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You only have to let the soft animal of your body
Love what it loves.


Mary Oliver, ‘Wild Geese’










Before We
Begin . . .


Try this experiment.


Either out loud, or silently in your head, repeat this sentence (even though it probably isn’t true): ‘My life is going really well, everything is wonderful.’


Then go down into your body and notice what happens . . .?


Somewhere inside you, there will be an answer.


It will be quite subtle at first. A twinge or a stirring, or a sinking or tightening. But you felt it, didn’t you? Something shadowy and faint. Something inside you has an opinion! And somehow, you know it’s right.


This is your Wild Creature Mind. It knows you better than you know yourself. It’s been waiting to help you since before you were born.


Say hello. You are going to make an amazing team.










Introduction


Is This You?


Let’s begin with you, dear reader; we might as well cut right to the chase. Do any of the following sound like you? Or someone close to you?


• Do you have problems with anxiety, sometimes making it hard to go about your life, or keeping you from a good night’s sleep?


• Do you have trouble knowing your boundaries, finding that you go along with things which betray your true self?


• Do you sometimes wonder if you even have a true self?


• In times when you are not stressed or anxious, does life feel rather flat and grey, and like it’s just all too hard?


• Do painful memories sometimes rise up in a distressing way, making it difficult to feel happy or safe?


• Do you sometimes question your own worth, or worthiness of love?


• Or finally, perhaps you are in relatively good mental health, but still have grave fears for the future of the human race, through our terrible disconnection from each other and from the natural world?


If any of these are true for you, then first, a big hug to you. That is a hard place to be, and I have definitely been there too. Second, you are in the right book!


These problems are now hugely widespread, across every age group. We are especially worried about how common they are in children and teenagers. But I and many of my colleagues around the world are discovering some answers – and they come from a surprising place.


A radical understanding is emerging in mainstream neuroscience to explain our currently terrible mental health, as well as something closely related – our wider problems with living in harmony with the natural world. In a nutshell, it is this: that we have lost touch with the animal part of our mind. And it’s a really important part – the part that helps us to let go of anxiety and be fiercely strong when we need to be. It also helps us to shake off bad memories and convert them to growth. And leads us to be more loving to ourselves and the world. To be able to ‘open our hearts in hell’.


This part of our mind is the one that our ancestors (and all other animals) used for millions of years to live free and happy lives, but that we have now almost completely lost from our awareness.


This book is about how to get that part of you reactivated, to coax it out of the thickets of your mind and into the sunshine; a fierce and tender ally for life.


So, dear reader, breathe a deep breath. Feel the earth underneath you. Let your shoulders come down from around your ears. Let in the fact that someone loves you, even if they are just a shambling old psychologist on the other side of the world. We’re going to get you some help.
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Chapter 1


Meeting Your Other Half










A Sound in the Night


Annika woke with a start. It was the middle of the night and she’d been deeply asleep. There were muffled sounds, human sounds, coming from somewhere in the house. She stumbled out of bed and went to investigate. Then, suddenly she realised what the sound was, and her heart sank like an icy stone: It was her daughter.


She found fourteen-year-old Ellie lying on the cold bathroom tiles, moaning and rocking, her face and nightdress soaked with tears. Annika gathered Ellie up in her arms and held her, as her sobbing grew more desperate before slowly calming. ‘It’s alright, I’m here. Let it out.’


Through her tears, Ellie croaked, ‘I’m sorry, Mum, I didn’t want to wake you.’


Annika murmured that she would always want her to come to her, any time, day or night.


Ellie had been struggling in recent months; she’d become anxious and withdrawn, with no appetite or energy, but couldn’t say why. Nothing Annika suggested seemed to help. They’d been to the doctor and talked to the school. She had suffered similar problems a few years earlier and seen a couple of different psychologists, but the problems had never really gone away.


This time they were lucky. It only took two weeks to get Ellie in to see a counsellor; they knew of families who had waited for months.


