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		“Second Spring tells you exactly what you need to know to keep yourself vibrantly healthy and youthful in the second half of your life.”

		—CHRISTIANE NORTHRUP, MD, author of The Wisdom of Menopause

		
		“I have tremendous respect for Dr. Mao's knowledgeable work in women's health and longevity. This book offers an all-natural program filled with secrets for women with surprisingly simple remedies, exercises, and healthy habits that are easy to make a part of your daily routine—with long-lasting benefits. Many thanks are due to Dr. Mao for revitalizing the lives of women.”

		—FRANK LIPMAN, MD, author of Spent: End Exhaustion and Feel Great Again

		
		“Dr. Maoshing Ni, a gifted healer, marries ancient wisdom and modern common sense.”

		—JAMES S. GORDON, MD, author of Unstuck: Your Guide to the Seven-Stage Journey out of Depression

		
		“Dr. Mao’s brilliant book Second Spring shows women how to restore their power by revitalizing their health with his amazing natural secrets and age-old wisdom.”

		—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON

		
		“Renowned Chinese medical scholar Dr Maoshing Ni has written a charming and very useful manual combining both time-honored and evidence-based approaches for balancing mind and body with specific ways to address many of our most common ailments. You will refer to this treasure trove of information over and over.”

		—WOODSON MERRELL, MD, author of The Source: Unleash Your Natural Energy, Power Up Your Health, and Feel 10 Years Younger

		
	







This book is dedicated above all to my mother, whose blossoming was
 a continuous revelation and inspiration to me.




 




To all women who desire to transform themselves as they bloom into
 their Second Spring and find grace, health, and youthful vitality in
 their lives.








 











NOTE TO READERS




 




This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book.




 




Natural remedies and supplements can have side effects, both alone and in combination with other remedies or conventional medicines. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.




 




Not all exercises are suitable for everyone. Your physical condition and health are important factors in determining which exercises and positions are appropriate for you. Please consult your professional health care provider for advice on the suitability of your exercise.




 




The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.
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Introduction to Your Second Spring











THIS IS A HEALTH BOOK FOR WOMEN to use at any age. You may be 35 and experiencing low energy, 50 and going through menopausal brain fog, or 75 and waking up each morning with arthritic pain. The good news is that, whatever your age, I will show you the ways to regenerate and revitalize. Welcome to your Second Spring.




I was inspired to write this book by watching my mother go through her middle years. Other women of her generation retired with their husbands and turned away from the world, but this was not her way. My mother energized and revitalized herself with Chinese medicine and refashioned her purpose in life. With her new freedom and the perspective of long experience, she turned her attention to interests that had developed gradually during her householding years. I looked on in admiration as she became a minister in her religious organization and turned her home into a temple to serve her community. In our family, my father, a doctor, was the public face of Chinese wisdom and tradition, while my mother, with all her character and dignity, was a modest woman who remained within the domestic sphere. Yet her personal transformation taught me more about human potential than I have learned from any other individual. It called into question the very concept of aging.




How do you feel about your age? Do you value yourself as you are? Your health at any point of your life depends on both your physical condition and your emotional attitudes about yourself and your life.




You can look and feel younger than your actual years and move through perimenopause, menopause, and beyond with grace, youthfulness, vitality, and health. Aging does not have to be a downhill slide. This book can help you achieve all this naturally—without drugs, hormone replacement, or invasive surgery. How? Through the wisdom of Chinese medicine, which is sensitive to all aspects of a woman’s life cycle and understands that every phase affords opportunities to slow or reverse the aging process. This powerful tradition, integrated with Western medicine, can produce the optimum outcome for each individual.




On the emotional plane, Chinese tradition offers a paradigm completely different from the Western vision of midlife and aging. To the Chinese, this is the time when a woman truly comes into her own, when the distractions of the householding, childbearing, and child-rearing years wind down and her inner beauty emerges. A mature woman is a work of art crafted by her experiences and her own inner resources. She now refines her wisdom and finds traditional or inventive ways to make it useful in the world. Far from ceasing to grow, she embarks on a new path of self-realization.




Secrets to Our Success




At the Tao of Wellness, my brother Dr. Daoshing Ni and I, along with our team of associates, have helped thousands of women over the last 25 years. Our success is attributable to three factors. First, women have always been the cornerstone of Chinese society. From its inception thousands of years ago, Chinese medicine has developed a comprehensive specialty in women’s health that is unrivaled in the world. Second, we draw on a profound knowledge base in women’s health care, passed down through 38 continuous generations of doctors in our family. The third and most important ingredient is our patients’ trust in our care and eagerness to do their part. Their willingness to inhabit new ideas and behaviors allows us to coach them through their Second Spring and help each one individually to reclaim her personal and sexual vigor.




