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After a body massage, my eyes
were covered and a large, broad 
container with a small opening in 
the bottom called a dhara chatti 
was hung above my head. Some 
1.5 litres of medicated oil was 
poured into the chatti and it be-
gan to drip slowly onto the centre 
of my forehead. It was a calm and 
blissful experience. 

By the end of my stay in Kairali,
I noticed some visible changes. I 
had enjoyed undisturbed sleep, 
my dull and dry skin had become 
soft and smooth, and I had devel-
oped a good appetite. 

Kairali’s preventive and regen-
erative package for three nights/
four days costs 30,480 rupees 
(HK$3,360) for single occupancy, 
46,800 rupees for double, includ-
ing three vegetarian meals a day, 
one abhyangam massage per per-
son per day with steam bath, yoga 
and meditation sessions, lectures 
on Ayurveda and yoga (once a 
week) and an Ayurveda cooking 
demonstration (once a week). 

Kairali – The Ayurvedic Healing 
Village, Palakkad, Kerala, India 
info@kairali.com; 
ayurvedichealingvillage.com

pumped into the chamber and I 
soon started to sweat. That night, I
slept like a baby.

The ancient Ayurvedic texts
are still revered today. They des-
cribe treatments to be adminis-
tered to individuals under 
different conditions, the balance 
of the three doshas, diet, and daily
and seasonal regimens.

One such treatment is the
kadikizhi, a massage with herbs 
used to alleviate joint and muscle 
pain. Therapists Devyani and 
Aarti worked on my entire body. 

 The pair worked in perfect
synchronisation, using kizhi, or 
hot linen bags filled with medi-
cated herbs, on my body starting 
with my hands, and moving to my
torso, belly, legs and back. Soon I 
started to sweat – a process that 
aids weight loss and relieves skin 
and neurological ailments.

My days in Kairali were inter-
spersed with yoga, meditation, 
healthy meals and treatments I 
had never experienced before – 
including the shirodhara, in 
which oil is dripped onto the fore-
head. This is meant to bring the 
three doshas into balance and 
sharpen the mind. 

cal and mental constitution that 
comes into existence when the 
egg is fertilised in the womb. 

Since I had complained about
losing my hair, they used 
sudhabala oil to massage my 
head. To relieve my chronic knee 
pain, a piece of cloth folded and 
dipped in a mixture of warm 
medicated oils – murivenna and 
karpooradi, known for their anti-
inflammatory properties – were 
placed on my knees and refreshed
every 15 minutes. 

Covered in oil from head to
toe, I felt very relaxed during the 
abhyangam, or massage. Abhy-
angam is practised in every Hindu
household on the festive day of 
Diwali. Elders in my family would 
anoint one’s entire body with oil, 
and follow this with a warm bath 
at dawn. Menon tells me we 
should do this every day. It stimu-
lates circulation, relieves aching 
joints, balances the doshas and 
improves general well-being. 

After the massage, Satya-
bhama led me to a room housing a
few wooden boxes that looked like
a guillotine. I was made to sit on a 
stool inside one with only my 
head protruding. Steam was 

with Dr Chitra Menon, the in-
house Ayurvedic doctor, I had a 
chart in hand, listing the therapies
I would undergo. The initial diag-
nosis found kapha was the pre-
dominant dosha in my system.

That afternoon, Satyabhama,
clad in the traditional Kerala garb, 
a white settu-mundu sari, started 
with a gentle head massage that 
made me drowsy. Then I lay on a 
table while she and Sarita worked 
in unison on my front and back 
with firm strokes, using warm 
herbal oils, for 30 minutes. 

Menon later tells me they
choose the oils based on an indi-
vidual’s nature or prakruti. In 
Ayurveda, this is a person’s physi-

I felt like a child playing in a 
puddle, just that it was not a 
puddle of water, but oil. I tried to 
get up but skidded and slid on the 
wooden table on which I was 
lying. 

My therapist, 47-year-old
Satyabhama, extended her arms 
to steady me. I was in Kairali The 
Ayurvedic Healing Village in 
Palakkad, a town in the verdant, 
southern Indian state of Kerala. 

Ayurveda translates as “the
science of life” and its therapies 
are based on natural principles. 
Maintaining a balance of the three
doshas, or vital forces of life – vata 
(space and air), pitta (fire and 
water) and kapha (earth and 
water) – is the crux of Ayurveda, 
which is said to be about 5,000 
years old and has its roots in India.

I had long been contemplating
a visit to Kerala to relax and rejuve-
nate through Ayurveda. I found 
the need to recuperate from 
stress, age and lifestyle-related 
issues. 

After a 30-minute consultation
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Ayurvedic spa refreshes your life forces with oil and herb massages

My days were 
interspersed 
with yoga, 
meditation, 
healthy meals 
and treatments 

A herbal bag, or kizhi, 
used for massage.
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FITNESS & WELL-BEING

Weeks ago, Samantha Burns saw 
an ad for a job. The position 
seemed exciting so she decided to 
apply. 

In the middle of writing her
cover letter she began to panic, 
however, and wondered whether 
her writing style was correct, if she
was good enough for the job, or if 
she should even apply for the 
position at all.

Instead of abandoning the
task, though, Burns sat with the 
discomfort for a while and in the 
end followed her gut. 