Now as Annika looked up, she could see her daughter coming out of the health centre doors and heading back to the car. Amazingly, there was a bounce in her step, and she swung easily into the passenger seat. ‘Mum, she was really nice. Not like the other psychologists. She “gets” me.’ Ellie looked different, she had some colour in her face and her eyes were bright. ‘And guess what? I have a baby tiger inside me!’ Annika must have looked a bit baffled. ‘Don’t worry – I’m not psycho! It’s a metaphor, Mum. Well, not exactly a metaphor. I’ll tell you more but first, can we go and get some food? I’m starving.’


Welcome to This Book


Dear reader. This book is bursting with stories and ideas, but every word and sentence is directed towards one single goal: to equip you and your loved ones with a life-changing skill. That skill is the ability to ‘converse’ with the silent half of your own brain – the right hemisphere and its vast network of nerves running through your body. Brain scientists have all kinds of technical names for this part of you, but I think you will like the one I use: I call it your Wild Creature Mind.


This is the part of our brain that our close relations – birds and animals – have used to successfully live their lives for over millions of years. It is also the part famously used by people like Albert Einstein and other breakthrough-making scientists to solve complex scientific problems. While this half of your mind is certainly ancient, it is neither primitive or simple. In fact, it is astonishingly sophisticated, as we will soon see.


The animal part of your mind is the key to good mental health because it is the ‘real you’ not the tangle of thinking, worry and ego that you think is you. It’s the you you were when you were a little child, full of direct experience and wonder. It’s where your empathy comes from. And also your real boundaries – your animal wisdom about what you need and don’t need in your life.


Your earthiness and joy live here. Your ability to love. It’s the clever part of you that reads human faces, knows who to trust. It can resolve anxiety by getting you out of your own thinking, and it has the tools to release held-in trauma – the nightmares, intrusive memories and fears affecting so many people.


I know that these sound like enormous claims, but the science is clear, and so is the word from practitioners who are teaching and using these skills around the world. After over 40 years as a therapist and a parent educator, I believe that this is a breakthrough in our long struggle to turn around our plunging mental health. And, more than that, it might transform the way that we human beings live in the world. We’ll never get along well with nature, if we can’t get close to our own nature. So much that is wrong for us – anxiety, violence, conflict and destruction – comes from having these inner storms and terrors that arise when people are out of touch with their own hearts.


Your Wild Creature Mind is like a GPS inside you, which can help guide you every day towards being truer to yourself, and more caring for other people. But first you have to re-awaken your awareness of it, and become friends. You have to build a relationship with your deeper self. That is what this book aims to teach you. The skills we will soon show you – starting in the very next chapter – are so simple you can teach them to small children. They can help a teenager’s confidence or sense of direction. But they can also help old people face things that they are afraid of, and live fully to the very end. (That would be my category!)


Like any new skill (learning to swim, for instance), what we will teach you is a bit elusive to begin with, but will soon become natural and easy. (And like knowing how to swim, once you have it, you have it forever.) This skill is harder for some people than others, so we will hang in there with you and come at it from different ways until you master it.


You know how to do this. In fact, you were born doing it; you just need to remember.


By the time you finish this book, you will have the tools to inhabit your own self in a different way; a more intelligent, richer way. And that, as a poet once said, will make all the difference.



Wanted: A Big, Powerful Answer


Ellie, who we met at the start of the chapter, is just one of millions – some suggest as many as one in three of all young people today – who find the world we are living in almost impossible to bear. Parents of girls today are haunted by stories of self-harm, eating disorders and suicide attempts; they seem to be happening in every classroom, every street. Boys’ problems are somewhat different, but equally problematic. (In very broad terms, girls implode, and boys explode, but there is every gradation in between.)


Many adults too – of all ages – struggle to go on with their lives. (We worry for our kids but we are not far behind.) Intergenerational trauma ripples through our families and our communities. Disillusionment and fear for the future stalk the planet. I won’t swear anywhere else in this book, but it’s the only word that fits here: life has become seriously f*cked.


