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         Winston Churchill was no stranger to depression. It was he who called it the Black Dog and in so doing gave the affliction a recognisable identity.
 
         Until Taming the Black Dog was published in August 2004 there existed no definitive self-help programme for sufferers, or their relations, friends, and colleagues. Following approbation by leading professionals in the field, as well as by readers, this book has been reprinted.
         
 
         Taming The Black Dog is the foundation of residential courses for service men and women embarking on civilian life including those suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 
www.remount.net
         
 
         “I have reviewed many books of relative merits but never have I reviewed one which I recommend everyone to read, that is until I read Taming the Black Dog … It talks about depression in everyday language … It never talks down to you … It deals with the psychological and physical elements. It is a practical and comprehensive handbook for surviving depression … It is a really helpful book.” 
 Professor Stuart Kotze holds professorships in Behavioural Psychology at Oxford, Aston and Warwick Universities
         
 
         “This brave and honest book is a dispatch from the front line of depression. Patrick Ellverton deals with the relationship of depression and alcohol consumption head on. Two chapters which I specially recommend are firstly ‘Your Emotions’ in which he tackles a notoriously difficult subject with startling lucidity. The second is ‘Helping a Friend’ which also deals with the relationship between doctor and patient.” 
 Robert Beaumont of the Charlie Waller Memorial Trust which funds research by GPs into the treatment of depression
         
 
         “Compelling reading.”
 Amelie Mustapha of Depression Alliance, the leading UK charity for people with depression
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         ‘Who are you?’ I was asked. I replied, ‘I am me the same me as ever was but I am also a little part of everyone against whom I have brushed throughout my life.’ 
         
 
         So this book is also dedicated to all of you too numerous to recall.
 
         Patrick Ellverton
         
 
         Then turn again to your task. Look forward, do not look backward. Gather afresh in heart and spirit all the energies of your being, bend anew together for a supreme effort. The times are harsh, the need is dire, the agony seems infinite but the power of commitment and perseverance hurled united into the conflict will be irresistible. 
         
 
         Adapted from a speech by Winston Churchill, 1915
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Depression – a definition
            

         
 
         Almost everyone experiences depression at some time in his or her life. Depression is more than just a debilitating feeling – it is a profound psychological and physical experience, which affects the body’s whole physiology.
 
         
            Depression can be actually painful and it is dangerous. If you are seriously considering suicide as a solution to your depression, please get help NOW. Call your doctor at once for immediate clinical help, or telephone one of the crisis lines listed in Appendix 2 of this book, provided by Samaritans, SANE, or Depression Alliance. 
            

         
 
         Depression is often defined as a condition in which a number of specific symptoms persist for at least one month. If you have four of the following symptoms you are probably depressed. If you have five or more you are definitely depressed.
 
              
            	Feelings of worthlessness, self reproach.
     
            	Inappropriate guilt.
     
            	Recurrent thoughts of suicide.
     
            	Weariness and loss of energy and feelings.
     
            	Diminished ability to think and concentrate.
     
            	Loss of interest or pleasure in usual activities.
     
            	Decrease in sexual drive.
     
            	Continuing state of worry and apprehension.
     
            	Insomnia or hypersomnia.
     
            	Poor appetite with weight loss or increased appetite with weight gain.
     
            	Physical inactivity or hyper-activity.
 
         
 
         Along with these symptoms, the body’s physical functions can become unbalanced as well. Constipation and changes in the menstrual cycle are common and you may feel cold, weak and sluggish.
         
 
         Depression may occur as a brief, transient event or it may be a lifelong struggle, as with the author of this book.
 
         When depression results from the death of a loved one, the end of a relationship or the loss of a job, the feelings may be appropriate and normal. Indeed a period of grief and sadness is essential. Treatment is generally not needed unless the depression is severe enough to make someone non-functional and entertain suicidal thoughts.
 
         However, the general rule is that people with depression should seek a medical evaluation. Symptoms that look like depression might be caused instead by a specific medical condition, such as a thyroid complaint, hormonal imbalances or a side effect of medication. The involvement of a medical practitioner is not just sensible; it is very reassuring and will help to reduce the level of anxiety in both the sufferer and their loved ones.
 
         
            The prime rule is to consult your doctor, particularly if you think that you might be suffering from manic depression. Your doctor will be able to advise you on the professional help that is available to you. Then this book will help you get back on your feet again – permanently.
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            Chapter 1
 
            Introduction

         
 
         A GREY, OPPRESSIVE CLOUD HANGS OVER EVERYTHING it seems, from horizon to horizon. It diminishes light and neutralises the colours around us. It inhibits love, spoils enjoyment, denies humour, magnifies legitimate worries and results in a sense of purposelessness. It is a mental affliction, which we call depression. Fortunately for most sufferers it is not continuous and comes in bouts. Winston Churchill gave it an identity and called it the Black Dog.
         