Women’s Cycles and Regeneration at Each Stage




Biologically, the ultimate purpose of human life, as with all living creatures on our planet, is reproduction, to pass on our genes from one generation to another. So, it is no surprise that, when you reach reproductive maturity, the organism’s vitality starts to wane. This biological decline is programmed to begin in women around age 35. Of course, you can still live a long and fulfilling life, free from illness and disability, after that age, but you may benefit from some help with the changes your mind, body, and spirit will go through.




Menopause signifies the end of a woman’s menstrual cycle and a major turning point in her life. Every woman’s experience with it is unique. Most women stop menstruating between the ages of 48 and 52, but uncomfortable symptoms of perimenopause—the premenopausal period—can begin as early as 35 and last into menopause and beyond. Some women go through perimenopause in two to three years, but for others it lasts as long as 12 or 15 years. It may start with an irregular menstrual cycle along with an increase in premenstrual symptoms or PMS.




As you get closer to menopause and the cessation of your menstruation, new and more extreme effects appear, which can include hot flashes, insomnia, weight gain, and vaginal dryness. For the Chinese, menopause connotes the emptying of the conception channel and the depletion of the fertility essence, but it is also a time for generation of a new vital energy and the ripening of identity. Chinese medicine, attuned to every phase of a woman’s reproductive cycle, uses methods tested by time and tradition to reinvigorate the body and mind at each stage.




The Second Spring: Rebirth at Midlife




With its intimate understanding of the female body, Chinese traditional medicine has always addressed the special needs of women throughout their lives, including conception, pregnancy, and childbearing as well as the onset of menopause. In fact, the wisdom about regeneration during menopause is so well recognized that there is a term for it: Second Spring. A woman’s Second Spring is the renaissance of youthful vitality and sexual vigor she enjoys when she takes advantage of the secrets and natural powers of Chinese medicine. When the body begins to undergo the changes that take her through perimenopause, menopause, and beyond, in the Chinese perspective this is a time for celebration in a woman’s life, when she is possessed of wisdom and graceful beauty. This positive outlook on aging stands in stark contrast to the Western stigma against growing old. Second Spring describes an important opportunity for self-discovery and renewal in women’s lives.




As you move toward menopause and beyond, your body produces less of the essential hormones, mainly estrogen and progesterone, that maintain the health of your bones and the elasticity of your blood vessels and skin. Of the many consequences, osteoporosis and heart disease are the two conditions most emphasized by the Western medical community, but quality-of-life issues such as wrinkled skin, lower vitality, and decreased libido can also become disheartening and affect other aspects of health. Emotionally, some Western women dread menopause as a loss of youth and fertility. To add to the physical challenges, in our youth-obsessed society menopause often means the beginning of an unspoken social devaluation for a woman.




But the truth is that no one need be a helpless victim to this phase of life. With the guidance of Chinese medicine, every woman can turn these changes into an empowering experience of rejuvenation.




The Western Medical Approach to Women’s Health, Menopause, and Beyond




Women’s health needs during and after menopause have been addressed quite differently by the Western medical establishment than by Eastern traditions and integrative medical approaches. In the mid-19th century, a menopausal woman suffering hot flashes, depression, and painful, irregular periods would sometimes undergo a hysterectomy—surgical removal of the uterus—on the misconception that this organ was the source of women’s physical and mental problems. Although doctors’ understanding of these matters changed, the rate of hysterectomies remained high, and a large percentage of the operations were later found to be unnecessary.




In the past 40 years, Western medicine’s solution for menopause has been the use of hormone replacement therapy (HRT). Its greatest popularizer was a gynecologist named Robert Wilson, whose outlook revealed more than a little sexism and ageism. He called menopause a “living decay.” Supplemental estrogen, he and others insisted, was the ultimate answer.




Belief in the benefits of long-term HRT became entrenched in the medical community and among women of menopausal age. Doctors who delved into the issue more closely, however, were often surprised to learn how thin the evidence really was. Finally, in 2002, after decades of routine hormone replacement therapy, the landmark Women’s Health Initiative made front-page headlines all over the country, and the news wasn’t good. The study proved conclusively that HRT with a common blend of estrogen and progestin, when used for more than four years, increased women’s risk of breast cancer, heart disease, stroke, and blood clots. Further studies confirmed that the risks of long-term HRT outweigh the benefits.




Chinese medicine has long recognized that the body is fully capable of regenerating and that supporting the natural production of all the essential hormones through natural means is safe, effective, and sustainable over a woman’s lifetime. In other words, teach your body to rejuvenate itself instead of replacing your body’s natural abilities.




