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      “With Baird’s easy-to-follow instructions, this book offers a practical method to unlock these ancient practices. It is an exciting addition to the vast body of yoga texts.”

      NANCY GILGOFF, STUDENT OF SRI K. PATTABHI JOIS AND DIRECTOR OF 
THE HOUSE OF YOGA & ZEN, MAUI

      “Baird, through his many years of practice and study in yoga and in music, has traveled to the depths of nada yoga, the yoga of sound. He leads us, in this remarkable book, to the infinite source of this sacred sound, the Self. If you are a disciplined student of yoga or music, this journey with Baird is an indispensable trip.”

      BERYL BENDER BIRCH, AUTHOR OF POWER YOGA

      “Baird’s writing voice is strong and sonorous, confidently leading us toward a tranquil mind, an undefended heart, and a more sustained connection with the divine. His meditation exercises are among the clearest and easiest to follow that I have ever read. In a world where sound is associated with stress and overload, The Practice of Nada Yoga reminds us, as Baird says, what we might hear if we could listen through God’s ears.”

      GAIL STRAUB, COFOUNDER OF EMPOWERMENT INSTITUTE AND AUTHOR OF 
RETURNING TO MY MOTHER’S HOUSE

      “Baird Hersey describes in clear, exact steps the process of developing the ancient practice of nada yoga. While these Hindu and Buddhist exercises are often clouded in mystery, he manages to make the process both comprehensible and accessible to Westerners serious about their meditation, contemplation, and concentration practices. This is a book by an experienced practitioner who knows the terrain.”

      JOSE LUIS STEVENS, PH.D., COFOUNDER OF THE POWER PATH, AUTHOR OF
AWAKEN THE INNER SHAMAN, AND COAUTHOR OF SECRETS OF SHAMANISM AND
THE POWER PATH
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      Foreword

      By Krishna Das

      People ask me, “What is your experience when you chant?” I don’t know what to tell them. What I do is a little mystical and mysterious, even to me! I can’t even explain it. When I sing I start to release my thoughts and feelings and the stuff of the day. I start to get quieter inside. I am singing to that loving presence that is represented for me by my guru Neem Karoli Baba. I don’t necessarily think about him, Maharaj-ji, as a person when I’m singing. It goes deeper than that.

      The whole idea of chant is to release ourselves from the obsessive thinking that holds us prisoner. It is not only to be focused on what we are experiencing in that moment. It is to simply chant and allow the practice to work on us. Three hours go by and I can’t tell you what happened. I am just the instrument. Maharaj-ji picks up this rusty old pipe and plays beautiful music on it. He puts it down when he’s finished, and I go home and watch TV.

      Every repetition of the divine names I sing, every single one, is a seed that gets planted. I am scattering seeds. In some sense, Maharaj-ji is using me to plant the seed of the name in everyone who comes. That seed will take root and grow according to its own time, when the situation is ripe. I believe that’s Maharaj-ji’s way of blessing people and transmitting his love and presence to them. It’s completely under the radar and different from what we might experience at the moment. We might feel high or we might feel open or relaxed, but he is transmitting his presence to us through the repetition of the name. My only responsibility is to sing to him and sing to that loving presence with as much intensity and as much sincerity as I can.

      Nam, or name, is not necessarily names the way we think of names. These names are roots, root causes of further manifestation. As we repeat these names, or mantras, or make sound with a certain intention, we follow that flow back and in. Through the repetition the flow of thought begins to take the shape of the sound, which is a deeper, more real shape. We gradually become, or realize we are already, in a deeper level, closer to this sound. Nam is the name, the Word, and “in the beginning was the Word.” So this sound is what the original name is.

      When I sang rock and roll, folk music, blues, I was assuming a persona that I felt I needed because I didn’t like myself. I was trying very desperately to be someone else. That fulfilled a purpose for me at the time because it allowed me to feel better about myself. I could emulate these 
blues guys and these rockers and be a person like that. Chanting is about as opposite from that as you can possibly get. The whole purpose of the chanting is to let go of all those personas, to let go of any thoughts about anything, and simply bring your attention back to the sound of the name.

      We train ourselves that way, to have that ability to let go of functions throughout the day. We get used to that movement of letting go, that feeling of letting go and coming back to the chant as the object of attention. We acquaint ourselves with the feeling of being released from the obsessive stuff over and over and over and over again. So when the shit does hit the fan and we get a heavy blast of some negative emotion, we have this functioning in us already. That negative emotion may not last a year and a half, it may only last three months. We don’t know why we’re not feeling as bad as we used to as often as we used to. It is a process that keeps going on. We train ourselves to let go and come back to a deeper and quieter place over and over and over and over and over again.

