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Mīra Manek is a writer, cook and wellness expert with a passion for yoga and Ayurveda. She was born and brought up in London, has lived in Uganda and Dubai and has travelled extensively in India. Growing up speaking Gujarati, learning Sanskrit at school and exploring India while she travelled to attend Ram Kathas (nine-day spiritual events) inspired Mīra ’s passion for philosophy and spirituality. She first started visiting Ayurvedic retreats and spas twenty years ago in a quest to rejuvenate, detox and learn yoga. Since moving back to London five years ago, Mīra has been hosting supper clubs and retreats and has also launched her own café, Chai by Mira, inside Triyoga Soho. Mīra published her first cookbook in 2017, Saffron Soul, inspired by the flavours of her mother’s and grandmother’s vegetarian food of the Gujarat region. Follow her journey, events and retreats on Instagram: @miramanek.
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Thank you,

India, my motherland;

my parents and grandparents, for instilling and infusing our life with culture and meaningful rituals;

my school St. James, for imparting the Sanskrit language, the key to the scriptures;

thank you to my spiritual teacher Morari Bapu for his kathas, his wisdom and some of the most magical experiences of my life;

to Alan Watts, whose recordings, voice and philosophy I never tire of, always with sprinkles of humour;

a deep gratitude to loneliness for making me find myself;

yoga and sunshine for picking me up;

and the incredible yoga teachers I’ve learnt from

. . . and finally to London, my home, for being so open, so embracing and forever inspiring.


INTRODUCTION

As far back as I can remember, I woke up each day to the classical sounds of morning ragas and sandalwood incense (agarbatti) floating through the house. It was rhythm and clockwork. The first thing my father did.

During my years living abroad in my twenties, I would often remember those two things when my eyes opened. Sometimes I would light agarbatti, but I didn’t have any means of playing the ragas. At the time, I don’t think I was bothered about waking up to silence. It is only now, when I look back, that I remember the silence becoming deafening, particularly during those days when my marriage was falling apart and I was trying to keep afloat in the depths of loneliness.

I realize now that small rituals can uplift the soul, that waking up to a positive sound or something that makes us smile, even if only internally, spreads positivity and over time that positivity becomes a part of our make-up, influencing our thoughts, and elevating our mood. The ragas and the agarbatti became symbolic only once I felt their absence. And this is the beauty of rituals. Once they are a part of our life, they just happen.

I grew up practising little things, and they became habits, they became my rituals. Rituals can be practised daily, such as taking deep breaths, or seasonally, like having ginger and turmeric in the colder months. Just like we brush our teeth or get a morning coffee on our way to work, there are certain rituals that provide stability through different times in life.

Rituals are beautiful practices that keep us in tune with ourselves. They need no routine or pattern, nor are they bound by time. They keep us in harmony with the seasons, they provide purpose, they ground us. You can pick and choose, find your own set of rituals to embed in daily life, and so create your own language, something that you’ll always revert to, rather like a mother tongue. The whole purpose of this book is for you to choose what you can do and want to do, and what works for you.

Taking a moment to say thank you, a breathing exercise or yoga, a pause before a meeting, remembering to chew, sipping hot lemon water. You can curate your own playlist of practices, which you can edit and add to. Spending five minutes in silence first thing in the morning, going inward or doing breathing exercises that energize and detox you, can set the tone for the day.

I think of the rituals in this book as a toolkit for life, a toolkit that is founded on Indian and Ayurvedic principles. In this book, I have taken practices that have meaning in my life, bolstered them, added other rituals, and woven these together with threads of spirituality and strands of philosophy. From this, you can create your own personal toolbox, a package of resilience for life’s lows, a shield from dipping further and a way to bounce back.

The rituals in this book can give you a spring in your step in the morning, increase your resilience during the day and calm and de-stress you when you get home in the evening. Pick from uplifting affirmations, understand the power of mantras, explore the depth of your breath and scroll through a list of ancient remedies for everything from bloating to soothing a headache. Throughout the book there are recipes for all times of the day, including a simple yet detailed prep guide for your weekday lunches, and information on how to eat according to Ayurveda.

These rituals are also a way to keep you connected to your own self, to discover yourself, to reconnect with all the magic, fascination and energy you were born with. They are practices that help you live with the glow of wellbeing and health, but also with awareness and presence.

We all go through times of darkness and light of differing intensities, for life is an incredible balancing act. But how do we cope with and emerge from the darkness, how do we deal with the day-to-day angst of being in an unhappy state when we’re living it and how do we unravel ourselves from it and regain clarity and happiness?

Ayurveda acknowledges the mind-body-spirit connection; life wisdom and philosophy are fully entwined with our physical wellbeing. Living with stress and in a state of fear will have an impact on both our mental and physical health and affect our longevity, and so learning from the ancient wisdom found in Indian philosophy – whether it’s something as simple as mindfulness or the concept of the soul and the inner Self – grounds us with strength, roots us with an understanding of the meaning of life and gives us the capacity to deal with life situations.