Start Now to Create Your Personal Second Spring




It’s important to get ready for the changes ahead. By making certain lifestyle, dietary, and mental adaptations now, you can avoid unnecessary suffering now and down the road. For instance, perimenopause may begin two years earlier in a woman who smokes than in one who doesn’t. So don’t be a victim of your own inaction—start preparing for your Second Spring right away. The advice in this book takes minimal effort to implement, but your rewards will be substantial.




In this guide, you will learn why Second Spring is a time of rebirth and renewal and how you, too, can experience a smooth transition, empowered by natural, time-honored practices. In the chapters that follow, you will learn many tips relating to diet, herbal therapy, exercises, meditation practices, acupressure, beauty, and lifestyle that will aid you in your personal Second Spring. You will find your own path to becoming young, sexy, and revitalized, and begin to blossom into a new phase of your life.




Your future is in your hands, and by happy coincidence, so is this book. Let me invite you to make the most of both. May you live long, live strong, and live happy.
























CHAPTER 1




Ageless Beauty











I’VE CHOSEN TO BEGIN THIS BOOK with a chapter on beauty for a simple reason: We tend to notice the face and outward appearance first. What we often forget is that imbalances in a person’s life and within her being show up on her face and skin. Your appearance reflects who you are—your physical health, emotions, and spirit. The tips given in this chapter will guide you in beautifying your inner and outer self.




Skin Aging and Thinning Hair are Not Inevitable




Asian women’s secrets to baby-soft skin include Chinese botanicals, beauty foods, acupuncture, massage, and natural skin treatments along with meditation, facial exercise, and detoxification techniques. You can use them to obtain a glowing complexion and a smooth, well-toned face.




Your skin is the largest organ of your body. It acts as a protective fortress against the outside, barring bacteria, viruses, and fungi from invading; it keeps heat and moisture inside; and it expresses your emotional and nervous states via its color, texture, and condition. Your skin has three layers: the epidermis, dermis, and subcutaneous, each with specific functions and properties.




Epidermis—the outermost layer. This is the protective layer of your skin. When damaged—by sunburn, for example—it sheds and peels off, and new skin cells replace the old ones. Within the epidermis is the basal cell layer, which produces melanin, the substance that gives your skin color and protects against the sun’s ultraviolet rays. It is responsible for your nice tan but can also produce undesirable blotches, freckles, and age spots. When the basal cell layer is extremely overstressed it can even become cancerous. This chapter provides natural techniques to help cleanse and renew your epidermis.






Dermis—the sandwich layer The middle layer, or dermis, is perhaps the most important one. It contains blood vessels, nerve endings, and the cells that produce elastin and collagen, proteins that lend skin its resiliency. The circulation of blood through this layer brings nutrients to the skin and carries away waste. As a woman ages, collagen production decreases, and by midlife it is down about 20 percent. Declining secretions from the oil glands, along with free radical damage from diet, environment, and stress all act to thin the dermis. When this layer is not functioning optimally, dryness and wrinkles appear. Acupuncture, facial massage, herbs, and supplements can increase collagen and elastin production and tone the skin naturally.




Subcutaneous—the fatty layer Just beneath the dermis, this layer serves as padding between the skin and the connective tissue of the muscles. it also insulates to preserve body heat. The subcutaneous contains deeper blood vessels, sensory and motor nerves, and a nutrient reservoir for the skin’s upper layers. In women, this fatty tissue gives the softer angles and attractive curves on face and body. Dietary and nutritional therapies using food items as common as apple cider vinegar and as unusual as jellyfish can prevent thinning of the subcutaneous layer, as we will see later in the chapter.




Underneath the three layers of your skin are the connective tissues—muscles, tendons, and ligaments. No other animal has evolved as complex a set of facial muscles as humans have. The muscles of the face and neck are all joined together in a crisscross, quiltlike fashion. Facial exercises in this chapter will allow you to tone and shape your face as you would your body to attain a healthy, youthful look.




Close to 40 percent of women above 50 experience hair loss, sometimes beginning as early as their mid-30s. This is mainly due to changing hormonal balance, specifically the conversion of estrogen into excess androgen. If you are using estrogen replacement therapy and you notice hair loss, talk to your doctor about getting off the hormone safely. Never simply stop taking a medication without consulting your physician. Sometimes hair loss can result from thyroid dysfunction or overproduction of the hormone DHT. Of course, trauma, stress, poor nutrition, and bad circulation can all contribute to hair loss. Tips in this chapter show how to balance your hormones and regrow your hair.




Three Treasures are the Foundation of the Second Spring




In Taoist philosophy, the three components of a whole person consist of shen, qi, and jing—spirit, energy, and essence, respectively. They are also called the three treasures. When you have an abundance of each treasure and a healthy balance among them, beauty and vitality are the natural results. Restoring and cultivating the three treasures has been the underpinning of anti-aging science in the Taoist tradition for over five millennia.




