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Previous Praise:


‘Very funny.... Highly recommended.’


A.N. Wilson, Spectator


‘Wonderful.’


Daily Mail


‘Terrific... based on her own experiences.’


The Lady


Like many people Carla McKay thought that yoga was for health nuts only. Things changed, however, when a friend persuaded her to give it try for a laugh.


She did laugh – throughout the class. But the practice was also different from what she had expected. In The Reluctant Yogi she describes how she got hooked over time, and asks experts what yoga does for us. She discovered that research shows yoga has something for everyone of every shape and size, young to old: it will tone your body, calm your mind, make you sleep better, strengthen your bones, boost your immune system and even make you lose weight.


Learning her asanas from her pranayama, Carla finds along the way how you, too, can change your life with yoga.


Carla McKay is a novelist and the former fiction-editor of the Daily Mail. Her novel The Folly of French Kissing was published in 2012. She divides her time between Oxford and London.
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Foreword


The ancient practice of yoga has been hijacked by celebrities, new-age nuts and airhead fashionistas as a hip tool for modern living. Like any other trend with money-making potential, a whole raft of self appointed gurus have, over the years, arrived on the yoga scene, turning themselves into yoga brands complete with multi-media spin-offs, book deals, fashion lines and franchises.


Of course there are many devotees who regard yoga as the rigorous physical, mental and spiritual discipline it is. And then there are some who think that, as with vanilla ice cream, you can just add in your favourite sauce. Feel like saying the Lord’s Prayer while you’re in Downward Dog? Try Christian yoga. Want to ogle others doing Downward Dog? Nude yoga might be for you. Fancy taking your own pet along to demonstrate Downward Dog? Doga (yoga for dogs) is coming to somewhere near you soon.


All of this is sad because, as I have discovered, later rather than sooner in my life, yoga in the traditional sense is for everyone, whatever their age, build or fitness level. In fact, the very people who would benefit from it the most, are likely to be those who are most put off by the flim flam surrounding the yoga world, as I was for many years. This book is an attempt to redress the balance, to investigate what yoga is really all about, and to assess, without fear or favour, what it has to offer.


It is also the story of my own conversion from someone who scoffed at the very idea of yoga to someone who tries to get everyone she meets, from the boiler repair man to the chairman of the board, to give it a go.









Introduction:


Do Not Attempt This at Home


It’s early days in the quest for eternal youth: I have been to my first yoga class and am lying face down on the sitting room carpet, arms outstretched with one leg tucked awkwardly under my torso in what I fondly imagine to be the ‘pigeon pose’, apparently good for opening one’s hips. I hadn’t realised mine were closed till earlier that day.


The dogs are licking my face trying to revive me when my daughter walks in and screams: ‘Mum, what happened?’ I realise that from above, it probably looks as though a truck has run over me. Lesson One has been learned: never practise yoga in a room accessible to either other people or dogs.


Everybody was doing yoga; not just celebs with Gucci yoga mats (though they were much in evidence), but ordinary, quite rational people in the English countryside. It was said that yoga could change your life – and boy, did mine need changing.


That year I had separated from my husband, for reasons that were everything to do with me, and had moved out of our shared Oxfordshire house into a small cottage in the same village. A cottage I then shared with my 16-year-old son, whose sweet nature was being severely tested by adolescence, and my 14 year old daughter who was just embarking on a colourful career of getting expelled from every school she went. Oh, and I was reaching an age where I could barely conceal my panic about aging and see every wrinkle grow.


Yoga was widely reported at this time to be transformative in every area of life: physical, mental and spiritual. Everyone agreed it was the thing to do. Even the dogs did it every morning when they woke up, admittedly confining it to the one pose they knew – Downward Dog. All the buzz about yoga made me mutinous though. I could probably hack the poses (I had been good at gym in the dark ages), but I was definitely not going to chant Om or step reverentially into any room reeking of incense and decked out with Tibetan prayer flags. That kind of paraphernalia I associated with believers, with disciples, with bird-brained gullible fools who turned into Buddhists seconds after disembarking from the plane at Mumbai. Fatally, having been to the one class in the village hall, I put off going to another for a few years. It took that long to wear down my prejudice.