 
         
            The sooner depressives can give their affliction an identity, the easier it is for them to deal with it. The Black Dog is not just a mental affliction. It is a creature, which stalks our brains and undermines bodily functions. But it can be tamed practically and decisively. How can I be so sure? I have done it. 
            

         
 
         I had fought and wrestled with the beastly thing throughout my life, from being a schoolboy, then a tank officer, merchant banker and television director. It seemed that for most of my life I had suffered from an ever-present weariness.
 
         I had no alternative but to share the family view that I was simply lazy and needed to pull my socks up, as my father would often say. The result was that despite my achievements, I had low self-esteem, which was camouflaged from my friends and colleagues by an outgoing, apparently cheerful and entertaining personality. Nobody, but nobody, at that time would have believed that I was suffering from depression, and the concept of low self-esteem was unknown to most people then. Certainly it was not a subject for healthy young people to bother contemplating.
         
 
         Low self-esteem is arguably the most destructive aspect of clinical depression because it is not obvious, yet it inhibits and even stops the development of love and understanding in the intimate relationships of marriage and parenthood. The Bible tells us to ‘love thy neighbour as thyself’. If you do not love yourself, it’s hard lines on your neighbour, and particularly your spouse and children – and, yes, your parents!
 
         It caused me to view the setbacks in my life as monumental failures and lead me to move to something new in order to escape from what I perceived as ignominy in that role.
 
         Winston Churchill was helped, no doubt, by the adrenalin-pumping environment of politics, but in the hiatus preceding a speech would sink into a depression and would resort to the whisky or port decanter. I too, unwittingly, was using alcohol as a medication to overcome the lack of confidence in my ability to be socially amusing. Without alcohol I thought that I lacked what Noel Coward called ‘a talent to amuse’ – something that we all need in one form or another if we are to feed our relationships with warmth and fun.
         
 
         This was the start of my being alcohol-dependant, which in time contributed to the breakdown of both my marriages and family life and unquestionably handicapped my career. It blunted the incisive cutting edge of my ability.
 
         If this is ringing a bell – whether or not you use alcohol in this way – then read on, because it is the substance of my concern with depression. My reason for writing this book is to share with you the methods I adopted to tame the Black Dog and for us to look together towards the blue skies for ourselves and for those we love.
         
 
         THE NATURE OF THE BEAST
 
         Depression is like a demonic threatening beast and if it is to be tamed, we need to understand its nature and when it prowls. A doctor, like a veterinary surgeon sedating an animal, uses drugs to ameliorate the behaviour. However, the process of healing the wounds that the Black Dog has already inflicted must be carried out by the victims themselves. The good news is that we really can do this ourselves and benefit immeasurably in so doing.
 
         What are these wounds? They are the bad mental habits which have developed during the time we have been afflicted. Negative thinking, lack of purpose, a feeling of futility affecting everything we embark on, and worst of all – fear. Fear of the future. Fear of being unable to cope with the everyday tasks of life. Fear of failure in our projects and even fear of success. Fear, like almost all the components of depression, is a natural emotion, which has jumped out of its life-saving box and is neutralising the dynamics of life enjoyed by a healthy person, such as love, friendship, adventure, creativity, sport and simply enjoying the richness the world has to offer.
 
         The result of all this is low self-esteem, which undermines all our relationships and endeavours. Over the years these negative propensities become established habits, which we need to eradicate in our journey to the blue skies.
 
         Fortunately, fear that is divorced from imminent danger is an attitude of mind and can be put back where it belongs by positive thinking and by consciously challenging it head on. Grasping the bull by the horns is the principle.
         
 
         HOLDING THE WRONG HAND
 
         Remember the adage that success is born out of mind over matter and so is failure. That is why depression is so debilitating. It undermines physical well-being and health, because depressives may eventually tend to capitulate to the unremitting agony and seek relief in short-term alleviation.
 
         They use alcohol to alleviate their anguish and provide transitory cheerfulness, after which they suffer even deeper depression. They resort to comfort eating, and sometimes become seriously overweight. The distraction of television also gives temporary respite and like alcohol allows the brain to escape from its life-stimulating functions. Indeed, the combination of uncritical television-watching and alcohol is the most demotivating poison around and has resulted in the birth of the most unhealthy of depressives – the self-induced couch potato. (See chapter 15.)
         
 
         The physical results of unchecked depressiveness can include obesity, high blood pressure, sexual impotence, diabetes, arthritis, utter despair and suicide. But the good news is that you can extricate yourself from this downward spiral.
 
         Medication will stabilise a sufferer long enough for you to put together a new act, but this you need to do yourself. Psychological counselling, in my opinion, is needed by only a very small number of sufferers and if inappropriately administered can be counterproductive. I believe that the counselling of a trusted friend with a similar spectrum of interests is more likely to be beneficial.
         
 
         
            The thrust of this book is to steer you away from introspective studies of the nature and effects of your depression and to focus your mind on squeezing it out by thinking positively and living creatively. 
            

         
 
         The process of replacing the bad physical and thinking habits with good ones is therapeutic in itself, and confidence, morale and self-esteem all begin to re-establish themselves rapidly. The associated sense of achievement is a tremendous motivator in accelerating the process.
 
