and clear-headed. You’re able to digest and eliminate the food you eat, sleep well at night, and focus on what you need to accomplish during the day. You don’t get sick all the time, and you seem to breeze through cold and flu season.

When your lymphatic system is congested, on the other hand, you may feel lethargic and stuck. You may be constipated and headachey and experience more aches and pains than usual. It may seem as though you come down with a cold the instant anyone in your proximity sneezes. You might even be more anxious than usual for seemingly no reason. What you can’t see is that underneath the surface of your skin, the flow of your lymph “rivers” has likely slowed to a crawl, inhibiting organ function across your body. From your liver to your skin to your brain, all of your organs rely on the lymphatic system for optimal functioning.

Tending to your lymphatic health is as important as your daily flossing and brushing ritual; we know that we remove bacteria and plaque from our teeth to maintain good dental hygiene. Maintaining lymphatic health is like that: if you don’t tend to it consistently, problems can accumulate over time.

Think about how good you feel after cleaning your home, getting your car washed, or organizing your desk. Most people feel freer and lighter after such a cleanup. Once you’ve removed the grime, dispensed with the garbage, and tidied up your environment, new oxygen can flow through your space. Lymphatic self-massage does the same thing for you internally. It’s like a cleaning or tidying up for your body. You will feel lighter and more energized in just five minutes because you will have reduced the stressors that are causing congestion and stagnation. You will go from feeling stuck to being free flowing.

But before I teach you how to enjoy these benefits, let me walk you through the anatomy and function of your lymphatic system so you can better understand how it works and why it’s such a powerful force in your well-being.

BASICS OF THE LYMPHATIC SYSTEM

What is lymph, exactly, and why didn’t you learn about it in school when you were taught about your circulatory and digestive systems? Given how essential the lymphatic system is to your immune health, it’s staggering to me that most of us were taught virtually nothing about it! So let’s start with the basics.

There are two circulatory systems in your body:

Your cardiovascular system, which consists of your heart and your blood vessels. Your heart is at the center of this system, and its network distributes blood throughout the body. The blood vessels transport oxygen and nutrients to cells. Your arteries carry blood away from your heart, and your veins carry it back in a continuous loop through your cells, removing carbon dioxide and delivering vital nutrients that keep you alive and regulate your body temperature.

Your lymphatic system, considered to be your “second” circulatory system, is the sanitation and recycling system of your body. Just as you have two sets of pipes in your home—one set that brings in fresh water and another that removes dirty water—your lymphatic system is the bonus set of plumbing that filters and removes excess waste from your body. It’s approximately twice as vast as the cardiovascular system, but it doesn’t have a central pump like the heart to move the fluid around. Lymph flows in only one direction: toward your heart. Because it is not propelled by a master pump, its flow relies on the pulsing of nearby arteries, skeletal muscle contractions, and breathing. That’s why self-massage, breath work, and exercise are invaluable to good lymphatic health.

Your lymphatic system plays a number of critical roles in your body. It’s an essential part of the immune system, producing white blood cells with the power to destroy harmful pathogens. It acts as a garbage collector, filtering out bacteria and toxins that can cause disease. It aids the digestive system by absorbing fat and fatty acids from your gut and transporting them back to your bloodstream, making them available as fuel to your cells. And finally, it maintains the fluid balance in your body by collecting, purifying, and draining excess fluids so your tissues don’t swell. We’ll explore all of these valuable roles in more detail shortly, but first, let’s take a closer look at the intricate geography of the lymphatic system.

THE ANATOMY OF THE LYMPHATIC SYSTEM

Throughout your life, your lymphatic system continuously distributes immune cells across your body. When you look at the map of where your lymph flows, lymph nodes appear like gas stations along the highway of their vessel network. Lymph nodes are where the white blood cells called lymphocytes do their job of eliminating pathogens and harmful substances from the interstitial fluid—the fluid space between your cells—before it continues on its way to its final destination in the bloodstream.