So there is only one question that is worth asking: what do we do to fight back? How can we get the human race – and ourselves – back on track? You might be shocked to learn that some of the world’s best neuroscientists think they have an answer. And it’s something surprisingly simple which you, dear reader, can put into practice. With the skills you will gain as you read through this book, you can be part of turning things around.



The Astonishing Idea That We Have Two Minds


At the heart of this book is the most radical discovery in a hundred years of neuroscience and psychology. It is that our brains are divided into two halves for a reason – because, astonishing as it might sound, we also have two minds. And these two minds each have an entirely different way of approaching life. Successful living is a team effort between these two selves, and all animals in nature manage this routinely. But in recent centuries, we humans we have numbed out one of those halves. It has fallen silent and left us unhinged, operating with half a brain. The idea will seem bewildering at first, but as you reflect on your own experience, it will start to do what all new paradigms in science do – it will explain everything so much better. So hang in with me, dear reader. This is going to be a huge help.


What do we mean by ‘two different ways of approaching life’? Well, it’s like this: one of our two minds is a focused, grasping and egotistical one, living in the left hemisphere of our brain. This is the mind you are in now, as you read this book. It is good at language, fine for doing your tax, making shopping lists, building a house or organising a camping trip.


The other mind – located just a few millimetres away across a deep fissure – is your silent right hemisphere. This side of your brain is ultra-aware, receptive, socially wired and attuned to the natural world. It is designed to help us get along with each other and be at ease in our own skin. This mind operates differently to our lonely, fretting little left brain because it is not confined to inside our skull, but also includes all the nerves of our body in a continuous neural network. It is a biological system for living an attuned and wiser life.


Over recent centuries, we have lost touch with this mind, and if we are to get back on track, we need its help. Your own Wild Creature Mind has been there all your life, almost totally ignored. In fact it has become pretty cranky – and its attempts to get your attention are what make you anxious or explosive or haunted with nightmares or all the symptoms of poor mental health. But once released, it is – like any animal – forgiving and fun, full of energy and life. Depending on the situation, it can be fierce and brave. Or tender and loving. Or wildly intelligent. As you get to know your Wild Creature Mind, you will find it a delightful companion. And little by little, it will help you to unfurl your animality – to open your senses, loosen your limbs, and simply be more alive. More here.


The Journey We’ll Go On


It’s important to ground everything we have talked about in the day-to-day world, so let’s go back now to Ellie. Ellie still has a journey ahead of her before she can be completely well, but already something has shifted. She can feel it, so can her mother. So, what actually took place?


There were two ingredients in the hour and a half that Ellie spent in the health centre. One was the warmth and presence of the therapist. This woman was not a clipboard-wielding technician (of the kind that most psychology schools seem determined to turn out these days). She was more like a wise aunty who had known Ellie her whole life. Ellie felt ‘held’ and steadied in a way that she hadn’t felt for a long time. She would later tell her father that the therapist seemed like ‘the most real person I have ever met in my life’. (Her father would squirm a bit at this, wondering how he could become more ‘real’ for his daughter. It was a useful line of thought.)


The second thing Ellie brought out with her was something profoundly disruptive; the realisation that she is not who she thought she was. It is dawning on Ellie that her self-perception – which she shares with most of her generation of young people – as a broken, not-good-enough, lonely failure – is completely mistaken. She is, or has – she isn’t quite sure yet which it is – a wild animal inside her, one which continuously shifts shape and feeling. Ellie really runs with this; she pictures her Wild Creature as somehow feline, sometimes a small cub with soft golden fur, snuggling into her for protection. And sometimes as a lithe, muscular panther, with absolute lethality in its fangs and claws, ready to protect her with its life.


It’s much more than an abstract idea. Something inside has woken up. Her job now is to get to know it. And gradually, with its help, to track down what has harmed her so much in her short life, and to undo that harm. To do that, it will take collective action and the combined efforts of everyone around her. (We will revisit Ellie further on to see how she and her friends and family turned things around. I think you will find it stirring and helpful.)