         That is the nature of the beast, which we have to tame and then manage. Yes, I’m afraid that those of us who have an inherited propensity for depression will spend the rest of our lives keeping the Black Dog in his kennel. But the good news is that the actions I am recommending, irrespective of whether you are a temporary sufferer or like myself have inherited the beast, can enhance everyone’s enjoyment of life beyond recognition.
 
         WHAT CAUSES DEPRESSION?
 
         Depression for most people is caused by the impact of exceptional circumstances on their lives and may eventually disappear altogether. However, the mental damage will still need repairing.
 
         Post-natal depression and menopausal depression are the most common among women. It is recognised that men, too, can suffer depression seriously in mid-life and, because they keep it to themselves, suffer deeply. The cause is connected with the change in hormones at these times possibly associated, particularly in the case of men, with a recognition of the transitory nature of life and concern about the purpose of their existence.
         
 
         The trauma of an accident or bereavement can result in depression. Indeed, inadequate grieving for a loved one often has a long-term depressive effect.
 
         Failures in professional life can have a devastating effect on some people, knocking their confidence, damaging their ego, neutralising their sex drive and destroying their self-esteem.
 
         Debt and money worries are common causes of depression throughout society and are seriously corrosive to relationships and self-esteem.
 
         Irrespective of which category is relevant, the method of recovery is the same and the techniques can be utilised on a continuing basis to enhance the enjoyment of life, long after the Black Dog has been kicked into touch.
 
         So now to horse, let’s gallop on to the blue skies.
         
  
         SOME PROCEDURES FOR TAMING THE BLACK DOG – IN BRIEF
 
         
            [image: ] Purchase a page-a-day diary. Record in it the times and circumstances of each Black Dog attack during the day and night and make a note about what you were or were not doing at the time.
            
 
            [image: ] The most immediate mood-lifter is exercise. Walk briskly for 40 minutes every morning and use the exercise programme in Chapter 17, or jog for 20 minutes whenever you can. If you are overweight and have not taken exercise for some time, start with the exercises and a 15-minute walk each day for the first two weeks, then increase to 30 minutes for the next two weeks, before moving up to 40 minutes. If you are under medication, consult your doctor. Outdoor exercise is a key element in recovery.
            
 
            [image: ] Go out of your way to do something for someone else each day – a helping hand for an acquaintance or neighbour, a loving gesture for your spouse, an unexpected present for your children. It need not cost money but must involve your time, effort and devotion.
            
 
            [image: ] Look for the best in others and say something congratulatory to someone every day of your life.
            
 
            [image: ] Plan and minimise alcohol consumption. When socialising be sensible and decide beforehand how many glasses you are going to allow yourself over what time. When you’ve reached your planned limit, leave. Driving will reinforce the necessity to be careful.
            
 
            [image: ] Eat nourishing food and carefully plan your eating regime. Cut out all junk food, avoid sandwiches and reduce carbohydrates like potatoes, bread and other starches. Eat a preponderance of fruit and vegetables each day, with meat and high energy food at just one meal. Go for a walk afterwards.
            
 
            [image: ] There are one or two highly reputable international companies who provide naturally resourced meal replacement programmes which are excellent in achieving high energy-to-weight ratio levels. People who are seriously overweight should consider one of these. The best programmes are supervised and are supported by a panel of doctors and nutritionists. One advises the US Olympic athletics council on nourishment. Proper nourishment is as important to the depressive as it is to the athlete because energy is needed in taming the Black Dog – and, by the same token, so is fitness.
            
 
            [image: ] Take up a sporting activity like walking, cycling, tennis, golf, water sports, riding, gliding, sailing, football, badminton. Something with a personal achievement goal. Spectator sports do not count and have little value for the purpose of defeating the Black Dog. Like alcohol (with which they are often associated) and television, they are simply ephemeral distractions. Depression cannot exist when the adrenaline is surging. Try bungee jumping.
            

         
 
         Learn to pray or meditate
 
         Every morning and evening set on one side five minutes to pray. Surprised by this? Don’t be. Praying is the most powerful healing process.
 
         Praying is simple. Talk to God about your concerns and ask him for inspiration and guidance in taming the Black Dog. Understand that He comprehends everything, so when you talk to him there is no point in being anything but completely honest with him, and most importantly with yourself.
         
 
         The Bible and the Koran teach that God is love and love is the greatest positive influence in calming the wayward emotions, which constitute depression.
 
         As well as – or instead of – prayer, meditation is an extremely helpful and effective way of taking a break from our anxieties and miseries and finding deep relaxation, tranquillity and renewed energy.
 
         Start and end the day right
 
         If you have a partner, when you get up each morning and when you go to bed each night, say ‘I love you’. If you have children, tell them that you love them. When you see yourself in the mirror, say, ‘I love you. We are having a rough time but you are doing well. We’re winning. I’m proud of you and I love you.’
 
         That last person is the most important one today.
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