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Introduction


As the days grow shorter and colder, our physical and emotional health can suffer, from fighting off colds and viruses to keeping a positive outlook. This is your guidebook to looking after your health and wellbeing throughout the winter, as well as finding joy and comfort at this time of year.


In the first chapter, discover how to embrace the season, from finding beauty in nature through winter walks to making your living space into a cozy sanctuary. Next, chapter 2 will help you boost your immune health, with recipes for health-giving teas as well as tips for deep and restful sleep. Here you’ll also find lots of soothing remedies for winter illnesses, such as a breathing practice for lung issues, healing soups, and teas to combat coughs and colds. Chapter 3 is packed with self-care ideas for your body, mind, and soul, including a self-massage practice, therapeutic bath recipes, and ways to pamper your skin over the harsh winter months. Finally, chapter 4 will help you to reset and thrive, with tips on staying active, a renewing breathing practice, and healthy morning and evening routines.


With self-care practices, nourishing recipes, and ways to appreciate the season, this guide will help you revitalize and recharge your soul, even when it’s cold and dark outside.
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Chapter 1


Embracing the Season


[image: images]




[image: images]


Winter may be a time of darker days and cold weather, but when we embrace it there are so many small pleasures and moments of comfort to be found. In this chapter, discover how to savor this time of year, from seeing the beauty in nature to taking care of your body and mind through winter walks. You’ll also find different ways to celebrate the season, and learn how to use the winter as a perfect time to rest and recuperate.


Winter walks


Sometimes a winter walk is about what is no longer there—birds, flowers, leaves, and sunshine. But with this absence comes more opportunity to pay attention to what is there. Empty bird nests are visible, trees take on new forms, revealing their skeletal structure, the north wind shifts from dynamic to ferocious, and of course, snow can descend with a whisper or a clumpy onslaught. Frost paints surfaces with its fractal patterns, and ever-optimistic squirrels and chipmunks grow less timid in hopes of a handout.


Seneca the Younger wrote “All that begins also ends” and winter walks contain beginnings within the endings. Under the slush, frost, and ice, await the first tendrils and promises of spring, and we know that dark days will eventually surrender to the return of light.
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Kinhin: mindful walking


When you’re walking outside in cold weather, it can feel counterintuitive to slow down and be present. Mindfulness, or any sort of attention or meditation practice, can really help with this. Kinhin, or walking meditation, is a practice in Zen Buddhism that involves walking mindfully and slowly. It is more than bringing meditation into the world, it is about experiencing the world and meditation with no separation.


All walking is a meditation of sorts, but kinhin follows a specific path. As meditation teacher Jan Chozen Bays wrote in How to Train a Wild Elephant, “Silent walking is a bridge between one side of meditation—silent sitting in pure awareness—and the other side—speaking and moving about.”


Kinhin is, of course, about attention, but it is also about slowing down—truly slowing down, which is not as easy as you might think. Here is how to do it:


1 Find a location to walk without distractions. It should be a place where you will not draw attention to yourself, especially if you are outdoors. Make sure the path you have chosen is fairly easy, so that you can focus on just walking, not navigation.


2 Lower your gaze, but do not be inattentive, especially when you are walking outdoors.


3 Become conscious of your breath (but do not control it) as you begin walking slowly—very slowly—and deliberately. Notice the rise and fall of your chest, and the feeling of the air as it enters and leaves your lungs. Perhaps it slows to the point of synchronizing with your steps.


4 Feel the entire motion of your footfall, from heel touching ground to toe rising, as your weight shifts. Then the next step, and the next.


5 Your pace should be slow enough that you can remain aware of each step and breath. Now, move even more slowly…


6 Be aware of your body. As you walk, pay attention to your posture and your body’s alignment. Keep your back straight and your shoulders relaxed. All the while, notice the sensations in your feet as they contact the ground and your breath in unison.




FINDING STILLNESS


When practicing this walking meditation, do not swing your arms or put your hands in your pockets. There is a reason why Zen Buddhist monks walk with their hands clasped in front of them in gassho (prayer position) or in shashu (right hand over left fist)—it helps to create stillness of the body, which offers stillness of the mind.
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7 Let go of thoughts. Use the process of walking and breathing to keep you connected to the present moment.


8 Be compassionate and patient with yourself. Your mind will wander, and when it does, gently bring it back to your breath or your body. There is no need to judge yourself or get frustrated. You will find that this practice will allow you to gradually develop the ability to stay in the present moment for longer periods of time.


9 After walking for a while at the slowest pace possible, you can adjust your speed to fit your level of comfort. Zen kinhin usually begins almost impossibly slowly (especially if you are a city dweller who is used to walking fast) and then can pick up to a comfortable, brisk, or even fast pace.


10 There is no set time for kinhin, which is another reason why it is easy adapt to walking outdoors, even in winter. You can practice for as long as you like.
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Magical breath


When breathing outdoors during the winter—inhaling cold air and exhaling clouds—we are reminded that our breath is not merely an idea or concept, but physical—made up of gases and vapor.


When it comes to making our breath visible, it is the vapor that is key. Our bodies are composed of almost 70 percent water and the air in our lungs is saturated with water vapor, which is at the same temperature as our bodies—98.6°F (37°C). Cold air does not retain as much moisture as warm air, so when we exhale on a winter’s day, the heat of our breath meets the chill air and, for a moment, reaches dew point (the temperature that creates condensation). This forms the droplets of water that create ephemeral, misty clouds.