In a nutshell, Ellie broke free. And in this book, we will aim to do this for you too. We will take it carefully and in small steps. We will first help you to hear the intricate signals of your Wild Creature Mind. Then we will show you how to dialogue with it and uncover the secrets it has always known about you. You will learn to use it moment by moment to feel at home in your own skin, and more effective in the world. These ideas will change in subtle but important ways how you relate to your own self and to those around you. If you struggle with self-worth and sometimes find relationships with others fraught, then this will probably help too!


We will teach you the science behind Wild Creature Mind – the simple biological fact of our two minds and how they are wired to work as a team, so you can have confidence in your own newfound abilities. We’ll meet the people who discovered these ideas, and get to share in their excitement and hope. Then, to really help you bed these skills and ideas in, we will hear stories of adults and children whose lives were changed by tapping into this resource. These stories are often heartbreakingly beautiful and I hope they will stay with you forever.


Summing Up


Wild Creature Mind is the meeting point of the latest thinking in neuroscience and practical tools for using your silent animal mind. These tools are already helping thousands of people, including those who have come through terrible things – soldiers, medical staff, war zone survivors. People whom we really need to have back on their feet.


My belief is that Wild Creature Mind – the neuroscience of our right hemisphere – is a resource without equal in the often inadequate and simplistic world of mental health treatment. I hope better minds than mine will get stirred by this book and take it further. Perhaps you will be one of those.


It’s a big thing to take on, a whole different way of seeing your own mind. So we are going to go carefully. In the next chapter we’ll explain the biology of our two minds, so you can imagine it clearly inside your own body. Then we’ll listen to your Wild Creature Mind, so you realise how you can use this every day, how you ‘sort of knew but didn’t know’. Your Wild Creature has been watching over you since before you were born, and it has answers to questions that have troubled you all your life. It’s time you got acquainted.


Grrrrowlllll!!





The animal part of your mind is the key to good mental health because it is the ‘real you’. Not the tangle of thinking, worry and ego that you think is you. It’s the you you were when you were a little child, and the world was fresh and new.
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Chapter 2


How Your ‘Other Mind’ Works and How it Talks to You









Okay, dear reader – time for some science. Nothing too difficult. And pretty amazing stuff.


Have a look at this picture, and see what you can see . . .


[image: An illustration of the brain and the nerves connected to it. The nerves are branched and extend downwards in all directions.]


Yes, I know – ick!! It’s a bit Frankenstein, but it’s beautiful too. The drawing is by one of those remarkable 19th century anatomists who traced every single nerve to find out where they went and how they were connected. It shows a person seen from the front with their head turned to their left side, so you can see the right side of their brain. Out to the right, you can see where their face is, with the nerves that run into their nose and jaw. Coming down from the person’s brain and into their torso is a big double nerve network. Two big branches go right down, around their heart, abdomen and pelvis.


Astonishingly, almost every nerve in this picture is part of one system – it’s the vagus nerve, named after vagrant or vagabond; the ‘wanderer’ because, baby, it goes everywhere! And this is just one part of our nervous system. It doesn’t include the sensory nerves running from every toe and finger and patch of skin, let alone the hormonal systems signalling to and fro, the dilating and contracting of blood vessels, the prickling of hair or twitching of muscles or the waves-crashing blossoming of reproductive organs. (Trying to be tasteful here.) Head to toe, your right brain and body are one network. So far, so good.


Now, as we’ve noted, the human brain, and every brain of every living creature, has a distinct feature. It is divided. A big gap runs down the middle, so you can actually almost separate the halves, just like you can separate an orange when you share it between two people. Below are other, more primitive structures like the limbic system, the motor cortex and so on, and these are divided as well. Nature really wanted us to have two separate brains.