When I was growing up, no-one in the UK had really heard of yoga. It was at least a decade before middle-class kids trailed off to the East to find themselves. Physical exercise was pretty well confined to team sports and what used to be called ‘physical jerks’*, both of them optimally performed in the freezing cold. At the school I went to, we ran round muddy fields wielding hockey sticks (or, worse, lacrosse sticks) in raw chapped hands. My fingers were additionally blown up with a vicious kind of chilblain owing to poor circulation, their tips numb and white. It was torture. I infinitely preferred being inside the relatively less arctic gymnasium where we sprang over the horse in double woofs and hung from the wall bars. In those days I could shin up a rope like a monkey and hang nonchalantly upside down – a skill I now seem to have lost, alas, although it hasn’t been put to the test lately.


Then there was PT or PE at school sandwiched between double biology and maths which was something to be excused from (girls always had an excuse) at all costs. It could take almost any form, from what used to be called Swedish Gymnastics – a form of free-standing exercises involving flexions and extensions of the major joints of the body – to something even more gruesome that became popular in the 1960s, interpretative dance, in which you glided or galloped around the gym pretending to be flowers, or the wind, or a gazelle. After school it was of course up to you, and most people I knew never took any more strenuous exercise than raising a glass.


Nonetheless, people started to get serious about ‘working out’. Many of the trends in exercise since the sixties seem to have been triggered by books. Dr Kenneth H. Cooper’s groundbreaking book Aerobics was published in 1968, spawning a whole generation obsessed with cardio-vascular fitness; then came Jim Fixx’s The Complete Book of Running in 1977 – the best selling non-fiction hardcover book ever – which gave rise to the global phenomenon of jogging. It took a bit of a knock when Jim Fixx, a formerly overweight magazine editor, was found dead by the side of a road in the New England countryside aged only 52. He had suffered a massive heart attack in the middle of a run. Yet, still people gallop, or more often shuffle on, and everyone from the nerd next door to world class eaters and party-goers like Oprah, Gordon Ramsey and Puff Daddy take part in marathons.


Yoga interest dates from the same time. It was in 1966, earlier than either of those, that B.K.S. Iyengar published his international bestseller Light on Yoga which renewed interest in yoga in the West, and remains the gold standard reference book for practitioners of Hatha yoga for its illustration and explanation of hundreds of asanas (yoga poses). Iyengar originally took up yoga to try to improve his poor health. His mother had given birth to him during a flu epidemic leaving him sickly and weak and she later succumbed to malaria, TB and typhoid. Eventually he became a yoga teacher in Pune, India, but it was a meeting with the violinist Yehudi Menuhin, who became his pupil, that led to international recognition. Menuhin wrote the foreword to Light on Yoga in which he says: ‘The practice of yoga over the past 15 years has convinced me that most of our fundamental attitudes to life have their physical counterparts in the body…’And of Iyengar he remarked: ‘He is my master and my Guru… ever since I became his pupil and followed his course of exercises, I have not had any drug or medicine to cure any illness. I would trust him completely with my sons on top of a mountain in a thunderstorm, and know that he would bring them back unharmed.’ Now, that’s what I call a testimonial.


Light on Yoga undoubtedly played a large part in the popularisation of yoga outside India – especially hatha yoga of which Iyengar yoga is a form, known for its use of props such as blocks and belts as aids in performing asanas – but yoga is not a fad or a trend like ‘dance aerobics’ or ‘step aerobics’, neither is it a religion or a cult. It’s a philosophy which has evolved over thousands of years which strives for mental, physical and spiritual balance.


Unfortunately, as far as I was concerned, it had been hijacked by the very people I tried to avoid ever reading about: Madonna, Gwynneth Paltrow and a whole lot of other celebri-yogis. Although, it has to be said that at least Gwynneth can quote passages from the Yoga Sutras in fluent Sanskrit, which gives her some yogini-cred in my book.