Any discussion of beauty and health must start with the first of the three treasures—shen, or spirit. The spirit is the guiding force of our being and our life. It encompasses our conscious and unconscious minds. When the spirit is confused or distressed, it is expressed as distortion and tension in your face and elsewhere in your body. Clarity of spirit reflects externally as a smooth complexion and a contented, relaxed face with minimal lines. Western surgery would have you nip and tuck your way to a younger you, but if you fail to address your spirit and emotional well-being, this is at best temporary and often futile. With meditations and visualizations you can develop and continually refine your spirit.




The second of the three treasures, qi, or energy, defines the quality of your life experience. Without adequate energy, organ systems cannot operate properly and the cells become sluggish, leading to frequent breakdowns or disease. Likewise, your spiritual state will directly influence your energy. Negativity represses and blocks, while positive spiritual states uplift and fuel you. Energy comes from many sources, chiefly food, air, and sleep. When the sources are impure or contaminated, as with toxins in food or pollution in the environment, the energy derived is unsuitable for revitalizing your body’s qi. Chinese herbs, acupressure, and qi gong practices promote optimal organ function and boost energy.




The natural chemicals Western science calls hormones represent aspects of jing, or essence, the third treasure. These substances are critical in the growth, development, and renewal of the skin. Additionally, jing is your genetic potential. Whatever your genetics, you can take steps to help your body express good genes and inhibit the action of bad genes. For instance, a fair-skinned woman will need extra sun protection compared to someone with dark skin, because, genetically, her skin is more vulnerable to damage. Essence can be nurtured through herbs, nutritional supplements, and nourishing foods.




Ensuring joyful spirit, abundant energy, and enduring essence is the foundation of health and beauty. But you must also eliminate toxins in the body that hamper your efforts to rejuvenate your skin. My integrative detoxification techniques employing nutritional, supplemental, and herbal protocols, coupled with topical cleansing and exfoliation, can usher you toward a fresh, new beginning in beauty and energy.




I invite you to explore the natural remedies, techniques, and practices that follow to help you attain ageless beauty.






 


Your skin reflects your life




Beauty is more than skin deep, but your skin does reflect your health and your experience. The skin is constantly breathing, changing, and working to renew itself. All three layers of your skin—epidermal, dermal, and subcutaneous—function together to protect you, nourish you, and regulate the temperature of your body. Many factors affect the quality of your skin, ranging from diet and mood to environment and lifestyle. For example, a poor diet lacking nutrients is a recipe for bad, unhealthy skin. Alternatively, studies show that a nutritious diet—particularly of leafy greens and dried plums—can have a protective effect against wrinkling. Depression, anxiety, and stress create tension in your skin, particularly on the face and causes uneven blotches and lines. Sun damage and dry, cold, or windy weather rob the skin of vital moisture and circulation, leading to prematurely older-looking skin. Finally, smoking, excessive alcohol use, and lack of sleep all show up on your skin, reflecting your excesses like signed confessions.






 


Antiwrinkle Acupuncture




One of the secrets of Chinese women’s youthful looks is the acupuncture face-lift. For centuries, the empresses and concubines of China’s imperial palace used specialized techniques to erase fine lines and prevent wrinkles. Facial acupuncture is not a surgical procedure, but steadily improves muscle and skin tone in the face and slows the effects of gravity. Studies show that acupuncture increases blood flow in the tiny capillaries of the skin and muscles and stimulates collagen production in the dermis layer, increasing skin elasticity. The course is typically 10 to 12 treatments over two or three months, combined with nutritional and herbal supplements, which you will find in the next section. Be sure to work with practitioners who are specially trained in acupuncture for the face. Typical points include GB-14 to relax the forehead, Yintang to ease furrowing between the brows, Taiyang to get rid of crow’s-feet around the corner of the eyes, and LI-20 and ST-3 for diminishing smile lines. You can also do acupressure on yourself, as shown in the next tip.


[image: image]






 


Do-it-yourself “face-lift”




Some wrinkles can be distressing signs of aging. You see them on the surface, but to address them, you need to look deeper. The middle layer of the skin, or dermis, supports the epidermal outer layer with nutrients from the blood and produces two crucial elements, collagen and elastin—proteins that support the connective tissue and give resilience to the skin. Like acupuncture, acupressure, the art of acupuncture without needles, can give you a nonsurgical face-lift, by toning facial muscles and stimulating natural production and deposit of collagen in the skin. You can learn to do acupressure on yourself. Simply press firmly with your fingers, working your way methodically along the wrinkle line, and your body will respond with increased circulation and nutrient delivery. Do this in the morning and at night for beautiful skin tone well into your late years. For specific points, please refer to previous tip.
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Gymnastics for your face




To tone up your facial muscles, give them a workout! Do these exercises twice a day, five repetitions apiece:




1) Raise your eyebrows as high as you can—strain for it—and then relax them.