The two halves are normally called ‘hemispheres’, so in the picture you are looking at you can only see the right hemisphere. The left hemisphere is hidden from view on the other side. The left hemisphere, the unseen one, has something very important – just above and behind where the left ear stick outs, are two areas – called Broca’s region, and Wernicke’s region. These two brain parts handle the making of language and the understanding of language respectively. The left side of your brain is therefore the one that ‘does words’. And words go in lines (called sentences), so they manage linear thought.


So it easily follows that this left side is the part that you think is ‘you’ – the part that chatters and says, ‘My name is . . .’ and ‘I was born in . . .’ and ‘I need to get something organised for dinner . . .’ It’s good for being organised, but it’s also rather an exhausted, confused self, prone to getting into worry and tangled arguments in the middle of the night. It can only go in straight lines, and life often just isn’t like that.


The left hemisphere’s job is to be very focused. So it is wired in a way that minimises awareness of anything else – like sensory input. It is kind of a ‘brain in a box’, up there in its little garret, writing stories to itself. The problem is that your left hemisphere was never meant to operate on its own. It can be a wonderful tool, but for a rich, grounded, and effective life, it needs its right-brain partner; it needs your Wild Creature Mind.


The right hemisphere is far more deeply interlinked with your body. It is the first to receive most of the sensory input, including things which your left hemisphere doesn’t even notice. It reads other people’s faces to be able to detect their true intent, or if something is amiss, which is very important for your life to go well, whether you are raising a family or running a country. It even has nerves running into your face, showing your true intent even if you try to hide it.


The vagus nerve system going down into your torso is a double system. It sends messages like Speed up heart, Slow down stomach, and it also brings back messages from all of your inner organs, as well as muscles, skin and so on. And it is only a part of your huge sensory network going to every fingertip and toe. Eighty per cent of our nervous system is devoted to bringing information back to our brains, and especially to the right hemisphere. To your Wild Creature Mind.


Noticing Your Felt Sense


Just picture those nerve networks inside your own body. If you shift your focus of attention down inside yourself, you can even feel that aliveness there in your chest and belly, faintly glowing with life, tiny stirrings and twitches. Of course, that can include the breakfast you ate too fast; it’s all part of the picture. There is always a slight movement of sensations that tells you your body is there.


That your legs are there, the top of your head is there, even though you can’t see it.


And that your ‘insides’ are there.


But on top of that, there is something else. There are sensations, of tension or movement or tingling, or any one of hundreds of words you could use, which seem to be a response to what is going on inside your thoughts, or from what is happening around you. To what people say. What you see or read or think. What your environment is like. These are very subtle until you get used to attending to them, but they become clearer and they mean something. They are palpable, and they are significant. Your job is to pay attention, to have a curious, and in a way, respectful attitude. To make them welcome. Because this is your right hemisphere mind, trying to get through to you.


Always remember the vital fact: the right side of your brain, the smart and multitasking super-aware part, does not have words. Our right hemisphere cannot say ‘Watch out!’ or ‘This doesn’t add up’ or ‘Go for it!’. Instead, as with every other animal that ever lived, it speaks by felt sensations – down those nerves and into your body. So by going slightly quiet and paying attention, you can listen to it right here and now. It is like an animal guardian, a guide to everything from danger to deep love and trust. It is very worth listening to, as we are going to show you in the chapters and stories to come.


The aim of this book is to help you to do two things together – think in words, and listen to felt sense too. To get both sides of your brain onto the job of sorting out your life. Words are incredibly useful for communicating our thoughts, explaining things and being organised. But life is often more multidimensional and dynamic than words can ever encompass, and we often just have to feel our way. Sometimes, reality has to be ‘danced’ rather than reasoned. Words won’t help you know, for example, when to be brave and when to be afraid. How to balance – day to day – being a loving parent and still keeping some sense of self. Or when is the right moment to ask for a kiss! These things have to be felt.