The way lymph circulates through the body is in no way random; it is carefully mapped out. Lymphatic fluid moves inward from your extremities toward your heart. If you’ve studied geology, you know that rivers and streams collect water from one area and direct it toward a greater outlet such as an ocean. Your body is no different; your own pathways move lymphatic fluid like rivers, first to clusters of lymph nodes, then ultimately to your greater outlet: your bloodstream. Understanding these currents of the lymphatic system is critical to understanding why a lymphatic drainage massage is different from a typical deep-tissue massage. This will lay the foundation for cultivating your self-massage practice.

THE ATLAS OF LYMPH

When I see clients for the first time, I always show them this illustration. Most people have no idea that lymphatic vessels run through their entire body in a similar way to their blood vessels. Notice their systemic nature, the linked chain of vessels, capillaries, and ducts that run through nearly every inch of your body. The lymphatic system is an intricate network of vessels, capillaries, precollectors, collectors, and trunks that transport fluids from surrounding cells to lymph nodes. The nodes act as filtering stations, where white blood cells called macrophages and lymphocytes engulf and destroy harmful material before returning the fluid to the bloodstream, where it is eventually processed through the kidneys and liver and eliminated via bowel movements and urination.
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Lymph is formed from the waste fluid of your body’s cells. Each day, fluid seeps out of your blood capillaries and into the interstitial fluid. Although some of it is reabsorbed by blood capillaries, the job of your lymphatic system is to collect the remaining fluid (also referred to as the lymph load), which is made up of waste that’s too big for your blood capillaries to absorb—including metabolic waste, proteins, hormones, fat-soluble vitamins, and immune cells—in order to prevent an accumulation of toxic debris in your tissues. That fluid enters the lymphatic system through tiny lymphatic capillaries shaped like fingers, located just underneath the top layer of your skin. Lymphatic capillaries are present all through your body, including in your digestive tract, reproductive system, and respiratory system. They have overlapping cells that open and close to absorb fluid, similarly to sponges or the way a plant’s root system draws water into itself. They are also permeable, which allows tissue fluid, bacteria, viruses, and cancer cells to enter the system for purification.
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Lymphatic fluid is made up of approximately 50 percent nutrient-rich plasma proteins (plasma leaves the body’s cells after it has delivered its nutrients) as well as harmful invaders that your venous system isn’t able to re-collect. After the lymphatic fluid has been absorbed by the spongy capillaries, it travels through a series of one-way superficial lymphatic vessels toward the areas in your body where lymph nodes are located for purification. Your body transports approximately three liters (that’s six pints) of cleansed lymphatic fluid back into your bloodstream daily to start its journey all over again.

The way the lymphatic system captures the body’s cellular debris from your blood vessels is similar to the way rain gutters collect leaves and particles and rainfall runoff. If a gutter doesn’t work properly, germ-laden trash gets clogged up in it and then overflows in a heaping mess that ends up strewn all over your lawn.
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LYMPH NODES

Your lymph nodes are the cornerstone of lymphatic massage. In the sequences in part II, you’ll learn how to massage the nodes, found in most hinges, or joints that allow movement in one direction, of your body: your head, neck, armpits, sternum, abdomen, the crease at the top of your thighs, your elbow creases, and behind your knees.

You have anywhere from five hundred to eight hundred lymph nodes throughout your body, typically grouped around veins in adipose, or fat, tissues. Your lymph nodes are where bacteria and viruses meet up with immune cells so that your body can mount a critical immune response. They may be no larger than a pea or a kidney bean, but they are constantly surveying your insides for nefarious activity. When they are healthy, their size varies from 2 millimeters to 2.5 centimeters in diameter. Lymph nodes don’t regenerate, so if any are surgically removed (typically due to cancer treatment), a mechanical insufficiency can result, impairing your body’s ability to eliminate excess lymphatic fluid. This can put you at risk of developing lymphedema and other disorders of the lymphatic system (I will discuss these conditions in detail in part II).