2) Try to move your nose from side to side.




3) Inflate your cheeks as though you’re blowing up a balloon, then relax.




4) Open your mouth as wide as it can go, then stick out your tongue as far as you can. Hold for five seconds.




After all that hard work, your face deserves a massage. Stroke the whole face with a circular motion to warm it up. Then with the thumb and first finger of both of your hands pinch five times along your eyebrow line, from inside to outside. Press along both sides of the nose, where it meets the cheeks, from top to bottom, five times. Press the area around the outside of the mouth five times. Gently pat your cheeks with your fingers to stimulate the side of your face. Press the forehead lines between your eyebrows five times along each line. Now press the edges of the eye orbit, pushing gently above the eye and under its lower rim. Finish the massage with another round of circular strokes all over the face.


[image: image]






 


Skin secrets of Chinese courtesans




The outermost layer of the skin regularly renews itself by shedding old cells and replacing them with new ones. By hastening the shedding process, you can immediately diminish the appearance of fine lines and wrinkles. Costly medical procedures such as dermabrasion, chemical peel, and various laser therapies also do this, but they can produce redness and irritation lasting for days afterwards. There are gentler ways to renew your skin with products from nature. For centuries, Chinese imperial courtesans used seaweed, kelp, pearl powder, dried plum, winter melon seed, persimmon leaf, and cane sugar—natural exfoliation and polishing agents that loosen and strip dead skin cells off evenly. Most of these ingredients are available in health food stores and Chinese groceries. Make a mask with these natural ingredients listed above, in any combination. Simply moisten with water and place in a blender with aloe vera gel or egg white to make a paste. Scrub gently with a wet loofah sponge, using small circular motions, until face and neck are thoroughly exfoliated. Leave the mask on for 10 minutes, then wash off. Avoid getting in your eyes.






 


Rich is poor…nutrition




In Chinese medicine, rich foods like dairy, meat, fats, sweets, and alcohol are said to cause phlegm and dampness in the body. I have observed this phenomenon consistently in my patients: When they consume excessive amounts of these things, they develop a variety of symptoms such as sinus and chest congestion, postnasal drip, a sensation of heaviness, joint pain and stiffness, abdominal bloating, gas, loose bowel movements, high cholesterol, brain fog, fatigue, depression, and, of course, obesity. Most people don’t have to completely eliminate the phlegm-and dampness-inducing foods; if you simply cut down on the quantity and frequency of consumption, you will improve how you feel overall. And you’ll also lighten both your weight and your mood.






 


Filtered Water: Drink up!




Life originated in water, our bodies are 60 to 70 percent water, and this precious fluid is key to good health at every age. But as we get on in years, the body’s organs weaken and the kidneys can’t hold water the way they used to. Without sufficient fluid, toxins accumulate in the body, slowing down organ function and causing premature aging. Most women simply don’t take in enough water, even though they’re losing it more rapidly than when they were younger. It’s easy to develop a “drinking habit”—the good kind! I suggest you get two large, rigid thermos bottles with a 20-ounce capacity. Fill them with water, take one along with you during the day to drink at work or as you run errands, and when you come home, drink the other one.




You will want to be sure you are drinking the purest water. Many studies have shown that tap water is filled with contaminants, antibiotics, and a number of other unhealthy substances. Consider investing in a good quality carbon-based filter for your tap water. If you find that plain water is just too plain, add a slice of lime or lemon, or make green or mint tea.






 


Pear away wrinkles and dark circles




If you don’t like those lines you see when you look at your face in the mirror, have some Asian pear, a tasty fruit that’s filled with vitamin C and, like dried plums, a good source of copper. These antioxidant nutrients help protect you from the ravages of free radicals, which alter the chemical structure of your cells. When free radicals damage enough cells, especially in the skin, signs of aging soon appear. Copper is an essential component of super-oxide dismutase (SOD), an enzyme that attacks these harmful agents when they enter the body via air pollution and other toxins. Pears, particularly the Asian (or Fuji) variety, juicy and with a crunchy texture, are prized by Chinese herbalists as a way to eliminate dark circles under the eyes. They also use pears to cure laryngitis and treat coughs and sore throats. In addition to its healing and skin-preserving properties, pear contains plenty of fiber, which lowers cholesterol and contributes to regularity, important for a clear complexion.