The sensations in your body are not all about digestion or too-tight undies! Along with those, there are messages from your right brain, quiet and shy, though sometimes of course, yelling at you to watch out. If you pay really close attention, you can feel those sensations right now, as you are reading this page – ‘That feels right’, ‘That feels wrong’. (Or ‘I need to go and pee!’ – mind and body are not separate.) Your insides speak to you freshly each moment.


And if you have no idea what we are talking about here, don’t worry. About one person in three is so used to ignoring their inner body sensations – either from trauma, or just simply never having thought about them – that they cannot recognise them immediately. The good news is that you stand to benefit the most of any reader of this book. Help is on its way.


Summing Up


I know this is a bit mind-spinning, but we are going to set it out much more in the chapters to come. For now, just hold onto that basic fact: you have two minds. One of them is silent. It talks through the body, and it has important things to say. Listening to it is a skill you can acquire.


Soon we will show you how your Wild Creature side can be expressive, articulate and subtle. That little creature inside you has been shapeshifting and whispering and sometimes screaming at you all your life. In fact, many of the mental health symptoms we experience – anxiety, problems with boundaries, depression, traumatic stress, and loneliness, are actually caused by not being in touch with its ‘felt sense’ guidance. With our true power source. The wild animal part of you is going to be mightily pleased that you’re finally ready to listen.





Sometimes, reality has to be ‘danced’ rather than reasoned. Words won’t help you know when to be brave and when to be afraid. How to balance being a loving parent and still keeping some sense of self. Or when is the right moment to ask for a kiss!
These things have to be felt.
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Chapter 3


How to Hear the Voice of Your Wild Creature Mind









Without further ado, let’s now experience your Wild Creature Mind talking to you. The quiet but unmistakeable signals it sends, and how fascinating and useful they are.


While going through this chapter, you will need to read more slowly, giving yourself time to immerse yourself in each step. Breathe deeply now, to break the pace of your reading, and it will be a better experience.


Okay, then we are ready to start.




AN EXERCISE IN NOTICING YOUR FELT SENSE


For this experiment, you simply choose two people that you care about. If you have kids, two of those kids would be perfect for this. No kids – you could use your two parents or two of your friends. (If you are a childless, friendless orphan, then a big hug to you – but don’t worry, it can be two neighbours, movie stars or musicians. Any two people will do.) When you have chosen them, read on.


Now, pick one of those two. Child or person A. Picture them in your ‘mind’s eye’. Perhaps even hear their voice, or see their face. Then, as you do this, go down into your body and notice what happens, especially down the centre of your torso. What slight sensations, changes, movements or little stirrings happen in your body as you think of this person? Notice the location of those sensations. They might be down the middle of your body, in your heart or stomach or solar plexus or just under your skin. Somewhere – anywhere – inside you. Perhaps even in your face, throat, shoulders or head. The sensations might be quite marked or ever so slight, barely there. They might be a tightening, or an ache, a falling away or a pressure or a warming. They might be swirling or clenched. They might even be ‘nothing’, like a numb or empty sensation. Even ‘nothing’ is a sensation.


Just notice.


As you are sensing inside yourself, try to give a word or description to that sensation, to tag it in some way. If you had to tell someone else about it, how would you describe it? If you had to draw it, what would it look like? (If you are having trouble though, don’t worry, we will help you as we go further. Your Wild Creature has been used to hiding, it might not show up right away! Be patient, and gentle and it will emerge.) Feel it, locate it and describe it. That’s all you have to do.


Now, whether or not you have much to report, go to the other person you chose. The other child, or friend or parent or neighbour, and do the same thing. Picture them, think of them and as you do that, go down inside yourself again, and notice if your body reacts and how. Notice if it is different to the first person. What feelings happen down the midline of your body, or elsewhere? Even the slightest stirrings or tensing, or falling away. Again, if you can, give it a few words of description, or picture it or imagine how you might describe it to someone else. ‘When I thought of my oldest boy, my body kind of . . .’


Okay, now, let’s leave that. Let’s go back to our ‘thinking minds’ and reflect a little.