      At the end of an evening of kirtan, there is a deep silence that arises 
naturally and spontaneously. Saint John of the Cross wrote, “In the Beginning the Father uttered one Word. That Word is His Son and He utters him forever in everlasting silence. It is in silence that the heart must hear.” The silence in the sound is always there. The silence is the absence of the small “self.” The silence is the reality.

      When people sing and really get into it, they are disappearing. They are enjoying. They’re not enjoying that they are enjoying. They are just enjoying. They have left that meta-judgmental thing behind. So when they stop singing, that silence just mushrooms out and blossoms immediately because of the absence of ego-centeredness in the room. That’s what sound does.

      Sound is a very powerful medium. Our molecules are vibrating
and making a sound. The Universe is vibrating and making a sound.
Creation is sound. That sound is the movement. It is the beginning
of vibration. The first sound is vibration. That is the Om, or Ah (the
beginning of Om). This cuts right through any kind of psychological
bullshit, any kind of version of ourselves that we have. We are essentially
a vibration. We are all mixtures of vibration. When we focus on sound
itself, it opens up the possibility of dropping down into that deeper level
of reality, leaving this one behind.

      What Baird Hersey and I do isn’t different. When he sings with his group Prana or I sing kirtan, it may look different. But it’s very much the same because the intention is the same. I may describe it differently because I’m walking on this path. Baird may describe it differently, but the results are very similar. It’s in the fruit that you know what the seed was.

      Intention is really the only thing that matters. We are all in these little bubbles of ego. The intention is for the bubble to disappear. When the bubble, the encasing, pops, what happens? The temporary wall between the outside and the inside is gone. Now the outside is the inside and the inside is the outside. The space is one. Oneness is recognized. However it happens, it happens. It’s described in different ways by every different being.

      We are all moving in the same direction. We are all part of that one being whether we recognize it yet or not. Anything that helps us relax into our true nature is a good path.

      Joy is something that Westerners don’t have a lot of experience with. We have a lot of experience with pleasure and its opposite, pain. But joy, the simple feeling of well-being, is something that Westerners are really starving for.

      This is the essence of the Spiritual Path, the feeling of well-being that already lives in each one of us. It’s just so damaged and covered over by our Western psychological shape that it’s very hard to do a practice with joy. We are fighting our own tendency to treat ourselves harshly. When we try to do something that is good for ourselves, we recognize that we are our own worst enemy.

      It is called practice because you’ve got to do it. You’ve got to do it when you feel like doing it. You’ve got to do it when you don’t feel like doing it. Because if we only follow our superficial likes and dislikes, we’ll never get beyond them. Practice is something we have to do regularly over a period of time in order to relax into a deeper shape, a more real space that lives within us. The best practice is the one that you will do and continue to do because you have to do it.

      I was really moved when I read about some of Baird’s experiences with the asana practice and with the sound practice. It’s exactly what it’s supposed to be. It’s perfect. He’s not doing it because he thinks he should or because it’s good for him. He is doing it because it brings him joy.

      Baird really goes into the nada, the sound. His music led him to that. Most people stop at the music. They don’t go into the essence of sound itself. The sound current of the nada definitely dissolves the hard edges and all the personas and all the bullshit. It dissolves it and washes it away. It’s like a river of sound, an ocean of sound. It just washes us and cleans us and leaves us unhampered by who we think we are. Or who we thought we were.

      What Baird does is clear. It’s concise. It’s easy to follow. You can understand the practice and get the results. You don’t have to manufacture some idea in your head about it. You do the practice and there is a result: yoga.

      Baird gives a wonderful set of coordinates for people to absorb and follow. It’s the same thing I always say to people: “You don’t have to believe anything first. You don’t have to join anything. You don’t have to suspend disbelief. All you have to do is try it. If you like it, you’ll do more.” Baird makes the practice clear and accessible to people.

      In this book Baird asks, “What would you hear if you could listen through God’s ears?” I think you would hear the everything and the nothing at the same time. You would hear all the sound and you would hear the silence in which it is all held. Just like the sky holds everything within it: the pollution, the beauty, the clouds, the smog, the people, all the comings and goings. The sky encases everything and holds everything in it. So, all sound is held in the silent sound, the unstruck bell, the sound of one hand clapping. That silence is alive and full and empty at the same time. There is nowhere outside of that. There is nowhere to go. It’s here, always here. And so are we.

      KRISHNA DAS is one of the foremost devotional singers in the world. He first
traveled to India in 1970, where he met Sri Neem Karoli Baba, through whom
he was introduced to the practice of kirtan devotional chanting.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      I have always been fascinated by sound. Even as a small child it was a constant source of excitement, joy, and mystery.

      One of my earliest memories of live music was my mother taking me to a Memorial Day parade when I was five. Hearing a huge military marching band up close for the first time was absolutely thrilling. When I felt the power of the sound of the massive low brass section, a chill shot up my spine.

      At age six I would sit at the piano for hours, playing over and over the three songs my siblings had taught me.