 


When toxins go, beauty glows




Toxins ranging from environmental pollution to pesticides and preservatives in our food hasten the aging process of our skin. The skin is the body’s largest elimination organ, but it is often overloaded and unable to expel the toxins. Adding insult to injury, many of today’s personal care and cosmetic products contain carcinogenic chemicals that are absorbed into the skin. A fundamental principle of Chinese medicine is that you help the body cleanse itself so that toxins do not cause internal imbalance, which shows up on your skin as premature aging signs.




Certain foods are traditionally used to help your body eliminate toxins: seaweed, bitter melon, Chinese cucumber, burdock, lotus root, and ginger. Try to include one of these in your diet every day. Herbs that detoxify the system can be found in a formula called Internal Cleanse, available in most Chinese herb shops. It contains plant substances such as dandelion, chrysanthemum, peppermint, white mulberry, and licorice, which assist and support healthy liver and gall bladder function. These organs play a role in detoxification and elimination so that the skin is not overburdened in its vital task. Follow the directions on the cleansing formula you buy, as each is slightly different.






 


Apple cider vinegar: drink it and dab it




A traditional remedy to cure various digestive disorders, apple cider vinegar is also an effective toner for your skin. Taken internally, it supports liver detoxification, normalizes digestive juices, and reduces intestinal bloating. Mix 1 tablespoon of organic vinegar—be sure it’s the apple cider kind—with 12 ounces of warm water, and drink in the morning on empty stomach. Add a little honey if the taste is too strong. The malic acid in vinegar, a natural alpha-hydroxy acid, can also be used externally to help renew your skin by ridding the epidermis of dead skin cells. Dilute one part cider vinegar in two parts distilled water. After cleansing your skin as you usually do, apply the diluted vinegar solution with a cotton pad to your face and neck. Follow with moisturizing lotion.






 


Out, out, damned age spots!




Age spots, sun spots, liver spots, freckles, and skin blotches inhabit the topmost layer of your skin, also called the basal cell layer. The hormone melanin gives you your natural skin tone and protects you from sun exposure, but when too much pigment is produced, these undesirable discolorations can result. In severe cases a form of skin cancer, basal cell carcinoma, can occur.




Western medicine uses lasers, liquid nitrogen, and dermabrasion to remove these discolorations. Traditional Chinese practice has always recognized that one must treat the underlying mechanism of excess pigment deposit. Melanin is produced in response to hormonal signals from the kidney organ network, thus these skin spots that appear around menopause reflect a kidney imbalance. The quickest way to restore healthy kidney function is with diet, herbs, and nutritional supplements. Eat extra servings of black beans, sesame seeds, and mulberry, rich in antioxidants like saponin, lignan, and anthocyanin. Chinese herbalists offer formulas with herbs like Chinese yam, Asian cornelian fruit, and goji or lycium berry. Additional helpful supplements include alpha-lipoic acid, acetyl-L-carnitine, and quercetin, which help skin regenerate and remove pigment deposits; DMAE (dimethyl-amino-ethanol), a nutrient found in anchovies and sardines, is a powerful membrane stabilizer that reverses age spots on the skin.






 


Beauty food for supple skin




The skin is merely the outer covering of the vast network of connective tissue that keeps all our organs intact and bones connected. Skin contains proteins, such as elastin and collagen, that work to maintain its structure and pliability. As you get older and closer to menopause, estrogen and progesterone decrease, contributing to a decline in proteins in the epidermis, which lessens skin elasticity. In China, it was a tradition in the imperial courts for the empress to pass down to the princesses her skin-beautifying recipes and preparations. The ingredients tended to be exotic, expensive foods such as bird’s nest, shark’s fin, and sea cucumber. While the first two are extremely hard to come by, sea cucumber—actually an animal—is fairly accessible. A relative of the starfish, sea cucumber contains essential amino acids that are the building blocks of collagen and elastin, and is available dried in Chinese food stores, ready to be used in soups. It is also available in supplement form. A typical dosage is 700 to 1,000 mg daily. Other foods for skin health from the imperial court beauty recipes include cherries, peanuts, black soybeans, walnuts, and jujube dates.






 


Nature’s gentle skin peel




Skin peels are probably the fastest way to look younger. Cosmetic dermatologists generally use prescription agents such as Retin-A, high-concentration glycolic acid, and harsh chemicals for peels. While these procedures do produce a smooth skin finish and lessen lines, they also strip away the skin’s protective layer and can increase your susceptibility to sun damage, skin aging, and skin cancer. The FDA warns that high concentration of various skin-peel agents may thin the skin. You can make simple at-home skin peels right out of your refrigerator. Use vegetables and fruits containing natural acids: eggplant, tomatoes, grapefruit, pineapple. Cut in thin slices or squares and place on your face and neck, covering the skin thoroughly; leave on for 20 minutes, then remove the pieces from your face and wash with warm water. Your face will look red for a few minutes, but this should clear up shortly. Use a natural moisturizer after you are finished. Natural peels are easy to do and, in time, will give you the smooth skin you are looking for.