What is going on here? The two people you chose ‘matter’ to you, they occupy space in your mind and are possibly very consequential. (If they are your children, you may feel that their lives are more important to you than your own.) But what you are noticing is that their significance isn’t just an abstract idea. Thinking of these people will literally move you – you can feel it in your body. There is a ‘felt sense’ inside you, associated with this person, right now, as you think of them. It is giving you an up-to-the-minute executive memo about where you are at with this person. And that sensation is a living, changing thing.


For example, if you chose one of your children, your felt sense of them is a composite totality of your relationship with them right now. Perhaps you argued with them this morning, or something about them has been concerning you. ‘Right nowness’ is the key feature of felt sense. And it is lightning fast – did you notice how those sensations were immediate? Before you really had a chance to do any more than think ‘oldest boy’, the body change was there? It was instant, and it was fresh. Felt sense is never the same two times in a row. Were you to have done this exercise yesterday, it would have been different. Like the ocean or the sky, felt sense changes moment by moment. And as we will discover, that changeable quality of the felt sense is the key to using it in healing, since when we attend to and talk to it, it will update and improve. It is there to tell you something, and when you finally listen, its job will be done and it will quieten and be at peace.


What if My Wild Creature is Scary?


The felt sense can be ever-so-subtle or almost violently strong. A friend of mine’s teenage daughter survived an horrific trauma and when he did this exercise about a year later, thinking of her, his arms and hands felt so charged with energy that they rose up in front of him. His whole felt sense was protective and, quite possibly, enraged. Having this known and out in the open was helpful for him.


For many people, the felt sense can be so ever-present that it feels like normal, so it takes a little longer to tune into what it wants. Many children of Holocaust survivors, for example, have described having tight shoulders or compressed shallow breathing all their lives. They are shocked to learn that this can be different. My parents were teenagers during the Blitz – the intense bombing of British cities during World War Two. They in turn had fathers who had fought in World War One, so their history just rolled back into endless trauma, as it still does for millions of people. Held-in patterns of breathing, limits on emotionality, hyper-vigilance or anxiety were soaked into their lives.


Mum and Dad were gentle, which I am so grateful for, but they were also incredibly muted and shy. They had no idea what to do with emotions. Here is a rather sharp example. From boyhood, my dad had been keen on photography. But even into his fifties he’d never owned more than a point and shoot camera. I knew that the camera of his dreams was a Pentax SLR. So, with my first month’s pay-packet, I got him a good but second-hand one, which someone I knew had for sale. When he opened the birthday present, he was so struck by the size of the gift, but could not contain that much feeling in his English heart. So instead of ‘Thank you!’ he muttered something about ‘How could you afford this?’ And that was it. I’d planned this as a lovely moment, for months, a thank you from a son to his dad. He was dazed, I was hurt, and nothing more was ever said. People were very messed up in those days. No wonder I wrote a bestseller about men and their emotions!


It takes a bit of work to escape our childhoods. In intensive group therapy as part of my training, in my late twenties, I relearned how to cry after not having done so since about the age of four. I also uncovered volcanic amounts of rage, the strength of which really shocked me. (I don’t think this is unusual in people from Western backgrounds, where emotional suppression is simply the cultural norm.) Grief educator Elisabeth Kübler-Ross used a big red mattress in the centre of the room for people to beat on in order to release the intense anger they might have about grief and loss they were facing. Your Wild Creature comes out when it’s safe and, paradoxically, letting it out in safe ways makes us so much less explosive. We can release it one shudder at a time! Even if we just allow it to be present in our body a little, as a felt sense, and breathe through it, but not push it away, then we are on our way.


Ann Weiser Cornell, a pioneer in using body awareness to release trauma gently, suggests you also get in touch with your fear of your emotions and focus on that, noticing how that feels. By giving it some acceptance, it often will diminish a little. We often have deep beliefs held in our body – ‘If I cry, I will never stop’, or ‘If I get angry, I will annihilate the whole world’. In childhood, we might have concluded that from the behaviours of those around us. But really, they are just feelings and can be managed quite safely simply by letting them run through our body with a therapist’s support, or our own gentle acceptance.