And, in any case, it wasn’t just some quick-fix weight loss exercise I was after – it was youth; it was about halting the decline, turning back the clock, regaining lost strength and vitality. I knew people of my age who ran their socks off on treadmills or who tried every diet and exercise fad there was – and they still looked 100. These supermodels who posed on every cover with their legs in impossible positions were already blessed with youth, possibly eternal youth, goddamit. No, I thought, I am not going to join the gang of golden-limbed teeny weeny spandex wearing, mat-bag dangling, organic chomping goddesses; there’s got to be another way for proper people like me who age normally, who drink, maybe even smoke, and who don’t have inviting yoga studios in their houses. And so, once again, I put off changing my life.


* Physical jerks, (admirably described by George Orwell in 1984) were a series of regimented exercises, often commenced with an ear-splitting whistle, and designed to cause maximum discomfort in the exerciser. If you google the phrase now, most entries will tell you that Physical Jerks is the name of a ska band.
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Taking the Plunge


Having done enough research to get an A level in yoga studies, I saved up and finally decided to jump in the deep end and go straight off to India in search of yogic enlightenment. January had been horrible, as usual, and towards the end of the month, I was reunited with a long-lost cousin who was physically in pretty bad shape owing to liver disease. She was due to take a course of interferon to try to treat her Hepatitis C but wanted a restorative holiday in which to build up her immune system as best she could before the treatment started. She had heard that Indian Ayurvedic medicine was extremely beneficial and, like me, thought she wanted to try out yoga.


This seemed to be a sign. Wasting no time, I quickly searched on the internet for Ayurvedic treatment plus yoga and came up with a retreat in the mountains of Tamil Nadu above the once British hill station of Conoor in south-eastern India. It looked lovely – accommodation being in round ‘glass cottages’ set at intervals in the middle of a tea plantation stretching for miles in the blue distance. I liked the fact too that it billed itself as an Ayurveda & Yoga Retreat Hospital with a resident physician who would be on hand if my cousin’s health took a turn for the worse. And, best of all, it was cheap compared to everything else on offer.


In addition to yoga and meditation, the speciality programmes on offer were tantalising too: ‘weight loss, total detoxification, anti-aging, stress, de-addiction, energy & strength, depression, sleep & diet, etc’. Obviously, I wanted and needed all of those things, so it was tricky just picking one. With enormous difficulty I plumped for weight loss as my primary aim.


I arrived at the retreat late one night in February having flown to Bombay, caught a connecting flight to Coimbatore, and then endured a hair-raising journey by car up twisting mountain lanes largely on the wrong side of the road. Unexpectedly, it was freezing cold. The owners had stayed up for me and I was led through a jungle path to my cottage where my cousin, Siobhan, had already been holed up for three days. ‘She will not get out of her bed,’ the owner told me. ‘Not for yoga, not for massage, not for anything’, she added.


I was too exhausted to tackle this one, and just fell straight into bed only to be woken what must have only been a couple of hours later by a banging at the door. A tiny Indian man stood there with a tray, on which were two dainty cups. I looked at my watch: 6 am – a tad early for my morning cup of tea, but still. Unable to see much in the gloom, I was just about to drink mine when Siobhan shrieked ‘Don’t touch it, they’re trying to poison us.’ I took a sip and spat it straight out – it was indeed filthy, but I doubted that it was lethal. It turned out this was the much lauded herbal concoction that was offered at sunrise every day for detoxing. Siobhan went back to sleep.


I dragged on some yoga clothes – the man told us the sunrise class was about to start in the yoga building – a circular building with a straw roof, wooden floor and a several large statuettes of Buddha, Krishna and other gods festooned with gaudy flowers. There were about ten other people already there, mostly youngish and mostly half asleep. Nobody spoke, thank goodness. A slim young man took us through some basic warm-up poses – mostly the sun salutation routine and, fittingly, the sun rose just as we were saluting it. I felt strangely positive about what lay ahead.


After the yoga, we spilled out onto a lawn as green and tended as an English vicarage garden where breakfast was served – a heavenly mix of fresh, tropical fruit and different, delicately scented and flavoured vegetable curries. Then it was time for our individual appointments with the resident Ayurvedic doctor.