Lymphatic fluid is brought into the lymph nodes by afferent lymphatic vessels. There, macrophages get to work, straining bacteria out of the lymph. Then lymphocytes engulf and destroy other material they recognize as harmful. Lymphatic fluid can go through several lymph nodes before it’s fully cleaned out. Certain substances that cannot be wiped out (such as coals, dusts, and dyes) are stored in the node indefinitely.
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Once the fluid has gone through this process, it reaches the efferent lymphatic vessels, which transport lymphatic fluid out of the nodes through a complex, one-way network of vessels and valves toward your heart, from which it is recirculated back into your bloodstream, toxin free. This is why lymph is sometimes referred to as “the great recycler”: It does for your body what you do for the environment when you place your household recycling out on the curb, allowing it to be transported to a processing plant, where it’s sterilized and repurposed.

Many people first learn about their lymph nodes when they’re fighting an infection and the nodes swell up with the large amount of white blood cells needed to combat the germs. Maybe you’ve experienced this when you’ve come down with a cold; your lymph nodes (usually those in your neck) became enlarged and possibly even painful to the touch. Although you don’t want to massage yourself when you have an active infection, knowing the atlas of lymph and how to self-massage properly will help accelerate healing and alleviate uncomfortable symptoms in your body.




The Language of Lymph

Learning about lymph and self-massage can be a bit like visiting a new city for the first time. It’s exciting, but it can also feel overwhelming. Before you skip ahead to the massage sequences, it’s important to consult a map and better orient yourself to your new surroundings.

I like to use scientific terms as much as possible whenever I teach anyone about lymph. I don’t learn languages easily, so I’ve included a Glossary of Lymph Terms so you can refer to it as much as you need to. I believe it’s important to learn the proper scientific terminology, as it will enable you to have informed conversations with your doctors and practitioners about anything going on in your body.

Also, as you’ll see throughout this book, I strongly believe in the power of imagery. Words and intentions can help us heal. If you’ve ever taken yoga, remember how hard it was to learn and say the Sanskrit names of all those poses? But after only a few sessions, I bet those asanas seemed as though they had always been a part of your vernacular. I promise you, lymphatic terms will be rolling off your tongue in no time!





LAYERS OF LYMPH

Similarly to an onion, your lymphatic system has layers: the superficial layer and the deeper network. I tell my clients that understanding this basic concept will help them get the best results from their self-care practices.

The superficial lymphatic layer is located in the dermis, just under your epidermis, or the outermost layer of skin. As you know, your skin provides a barrier against foreign substances and is one way you eliminate toxins, through your sweat. The majority of your superficial lymphatic vessels, including capillaries and other lymph collectors, exist above the muscle bed. The vast lymphatic network exists here alongside your blood capillaries. Particles that escape from these capillaries move into the interstitial fluid, where they then become part of the lymphatic system. This is where your hands will be accessing most of your lymph in your self-massage sequences.

The deeper lymphatic network drains organs and deeper regions of your body. These regions of your body include trunks and ducts. Trunks are formed from collecting vessels that unite to drain large areas of the body after lymphatic fluid has been filtered in the lymph nodes. The convergence of many efferent lymphatic vessels delivers fluid to the right lymphatic duct (responsible for draining one-quarter of the lymphatic fluid) and the left lymphatic duct (which drains the remaining three-quarters of fluid), which comes from the body’s largest lymphatic vessel, the thoracic duct.

The thoracic duct, which runs from your abdomen up the front of your body to the left subclavian vein, delivers your purified lymph back into your bloodstream. The right and left subclavian veins enter the venous system at its junction with the internal jugular vein near the clavicle.

Usually, superficial lymphatic vessels follow the same routes as veins, and deeper lymphatic vessels follow the same routes as arteries. The deep network is also responsible for taking fats from your gut and the fluid from your lower limbs. It can be stimulated by deep diaphragmatic breathing. This is one of the reasons why breath work is so valuable during all of your self-massage sequences: it activates deep lymph circulation.

A well-functioning lymphatic system provides the transportation for your immune system; it’s one of the vital highways of your body. If either of the two layers of lymphatic pathways is congested or malfunctioning (due to hereditary factors, lymph node removal, or other stressors), cellular waste and proteins can accumulate in your tissues.