      My father used to tell the story of how he came across me one morning listening to a record of “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” When he returned five hours later, the song was still playing.

      As a child my father studied violin and had planned to become a concert violinist. When he got to college he realized that he also loved writing. He had to choose between spending four hours every day practicing violin or spending that time writing. He chose writing. He made the right choice. He had a long and successful career as a journalist and author. By becoming a musician, in my own way, I have followed his road not taken.

      Musical theater composer Richard Rodgers gave me my first “music lesson” when I was six. He sat with me at the piano and had me pick out three notes. I was absolutely awestruck as he took the three notes I had tentatively chosen and instantly made them into a song. He then told my father he thought I had musical talent. We all knew where the talent truly lay.

      

      My formal musical training began when I was seven. I took lessons on a small wooden flute called a recorder. I was a terrible student. Because I never practiced, my lessons were little more than me noodling around trying to find the right notes. When I was nine I sang and played recorder in music classes at school. By this time I had overcome my own propensity for noodling and had a very low tolerance for the noodlings of others. I guess we most dislike in others the failings that we carry in ourselves.

      It was the days of the Hi-Fi and my father put together a good one for playing LPs. The house was always filled with music: Rachmaninov, Mozart, Bach, Miles Davis, Dave Brubeck, The Modern Jazz Quartet, Odetta, The Weavers, Josh White, “Oklahoma,” “My Fair Lady,” “The Music Man,” and many, many others.

      My family also owned a small reel-to-reel tape recorder that I commandeered for my own use. As well as recording music I did sound experiments, such as recording dripping water and playing it back at a higher speed to bring out its rhythmic patterns. My mother would recount how, as a child, I had played melodies on the standing radiator in my room by hitting different parts of it with sticks. She took me to many wonderful 
concerts and shows, among them Ravi Shankar, Ray Charles, Howlin’ Wolf, Leonard 
Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts, Marcel Marceau, and many Broadway shows. At the original production of the “Music Man,” I was shushed by a man sitting in front of me for singing along with all of the songs I had heard so many times on our Hi-Fi at home.

      The music of the late 1950s and early 1960s played continuously on
my green Zenith “Racetrack” radio that was a hand-me-down from my
older brother. The music of Brenda Lee, Jackie Wilson, The Flamingos,
Sam Cooke, Patti Page, and The Everly Brothers, all drew my ear and
provided a refuge for me. I wrapped their sound around me like a comfortable,
warm blanket to give solace to my preadolescent heart.

      I started playing my first real instrument, clarinet, when I was thirteen. I then moved on to saxophone. The following year I took up guitar to fill a vacancy in a rock band at my high school.

      As a teenager I was fortunate to witness the beginning of one of the most important cultural phenomena of the twentieth century: The Beatles. I was at their first public performance in the United States. It is widely believed that the first time they played in America was the Sunday night broadcast of The Ed Sullivan Show. In fact, it took place at a rehearsal on that same day and was much longer and more involved than the show that aired that evening.

      Seeing them play, hearing their sound come to life, watching the reaction around me, all made me wonder, what is it about sound that is so powerful?

      In 1968 I worked on the film crew for Monterey Pop, a documentary 
about the very first rock festival that took place in Monterey, California. When I wasn’t recording sound with one of the camera crews, I watched the performances of Otis Redding, Ravi Shankar, Jimi Hendrix, The Who, Booker T and the MGs, The Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Paul Butterfield Blues Band, and many others. Again, I wondered what it was about making sound that was so impactful to the thousands of people gathered for the festival.

      From that point forward I dedicated myself to becoming a musician. In my senior year in high school, and then in college, I studied composing, orchestration, arranging, and guitar. I then went on to a career in music, writing and playing in many different styles. I have played in rock bands, led a jazz big band, composed symphonic and choral music, written music for TV, and I now lead a nine-voice vocal group, Prana. In a career that has spanned more than fifty years, I have recorded twelve albums.

      When I was twenty-two there was a moment while I was playing guitar that both fascinated and confounded me. I was playing in a jam session with some friends when all of a sudden I felt like “I” wasn’t there anymore. I had connected so completely with the sound, it was as if I had become part of it. This was not a chemically induced experience. Somehow I had gotten out of the way and the sound was flowing through me. I tried to recapture that moment time and time again without success. I knew that this was one of the answers to the questions I had been asking about the power of sound and its effect on people. It wasn’t until many years later when I started practicing yoga asana that I again discovered how to become the instrument through which the music is played.

      When I was in my early twenties without any kind of formal training, I would sit cross-legged, close my eyes, and just listen to the sound of the ocean. I would try to become one with it although I had no idea what that really meant or how to accomplish it. A friend mentioned she had seen me sitting on a rock by the water meditating. I thought to myself, “Meditating? I’m not meditating. I’m just listening.”