 


Orange aid for the complexion




Citrus is considered a superfood for healthy skin. Many studies have confirmed the healing properties of oranges, attributed to a wide variety of phytonutrients that function as antioxidants. These include flavanones, anthocyanins, polyphenols, and vitamin C. One type of flavanone specific to oranges, hesperidin, has anti-inflammatory properties and lowers blood pressure and cholesterol. Tangerine peels are traditionally used in Chinese medicine to improve digestive function and circulation. According to a study published in the Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry, compounds in the orange peel called polymethoxylated flavones (PMFs), have the potential to lower cholesterol more effectively than some prescription drugs—without the side effects.






 


Give your breasts a natural lift




Gravity affects your breasts as you age. Many women turn to quick-fix options like breast implants or breast-lifting surgery, but gravity will continue to act on the “improved” bust as well. The female breast is an organ made up mostly of fat—but keep in mind that it is held up ultimately by the muscles underneath (the pectoralis muscles, or pecs) and some muscles between the ribs as well. To help strengthen the pectoralis muscles, hold a 2-pound weight in each hand, extend your arms sideways, and move them in small circles, rotating toward the back. After 10 small circles, gradually widen the circles. Do 3 sets of 10 repetitions, with a little break in between, twice a day. Work your way up to 5-pound weights over time. Push-ups are another helpful exercise. You may want to start with girl’s push-ups—on your knees—10 push-ups at a time. As you get stronger, graduate to true push-ups, 3 sets of 10, twice a day. The farther apart your arms, the better the effects. No matter what age you are, this is a great exercise for building upper body, arm, and core strength.
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Remedy rosacea nature’s way




A chronic skin problem that reddens the forehead, nose, cheek, and sometimes the chin, rosacea sometimes shows up at midlife. Scientists believe there may be a genetic predisposition to the condition, and some recent research suggests that mites that naturally occur on human skin are more abundant in people with rosacea. Outbreaks can be triggered by many things, including temperature extremes, sunlight, alcohol, caffeine, spicy foods, and certain medications. To treat rosacea, I focus on soothing the spirit, clearing heat, and removing blockages in the skin with natural remedies. A cucumber mask is perfect for this. Shave the skin off the fresh cucumber and puree the flesh in a blender with one egg white. Coat your face with this mixture and leave it on for 30 minutes. Wash off with cold water. Used daily, this mask will produce definite improvement within a month. Along with this, try taking B-complex vitamins, digestive enzymes, and 1,000 IUs of vitamin E every day.






 


Pretty as a peach




Perhaps for its wealth of beneficial attributes, the peach symbolizes fertility and longevity in Chinese culture. Peaches are excellent sources of potassium and vitamins A and C. They have diuretic and mild laxative properties, help with digestion, and add color to the complexion. In fact, peaches have been used in beauty tonics throughout Chinese history. Beauty and longevity—how can you resist the power of the peach? In addition, peach leaf is anti-parasitic, and the fatty acids in peach kernel help regulate circulation, tame high blood pressure, and promote healthy metabolism. These are typically taken as an herbal tea, one to two cups per day. One beauty recipe calls for eating baked peaches with honey and lavender: Drizzle the halved peaches with honey, sprinkle with lemon zest and sprigs of fresh lavender, and bake for 30 minutes. A healthful, beautifying treat!






 


Sun therapy for skin disorders




The human body needs sunlight to produce vitamin D, a fat-soluble vitamin crucial to the absorption of calcium and the building of healthy bones and teeth. It also plays an important role in preventing breast cancer, keeping blood pressure in check, lowering cholesterol, and—as Western research finally learned—maintaining healthy skin. That is why in China, over the ages, sunlight has been used to help skin problems like acne, eczema, and psoriasis. I often tell my patients with these skin conditions to lie in the sun for 20 minutes daily, using no sun block, before 10 a.m. or after 3 p.m. It usually takes about two to four weeks to see favorable results. For your face, limit your sun exposure to fifteen minutes. If you are treating skin problems elsewhere on your body, be sure to wear sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat to protect your eyes and face. Drink a glass of water before and after each sun therapy session.






 


Wash your face with yogurt




A favorite traditional tonic for healthy skin, yogurt contains lactic acid, a naturally occurring alpha hydroxy acid that is superb for creating a smooth skin texture. It is especially beneficial for those with sensitive skin that cannot tolerate commercial alpha-hydroxy acid preparations. Yogurt gently peels off the dead skin layer, rejuvenating the epidermis beneath. Over time, it can also lighten spots and even out a patchy skin tone. Apply organic plain yogurt like a cream to your freshly washed face, leave on for 15 minutes, then wash off. Finish up with a moisturizer. For even better results, steam your face with a facial steamer before rubbing the yogurt onto your skin. Always use cold water to wash off the yogurt and, if necessary, apply a cold pack for 10 minutes to reduce redness.