Dr Mouli inspired confidence. A quiet, polite, bespectacled man, he first set about establishing my predominant mind/body type. According to Ayurvedic medicine, each of us has a unique mix of three doshas – or bodily humours – which make up our constitution. The word Ayurveda means ‘science of life’ and is the 5000 year old art of living in harmony with nature. The three doshas are Vata (space and air); Pitta (Fire and Water) and Kapha (Water and Earth). We all have in our make-up all three doshas but usually two are dominant and one is insignificant. There are various ways of ascertaining which dosha you are and Dr Mouli both studied my physical characteristics and asked a series of questions designed to establish my personality. At a grossly basic level, vata people are thin and nervous, pitta people are of medium build, pretty active and quick to anger, and kapha people are bigger, laid back and slow to anger. For the record, I was a pitta-vata, moderately active, moderately built and damn irritable. No surprise that I’m not a kapha person – whom Dr Mouli described as the ‘earth mothers’.


For good health and well-being, he explained, the three doshas within a person need to be in balance according to your own original doshic make-up. In other words, it was important for me to maintain my pitta overload, followed by my sizeable vata characteristics and even my minimal kapha ones. This can be achieved by following particular lifestyle choices appropriate to your dosha. What you eat, where you live, the work you do, the relationships you have and even just the passage of time can throw you into imbalance and if this is not corrected, you will have poor health.


On this basis, Dr Mouli prescribed a series of Ayurvedic massages for me, a particular (vegetarian of course) diet and special herbal medicines. This would all add up to the programme I was to follow that week. I couldn’t wait.


The massages were a revelation. Nothing like the mamby-pamby, keep-your-knickers-on variety I had tried in health clubs in Europe. The massage room was dark, incense-filled and filled with fruity ‘oms’ coming from a speaker. Out of the gloom stepped two delicate girls of about twenty who asked me to strip off entirely and lie on a beautiful, oiled wooden table called a droni in Sanskrit. They then doused me liberally with a thick, nutty oil before simultaneously and in perfect harmony pummelling me to within an inch of my life. Did I say two delicate girls? I felt as though I had fallen into the hands of a bunch of navvies, so thoroughly was I squeezed, kneaded and rolled around. It was an extraordinary experience which left me feeling utterly wonderful and several pounds lighter.


Every day that week I had an Ayurvedic massage. Sometimes I was put into a hot steam capsule beforehand and sometimes the massage took the form of dripping oil onto my head. Each one was fabulous but none quite matched up to the thrashing I took the first time. The yoga classes – of which there were usually three a day – were also good. The teachers were always serious, silent young men who tailored the poses to their mostly western, mostly overweight and under stretched students. We did forward bends, downward dogs and lots and lots of sun salutations. I found these very difficult and marvelled at how some of the others (there were some student yoga teachers in the class too) could so effortlessly place their hands on the floor without bending their legs and then snake downwards and up into cobra in one fluid movement. But I learned a quick and important lesson during these classes: you get better the more you do it. At first, it’s discouraging because you can only approximate the movement demonstrated. But gradually, you find you can do more and more.


Even Siobhan ventured out to some of the classes eventually and by the time she went home was a yoga convert. She had a lot of back pain which she had struggled with for years and was astonished at how this was considerably eased by some of the yoga asanas. Quite a few of the younger people there had come to the retreat as part of a de-addiction programme and Siobhan, as a former addict herself who had painfully become clean, soon became a sort of mother-confessor to them and started enjoying herself. It was great to see her slowly acclimatising to the unaccustomed exercise and healthy lifestyle, looking so much better and happier.


The food was astonishingly good too. Each vegetable dish was so full of flavour that one couldn’t imagine needing either meat or alcohol to liven things up. Much less popular, but doubtless beneficial, was another branch of Ayurvedic medicine – panchakarma – various cleansing and purging systems whereby the body is purified by eliminating toxins. The oil massages (good) and daily dawn doses of medicated herbs (disgusting) were part of this. The worst bit though was when the serious purging began. We each had a morning set aside for this. Instead of breakfast we were given a concoction of herbs in ghee (clarified butter) and then spent the day within running distance of the bathroom. Each violent eruption had to be counted and noted down – the more the better. You could also choose to be made to vomit – an option I decided to forego.