Seeing our breath makes us more conscious of the many ways that breathing is a spiritual experience—from watching a newborn baby gulp their first lungful of air to holding the hand of a loved one as they exhale their last. It seems apt that the word “spiritual” is derived from the ecclesiastical Latin, spiritualis, which means not only “pertaining to spirit” but interestingly “of or pertaining to breath, breathing, wind, or air.”




CHI WALKING


A lovely way to pay attention to the breath and “meditate in motion” on winter days is by taking up a practice called chi walking. Start by standing with your feet shoulder width apart and your arms relaxed at your sides. Take a few deep breaths and focus on your body. As you exhale, begin to walk slowly, taking long, conscious, deliberate steps.


As you walk, imagine that you are sending energy (chi) from your feet into the ground, creating an energetic connection and cycle. Visualize chi as breath when it has condensed into clouds, surging and wafting through your body, from your nose as you inhale to the soles of your feet.








Appreciating the outdoors


From the beauty of frost and snow to the stars in a dark night sky and the light of the moon, winter provides so many opportunities for finding wonder in nature. Allow yourself to slow down and appreciate the sights and sounds of the winter season around you.


The wonder of ice


Take a moment to think about ice. Isn’t it amazing? A liquid becomes a solid that can return to liquid and the cycle can repeat again and again. Such a nice metaphor for transformation and impermanence.


Ice is the solid state of water, typically formed at or below temperatures of 32°F (0°C). When moisture in the air meets these conditions, ice crystals form and it falls from the sky as snow. Walking in the snow is such a thrill, no matter how many times you do it. Especially new snowfall—the fluff, the crunch, the slog, is a sensory experience like no other. Sound is different after a snowfall, absorbed and muffled, offering up a unique kind of silence—even birds and traffic are hushed. Because snow is such a good insulator it can make walking outdoors invigorating, letting you know where your edges are (especially if you are dressed for the occasion). The smell is the qualia of crisp and blue. And then there is the light—the morning sun sparkling on the snow and fading into eerie blue on a moonlit night. It is all magic.
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WINTER WALKING


If you feel yourself losing your balance when you’re walking outdoors in snowy or icy weather, bend your knees and lower your center of gravity. Or try out a pair of walking sticks, ice cleats, or even snowshoes.
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“Walking in the snow is such a thrill, no matter how many times you do it.”
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Speaking the language of snow and ice


The Indigenous peoples of Alaska, Canada, and Siberia have inhabited the vast Arctic regions of North America for generations and are adept at communicating in snowy conditions and landscapes. A stone landmark called an inuksuk is used by Inuit and other Indigenous peoples to guide travelers, warn of danger, assist hunters, or mark places of reverence.


There is a cliché (actually, a myth) that the Indigenous peoples have fifty words for snow. Scholars, beginning with anthropologist Franz Boaz in the 1880s, have deliberated on this, and although it is not exactly the case, the Inuit language and related dialects have myriad words that evoke snow and ice, some poems unto themselves. The Inuit language describes ice with poetic clarity and precision:


• Freshwater ice, for drinking


• The first layer of thin ice formed on puddles in fall


• New ice appearing on the sea or on rock surfaces


• Ice that looks like windows


• Ice that breaks after being tested with a harpoon


• Ice that has cracked because of tide changes and has refrozen


• Slushy ice by the sea


All these words remind us that there are so many levels of perception. Just as we can walk the same path many times and have a new experience or realization each time, so we can look at the same thing—be it snow or ice—and come to it in a whole new way.




THE SOUND OF SNOW


Try listening to ice after a snowstorm—the crackle, the drip, the silence. And if you are snowed in and housebound, there is a simple meditation practice that you can do indoors. Place an ice cube on a dish. Sit still, and in a comfortable position nearby, watch the ice cube melt. Every time your mind strays, return your attention to the process of ice returning to water.





A stargazing walk


In winter the sky is more discernable—this is the gift the trees give between releasing their leaves and budding again. The planets and stars seem closer, more visible. The winter nights are longer, giving us more time to observe the heavenly bodies as they move through the sky. All of these are reasons why winter can be the best time for a stargazing walk.


Winter nights tend to be clearer than summer nights. Cold air is denser than warm air, so it does not hold as much moisture, and less vapor means less haze and fewer clouds. On clear, cold nights, especially if you can find a place free of urban light pollution, it is possible to see about 3,000 stars with the naked eye, even some of the most distant and faintest stars in the night sky. So, while you are walking, look up!


Of all the lights in the sky, no matter the season, the moon is the most captivating. This winter moon has inspired names that feel like poetry: the Cold Moon because it occurs during the coldest time of year in the Northern Hemisphere. The Hunger Moon because it occurs during a time when animals are hibernating, and plants are scarce. Cheechakon is a name given by Indigenous American Algonquins, which means “the moon when the geese return.” Yet no matter the label, the winter moon is often seen as a symbol of hope and renewal. It marks the end of winter and start of a new lunar cycle, as spring can be glimpsed just over the horizon.
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Full moon tea


Savor and celebrate the light of the full moon with this refreshing herbal brew. Hedgewitches and wise women have been making this delightful concoction for centuries. It is made in the same way as Sun Tea, which is gently heated by the warmth of the sun, but is brewed at night in the light of the moon. Alternatively, put one herbal teabag in a thermos flask, fill the flask with hot water, and take it with you to enjoy on a stargazing walk (see page 20).
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