 


Jellyfish: a delicacy for smooth skin




With its beautiful, luminescent membranes that resemble parachutes floating amid the ocean waves, a jellyfish is mesmerizing to look at. Few Westerners venture to eat jellyfish, but Asian women consider it a delicacy and a top nutrient for beautiful skin. Jellyfish is full of a calcium-binding photoprotein called aequorin that helps keep cells healthy and structurally strong. Studies show that aequorin slows aging and prolongs the life of cells. Supplements containing these proteins have been found to reduce cell death by up to 50 percent. Jellyfish is also recommended in Chinese medicine to restore elasticity to blood vessels in patients with hypertension. As we age, our own protective calcium-binding proteins become depleted, and jellyfish can help restore our supply. If you’re not ready to try some jellyfish at an Asian restaurant, you can take its age-defying protein in supplement form. Aequorin is found in select health food stores and online.






 


Sesame for skin and hair




Women of ancient Babylon would eat halva, a mixture of honey and sesame seeds, to extend youth and beauty; Roman soldiers ate the same blend for vigor and power. Sesame contains a rich supply of copper, manganese, calcium, magnesium, iron, phosphorous, zinc, and vitamins B and E, which are all essential for skin and hair health. More important, it possesses phytoestrogens called sasamin and sesamolin, which have antioxidant, anticancer, and cholesterol-lowering properties. It is no surprise that sesame is a favorite food among Chinese women for promoting beautiful hair and skin, long recognized for its nourishing virtues. You can toss the toasted seeds into rice dishes, use sesame butter in hummus, or drizzle tahini (crushed sesame seeds) on baked dishes or salads—delicious ways to get your fill of this wondrous little seed.






 


Brush away bad hair days




A famous Chinese empress had a full head of beautiful black hair at the end of her long life. She reputedly had her scalp and hair brushed 500 strokes by her personal attendant upon rising and before retiring each day. Few women have the luxury of an assistant to brush their hair and massage their scalp daily, but you can more easily have healthy hair. Using a brush made with natural bristles or wood—not plastic, which generates undesirable static electricity—gently stroke your scalp as you brush your hair, stimulating the hair follicles and increasing the microcapillary circulation that feeds them nutrients. In addition, brushing full strokes from the head down to the tips will spread the scalp’s natural oils along the hair shaft for shiny, supple hair. Studies show steady massage and brushing over time stems hair loss, promotes hair growth, and generally improves hair quality.






 


Natural treats for shiny, healthy hair




Try massaging your scalp with fresh ginger juice to prevent hair thinning and loss. Squeeze a 1-inch chunk of ginger root in a garlic press to yield a small amount of juice. Drip fresh ginger juice on part of scalp with thinning hair with a dropper. Another option is to dissolve ½ teaspoon ginger powder in 1 tablespoon of hot water, and apply as described above. Leave it on for 15 to 20 minutes and then rinse it out—or leave it on overnight to stimulate the hair follicles. For shiny hair, once a week, mash a ripe avocado, massage it into your hair and scalp, and leave it on for 1 to 2 hours. If you wish to dye your hair, choose a natural colorant: Henna is excellent for shades of light brown and red; coffee or black tea may be used by brunettes; chamomile and lemon juice will color light hair. The Chinese use herbs to reverse graying: Shou wu or fo-ti, a hair-nurturing supplement available in Asian pharmacies, is derived from natural plant sources and has many other tonic properties. Your dietary choices can also help your hair. Eat plenty of black beans, black sesame seeds, and walnuts.






 


Oils you eat shine your hair




Dryness or brittleness in skin, hair, eyes, and other parts of the body is common among women at midlife, due to the drop in estrogen in their bodies. But it is not inevitable. Natural remedies can prevent or reverse the loss of luster and suppleness. Start by making sure you have an abundance of good oils in your diet, the poly-and monounsaturated oils, which include flaxseed, sesame, olive, and virgin coconut oil, all excellent with salad greens. Their essential fatty acids and omega-rich nutrients keep your skin and hair well lubed. Also, eat up to two small handfuls of nut and seed combinations—pine nuts, hazelnuts, walnuts, sunflower seeds—every day between meals. Another excellent food is avocado, which is not only rich in good fats but also abundant in glutathione, the antioxidant compound that helps reverse premature aging of cells. Half an avocado a day provides you with abundant nutrients beneficial to your hair. However, be sure not to eat more than advised; although these foods contain the good types of fats, overeating them will make you gain weight.
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