Lymph also regulates your body’s fluid balance and is one reason you feel lighter and brighter after a lymphatic treatment and why your face and abdomen appear less puffy and bloated. Every day, when small protein molecules leak out of your blood capillary walls, they increase the osmotic pressure of your interstitial fluid. What this means is that fluid accumulates in the tissue spaces due to the limited return of fluid back into your blood capillaries. If this process continues unchecked, your blood volume and blood pressure decrease significantly while the volume of your tissue fluid increases. The result is swelling, or edema.

This is where lymphatic capillaries play such an important role: they are the entry point into the lymphatic network, where excess interstitial fluid and protein molecules are absorbed that will ultimately return to the bloodstream to manage your body’s fluid balance. Focusing lymphatic massage on the superficial fluid layer—using direction-specific strokes to flush out toxins—while tending to the deeper lymph structures with your breathing and abdominal massage mimics your body’s ability to circulate protective immune cells and restore your good health. That’s why self-massage sequences work so well: they target the movement and filtration rate of lymph.

As I mentioned, unlike your main circulatory system, which is powered by your heart, lymph doesn’t have a central pump. But lymph does have its own unique process to circulate its way through your body; it’s propelled by both intrinsic and extrinsic means.
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Lymphatic vessels have one-way valves called lymphangions. These are microscopic heart-shaped chains, like tiny pearls on necklaces, that fill up with lymphatic fluid. Smooth muscle contractions produce electrical impulses six to twelve times each minute that control the ceaseless opening and closing, contracting and relaxing, of your lymphangions. These contractions are an example of the intrinsic way your lymphatic fluid circulates, a process called angiomotoricity. The intrinsic pump relies on the spontaneous contractions of the muscle cells within the wall of the lymphangion.

The one-way valves of your lymphangions act like propellers preventing any backflow of lymphatic fluid. Pressing too hard or too deeply during self-massage can cause these valves to spasm and suspend the movement of lymph. This is one of the reasons why some people swell up in extreme heat—when they are in a sauna or steam room—or in extreme cold—like in an ice bath: the extreme temperature change on the surface of the skin can cause a temporary strain to lymph movement. Using a slow cadence when you are doing lymphatic massage will prevent the backflow of lymphatic fluid.

The second driving force of lymph circulation is extrinsic; your lymphatic system depends on blood vessel pulsations, heart contractions, skeletal muscle contractions, muscle contractions in the gastrointestinal tract, and breathing movements to generate the pressure that propels lymph. In part II, you will learn specific lymphatic massage strokes and breathing techniques to affect your lymph movement.

LYMPHOTOMES AND WATERSHEDS

Now that you understand the anatomy of lymph and how it moves around your body, let me introduce you to lymphotomes, the territories of your body that drain lymphatic fluid toward regional lymph nodes. Lymphotomes are part of the superficial layer that defines the direction of lymph flow during a massage. My clients rely on this illustration because it really helps them understand where they are going to massage themselves.

The locations of these drainage patterns are neatly organized by regions of your body—think of them as the “mapping” of drainage. The boundaries separating the lymphotomes are called watersheds. Lymphatic fluid is directed to specific clusters of lymph nodes. During your self-massage, you will work in specific directions toward the nodes that drain a particular section of your body. It’s kind of like coloring within the outlines of a drawing; knowing the directions of lymphotomes is essential, as it will guide your practice.

[image: image]

We tend to think of drainage as something that flows downward, thanks to gravity. But that’s not always how lymphatic drainage works. Understanding the mapping of where your lymph flows is crucial. For the purposes of your self-massage sequences, you’ll be working with approximately six different lymphotomes. This will allow you to use the sequences in this book intuitively, confidently, and for maximum benefits.

Not only does lymph flow up the body, it also flows from the back of your body toward the front, toward the heart. This is why, in my practice, I always start my sessions with my clients lying faceup: I want to stimulate the lymph nodes in the front of the body before I do anything else.

After the lymphatic fluid in the lymphotomes is drained, a quarter of the lymph from the upper right quadrant of your body empties into your right lymphatic duct near your collarbone at the subclavian vein, where it enters your bloodstream. This includes your right
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LYMPHATIC VASCULATURE: A PEEK INSIDE THE VESSELS AND VALVES THAT ARE KEEPING YOU HEALTHY
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LYMPH: YOUR UNSEEN PROTECTOR
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