You never really know how you’re going to deal with a tragedy – a death, a break up or any difficult circumstance – until it presents itself to you, sometimes very suddenly. This is where your daily practices, rituals of happiness, can become your toolbox of survival, enabling you to surf any giant wave and keep afloat, breathing through it, going with it and not against it, and arriving the other side hopefully with more grace, perhaps a little disheveled but certainly transformed. It can be hard to keep your head above water when you’re in the depths of a difficult time, but eventually your tragedy has the potential to become your ultimate remedy. Looking inside, searching within and just surviving can be enough sometimes. We need to give room for that strength to grow. It is often the most painful times of our life that allow the seed of our identity to blossom. Meditation, sitting still, listening to our own thoughts, observing emotions passing through us, dipping into memories but coming back to the present moment, all of these things reconnect us to our own identity, what we are beneath the layers of connections with others, the titles afforded by our careers and the definition of ourselves through the eyes of our communities.

Take those things that call to you and create a habit, let them become a part of your life. Whether on the happier days or the stressful days, this is your own set of keys to connect within, to heal yourself and to live with more zest.


MY JOURNEY

I grew up in a very traditional and large Indian family. Gujarati was my first language, we wore salwars and saris for festivals and family occasions, we took a day off school on our New Year’s Day, danced almost every night during the nine-day festival of Navratri and learned rangolis (a traditional art form that uses coloured rice, sand or petals to create patterns on the ground during festivals) from our grandfather on Diwali. Significant life occasions were and still are filled with beautiful ceremonies, from holding a chhathi on the sixth day after a baby is born, a welcoming, a writing of destiny, to balmuwara, the shaving of the hair at the age of one, and khoro which is rather like a baby shower. I also did a lot of travelling around India very early on, mostly to attend the spiritual recitals of Ram Katha in the villages and cities with my spiritual teacher Morari Bapu and to discover parts of this colourful country in between. My experiences were fascinating and varied, from learning yoga for the very first time from 85-year-old Daya Vyas, known as ‘yoga mother’, who lived in Jaipur, to working with a grassroots non-profit organisation called Manav Sadhna at Gandhi Ashram in Ahmedabad, which works with different slum communities and children, to staying in an Ayurvedic resort in South India where I spent my 18th birthday, alone! I cannot recall how this transpired exactly, but my father always found a new Ayurvedic resort for me to visit during my travels around India, everywhere from Kerala to Calcutta. At that time, I had put on weight and developed acne, so I was eager to immerse myself in Ayurvedic practices to cleanse and purify the body, even though I didn’t quite understand what the oils and massages were doing or why the food was so healing.

From around this time, my late teens, my life rolled into a sporadic series of study and work and travel, and the periods of travel extended as I grew older. Even when I was married, I lived between Dubai and Uganda, travelling incessantly as a travel journalist, a career that I thought worked well with my husband’s peripetatic life. This meant that everything about my life became as chaotic as it was once balanced. I loved those years, I wore the badge of being a free spirit with such pride and joy, but I also battled with my health, my emotions and later on my marriage.

I met an Ayurvedic practitioner, a vaidya, when I was married and living in Dubai. He told me everything about my physical issues, my life and history from feeling my pulse and he was correct about everything. At the end, he added with a smile and slight hesitation, ‘Mīra, there is no happiness pulse. I can’t feel any happiness.’ I didn’t think I was entirely unhappy, but I was simply living life and coping with feeling alone in my marriage with a sense of acceptance. I was doing but not feeling. Soon the numbness developed or rather collapsed into depression, anger and rage.

It’s only now, years later, that I understand that pulse, the meaning of inner happiness. It takes time to resuscitate the pulse of life, and in the process of reawakening there might unfold a transformation, an unfurling of true self. It is this pulse that gives life to our soul, provides a reason to live and is the essence of connection.

I never knew there was so much in my life to be undone: the way I was conditioned, the way I saw myself, the way I lived in my head. These issues were connected to how I perceived my body and my idea or ideal of beauty. Soul searching came hand in hand with regaining balance and healthfulness.

Transformation is rather like childbirth. The painful moments of labour are so hard to bear that all you want is to stop the agony, but you have to see it through, and at the end, you gaze upon this beautiful child. In the same way, at your absolute lowest point, you can feel as though you’re drowning, but there is wisdom in these deepest emotions, and if you let them complete their work, you might discover a miraculous transformation, a rebirth of your strength, an outburst of all that joy that was contained and suppressed deep within.

It is often emotional breakdown that leads to finding our purpose and making change. The rituals of practising yoga, looking inward, using our breath and being still help us not only gain clarity of thought, mind and heart, but also equip us with ready tools to use when we find ourselves in a state of crisis. In high-stress situations, we will be able to turn those tools into weapons to shield us, to help us accept the situation and understand that pain is a part of the journey, but also to battle through it so that we can emerge from it quicker and with a sense of growth.
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