      In college I became interested in Tibetan monastic music. There was something about it that I found highly compelling. It was both uplifting and mystifying. It had a power that I hadn’t experienced before: the power to transform. One day while I was listening through headphones to a recording of the low gravelly voices of Tibetan monks chanting, I kept hearing fire engine sirens in my neighborhood. When I took off the headphones, I realized it wasn’t fire engines at all. It was the monks. They were making high whistling tones three and four octaves above their low vocal sound.

      After college when I was recruiting players for my big band, I invited a talented saxophonist named Yoshi Maruta to my house. I played recordings of some of my music and music from around the world that had influenced me. After listening he said to me, “Music for you is religion.” I was surprised by his comment. He was reflecting back to me what was obvious to him but not to me. In my approach to music, what I composed and performed had begun to embody a respect for the spiritual nature of sound. There is no doubt that the spiritual aspect of music eventually led me to asana practice.

      For me, yoga and music have always been intertwined. My first yoga
practice was in 1988. I wrote some music for a meditation tape for a
yoga teacher named Marcia Albert. In return she gave me some asana
classes. From the very beginning it was clear to me that asana practice had a powerful transformational quality similar to what I was looking for in music.

      At the end of the very first class I took with Marcia, as I lay in shavasana
(corpse pose), I fell into a deep relaxation and lost consciousness.
After a few minutes I woke up. Not wanting to seem impatient I continued
to lie still with my eyes closed, looking straight ahead. I began to
see brilliant clouds of colored light. Green, aqua blue, and indigo light,
each in turn danced before my closed eyes. For many years after that I
would ask yoga teachers what had caused this. What had been opened
in my body to make this happen? No one knew.

      Right around this time two good friends helped me move forward into overtone singing. First, percussionist and vocalist David Moss, knowing I was interested in Tibetan music, gave me some insight into how the monks make those high whistling tones. He said, “You know Baird, if you just put the tip of your tongue in the roof of your mouth like this, you can make overtones.”

      Second, Tom Guralnick, a saxophonist and New Music promoter, sent me a recording of Tuvan throat singing that also uses overtones. The presence and strength of the overtone was not only an inspiration but was highly instructive.

      With these two pieces of new information I began to teach myself the basic technique of overtone singing, vocally producing two pitches at once. While singing one note with the vocal chords, you use your tongue, lips, and jaw to tune the vibrating air in your throat and mouth to produce a second higher pitch. As I began singing overtones I was constantly drawn back to the purity of their sound. As I practiced more and more, I began to hear the faintest glimmer of the transformational quality I had heard in the chanting of the Tibetan monks.

      At the same time I was trying out various different lineages of yoga
asana. In 1997 I was introduced to ashtanga yoga. During my first practice
of ashtanga I thought, “This is what I’ve been looking for.” It felt
like I had come home. Again, at the end of that first practice I had
another unique experience.

      As I sat in bandha padhmasana (bound lotus), a jolt of what felt like
electric current shot from the base of my spine up to the top of my head
filling my body with an intense blissful feeling. I was mystified by what
had happened. I was afraid that if I talked about it people would think
I was either crazy, or worse, being boastful.

      As asana was beginning to transform me, I started working even more seriously on overtone singing to bring out the deeper transformational quality in the sound. Overtones are perfectly aligned frequencies that do not exist in Western music tuning. The perfection of the relationship of these pitches affects us on a physical, mental, and spiritual level. The perfect symmetry of these vibrations relaxes the body, stills the mind, and opens the heart. Their sound holds the power to transform that I had been looking for.

      After about a year of ashtanga classes and workshops, I started a daily home practice. During that period I did music for yoga workshops and meditation tapes. In the days and weeks after doing an ashtanga Intermediate Series workshop, I felt as though the practice had cracked open the shell around my heart. I was filled with an overwhelming feeling of joyful love. This revelation turned my life upside down.

      Within a month of that Intermediate Series workshop, I recorded
Waking the Cobra, an overtone singing chakra meditation CD. I originally
recorded it as a Christmas gift for twelve friends. Most of these
friends were yoga teachers. Many of them started playing the CD in
their classes. Their students began asking me for copies. Initially I was
just burning individual discs on my computer, but the recording took
on a life of its own. The demand became so great that I had to have a
large run of copies printed.

      Over the next couple of years I let go of much of my previous life. Among the many things that changed was the kind of music I was composing. Making meditation music was not something that I chose to do. It chose me. Letting go of guitar, an instrument I had played for more than thirty-five years, was not something I’d planned to do. It wasn’t that I decided to lay the guitar down, I just never picked it up.

      My main musical focus became overtone singing. It gave me such an immediate connection with the sound. As I sang I became part of the sound. It flowed through me. As I sang I continuously felt that same connection that in all my years of playing the guitar, I had only experienced once.
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