We were left to our own devices in the afternoons and usually took little motorised carts down to the small town of Conoor or just wandered through the miles of green tea plantations surrounded by scented eucalyptus forests and blue mountains. At the end of the week, we were weighed. I was delighted – I had lost half a stone in the most pleasurable way imaginable, without ever feeling a hunger pang. And… it had given me the taste for yoga.
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A Helping Hand


So, I had lost half a stone thanks to Ayurvedic massage and diet and you would think I would now be happy to plunge full time into yoga and to keep up the good work. But not a bit of it. Having lost a little weight, I now became dissatisfied with the weight I was still carrying, especially round my waist and stomach – an additional post-menopausal kick in the teeth that seems to affect most women.


And it was whilst doing yoga, ironically, that I decided to do something deeply un-yogic which will horrify most right-minded people, but since it is part of my story – here goes.


Things came to head when I was doing a shoulder stand – a difficult pose for beginners at the best of times. As my legs sailed up into the air, I noticed that not only was I struggling for breath, but that my stomach lurched forward to greet me in the most disagreeable way. This sagging lump of excess blubber, released from its normal stranglehold of support tights, was celebrating its freedom by slapping me in the face. It was far too slack to suck in, and as I looked around me at the other class members, hoping to spot a few similarly unrestrained bellies, all I could see were rows of washboard stomachs. It was a life-changing moment: the belly had to go and I knew that yoga wasn’t going to do it fast enough.


That was why, three months later, as a birthday present to myself, I spent the morning lying on a hospital bed while a doctor took 2.3 litres of fat from my abdomen. The gift I was left with – a wonderfully flat stomach – made it all worthwhile.


Sound too good to be true? Well, let me tell you a story…


Once upon a time, there were a great many people who were dissatisfied with their appearance – usually, because they had eaten too much or drunk too much. Sometimes, the strong-willed ones managed to lose their lumps of unsightly fat by starving themselves or partaking in demonic exercise sessions, but others, in spite of really trying hard to exercise and diet, couldn’t shift those fatty bits.


Others didn’t even try. Then along came a U.S. doctor who invented an ultrasonic device called a Vaser which became his magic wand. He would wave this magic wand and dissolve the fatty bits and, hey presto, you had it sucked out and lived happily ever after. Now I don’t make a habit of believing fairy stories like this, but after weeks of researching how to rid myself of my muffin top and discovering that, post menopause, nothing really works, I felt pretty desperate and willing to try anything.


But could cosmetic surgery really hold the answer?


Of course I had vaguely heard of tummy tucks, liposuction and such like, but I have never been interested in watching those grisly reality TV programmes, or even reading about it. I had always assumed I would never need it and, even if I did, would be too sensible to risk deformity or even death in the name of vanity.


However, after some research, I realised that things have moved on in the cosmetic surgery world and there were all kinds of new techniques for enhancing one’s appearance which don’t involve knives or general anaesthetics. My new obsession led me to YouTube, where I watched a film of a large lump of lard floating in a glass of water. A hand appeared with a sort of swizzle stick and after a moment the lard dissolved. I had to have that stick.


It turned out to be a promotional film for Vaser Liposuction, a patented technology which uses the gentle power of ultrasound to burst fat cells in just about any part of your body.


Apparently, this liquefied fat can then be easily and safely sucked out to produce instant results – or as the film’s American presenter promises, ‘a smokin’ hot bod’!


At 58, the smokin’ hot bod I could live without, but the thought of being able to wear jeans that didn’t have flesh-coloured jelly spilling over the waistband was very appealing indeed. But could it really just be ‘waved’ away?


Vaser liposuction uses ultrasound technology and is far less intrusive then traditional liposuction – it involves no cutting or blood – and is performed under local rather than general anaesthetic.
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