“I almost called a friend for
advice but something stopped 
me,” says Burns, who is from 
Britain and has been living in 
Hong Kong for two years, where 

she is a full-time research PhD 
student. “I just got this feeling that
everything would be OK and that I
ought to trust in myself. I con-
tinued writing the way I wanted to
and felt confident that I was right 
for the job. I sent off my applica-
tion and the next day I was invited 
to an interview. 

“Looking back, I believe it was
my intuition that guided me to 
trust in my abilities, to be authen-
tic and to apply for the role, 
although my mind was telling me 
a different story.”

Another time, several years
ago, Burns lost her job just as she 
was coming out of a toxic relation-
ship. She got the feeling that she 
should relocate to another town 
where a close friend was staying, 
to start afresh. The instinct to 
move was so strong that she could
not ignore it. It turned out to be 

one of the best decisions of her life
– the move opened many doors 
and changed her for the better.

Burns calls her intuition her
“authenticity radar”. “It’s a 
heightened sense of awareness, 
with my inner being sending me a 
message,” she says. “It’s always 
watching out for me, so when I get
that feeling in my gut I know what 
to do without having to think so 
much. Rationality is not present 
but it doesn’t need to be, because I
already ‘know’.”

Intuition is difficult to describe
or define. Not everyone believes 
in it, but it’s safe to say that most of
us have a sense when something 
is right or not. This sense is not 
defined by logic but by a feeling 
that arises from somewhere deep 
in the pit of your stomach, hence 
the term “gut feeling”.

According to Sebastian

Droesler, a Hong Kong-based 
counselling psychologist, mind-
fulness teacher and coach, intu-
ition is an “open” awareness, not a
focused one, or “knowing without
thinking”. 

“It’s as if your body becomes
an antenna that picks up signals 
from within you and your envi-
ronment. Intuition is often useful 
when making decisions or in im-
portant circumstances,” he says. 

For example, Droesler says to
imagine coming home after being
out for the day, only to sense that 
someone was in your home. 
There’s just something different, 
or “off”, about the space. He says 
that this is intuition – the feeling 
that the house is not the same as 
when you left it.

“But then,” he continues, “you
direct your attention consciously 
to find evidence – furniture shifted
and items moved – until you re-
member that it was cleaning day 
and the cleaner was there. That, 
on the other hand, is logic.”

There is evidence that follow-
ing your gut instinct can help you 
make better decisions. A report in 
2012 in the Journal of Organisa-
tional Behaviour and Human 
Decision Processes, by researchers 
at various universities in the 
United States, found that intu-
ition might be just as effective in 
decision-making as an analytical 
approach. It sometimes can be 
more efficient and effective, de-
pending on the decision-maker’s 
level of expertise on the subject. 

According to the researchers, if

you’re working in an industry 
where you have risen through the 
ranks, then your in-depth knowl-
edge of the subject – also known 
as domain expertise – is likely to 
serve an intuitive approach. But if 
your experience is in a different 
field, then you may not have the 
background to rely as strongly on 
your intuition. 

The findings come in handy
when applied to organisations, 
because as people move up the 

ranks, they are often required to 
make judgments that may not be 
readily solved by rational think-
ing. Furthermore, as society and 
businesses place more emphasis 
on the speed and effectiveness of 
decision-making, the intuitive 
approach has been identified as 
an increasingly important tool.

How do we know whether we
can trust our gut? Droesler says 
it’s about being courageous 
enough to follow what you are 
feeling despite what your brain is 
saying.

 Droesler believes we should
not believe everything we think. 
“The brain, in particular the fron-

tal cortex where most rational 
thinking occurs, is the furthest 
away from our gut. If you want to 
tap into your intuition, you must 
learn to bring awareness to the 
sensations you are experiencing 
in the rest of your body.” 

He believes awareness is what
sets intuitive people apart from 
those who are not. “It’s the state 
that intuitive people are in,” he 
says. “Some people are more 
patient. They also respond, rather 
than react, to their environment. 
They check in with themselves 
and with others more frequently, 
and are able to connect with their 
experience in that moment.” 

Burns has always been a
worrier and an overthinker. With 
so many thoughts going through 
her head at any one time, she says 
that it’s sometimes hard to tell 
whether what she is feeling is 
anxiety or an intuitive message. 

This is why she takes the time
to connect with herself, by prac-
tising yoga, keeping a diary, medi-
tating, and doing reiki (an ancient 
healing therapy). These make her 
more sensitive to the messages 
she receives from her body and 
teach her how to “listen” to what 
her gut is telling her.

Despite the fact that Burns is a
qualitative researcher who deals 
with data, she says that she relies 
on her intuition daily. 

In the end logical or rational
ways of doing things may not be 
helpful or meaningful. 

“I’m not saying it’s bad, but it’s
not always the best possible solu-
tion or the only answer. How we 
acquire knowledge is not always 
black and white,” she says. 

Going with the gut
Sasha Gonzales
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It’s as if your body 
becomes an antenna that 
picks up signals from 
within you and your 
environment
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Intuition can be an effective tool in decision-making, studies show, and one Hong Kong student swears by it

Samantha Burns relaxes in Stanley. 
She has found that some of her best 
decisions have been made by 
following her gut instincts. Photos: 
Jonathan Wong, Alamy, Handout

Samantha 
Burns takes 
the time to 
connect with 
herself by 
practising 
yoga, keeping 
a diary and 
meditating.