Every honestly felt flash of anger or grief allowed through our body is a step towards being healed and integrated. We should respect the scale of what we are addressing, and give it time to happen.


Sometimes, these problems have been passed down for thousands of years. How wonderful that we might be the ones to break those chains.


Felt Sense is Not the Same as Feelings


After doing the ‘two people’ experiment, you might well say, ‘Of course I have feelings about my children, different feelings – what is surprising about that?’ And while this is true, we are talking about something quite different, the sensations that happen ‘down further’, and which precede emotions. These are much more valuable in finding your way. If you ‘always’ feel angry, or ‘always’ end up feeling sad, then going down deeper into the sensations is going to really help you get unstuck.


In our culture, we use the words ‘feelings’ or ‘emotions’ to denote general categories of bodily reaction and the thoughts that go with them. Anger, fear, sadness and joy – the four primary emotions – are almost like points of the social compass, and hugely important in guiding our lives. But they are also prone to a lot of error. In the therapy world, having once strongly advocated tracking down your real feelings, we are now beginning to realise that they are secondary products of a deeper process – and that it is the underlying bodily sensations that precede them which are the most useful thing to focus on. Our emotions can be hijacked by the social environment around us; think of the massive addiction to outrage that has happened in the age of social media.


Renowned brain researcher Professor Lisa Feldman Barrett was one of the first to explain how feelings arise not from conscious thought but from sensations – from the Wild Creature side. This went right against the idea prevalent in 20th century psychology, that we create emotions with our thinking. Lisa writes, ‘We don’t cry because we are sad. It’s the other way around. We know we are sad, because we are crying.’ You only have to reflect on your experience of this to know that it’s true. We know we are angry because we are hot and tense. Scared, because we are shaking. Happy, because we feel like jumping up and down!


Our Wild Creature Mind sends these messages to our body because it wants us to notice and respond. When a little child says they have a big black feeling in their tummy, sit with them quietly and ask them ‘What do you think that feeling is wanting to say to you?’ (In Chapter 10, we’ll teach you how to use felt sense with children, along with some great stories of parents doing just that.)


Felt sense is the tip of an iceberg of meaning waiting for you to come and explore. I can’t emphasise this enough – it knows things. It comes from somewhere deep in your right hemisphere, where complex matters are managed, the kind of matters that no mere line of thought could properly deal with, and certainly not at the speed that life often requires. At those times when you know you have overreacted, or felt upset beyond what seemed proportionate, you can use those body signals, and by sitting quietly with them, figure out – what was going on for me there? What did that experience mean? If you are patient enough, the answers will come.


When you did the exercise and noticed some body sensations associated with the people you thought of, it’s quite likely that you also experienced a curiosity or urge to follow up those body sensations, to ‘get to the bottom of them’. This is what your Wild Creature invites, and in fact is there for; to help us have new thoughts. Our right hemisphere is always wanting to lead us to the edge of what is happening right now. It is our inner therapist, saying, ‘Pay attention. Something here is important.’


Human beings are designed to progress and grow – wiser, more loving, more alive. We have an inbuilt momentum, just as a tree wants to go ‘up’, we want to go ‘forward’ in our lives, to learn and explore. It hurts to be blocked, or going in circles. In fact, this is the heart of despair – the pain we feel to not have a way forward.


Our Wild Creature Mind activates most strongly, and comes to our help, when we have got stuck in some way. It has something to say which we really need to know. Not to necessarily obey, but to take account of, and integrate, in order to be unified and strong. In Chapter 6, we will take this to the next step – how to dialogue with your felt sense in order to uncover the story it is trying to tell you – but let’s not get ahead of ourselves! Breathe deep and slow. We will take it slowly, so your left brain is happy too. We have barely scratched the surface yet. The best is yet to come.
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