the upside of down

Depression always stepped around Tamra Mercieca, but it wasn’t until her dark moods plunged her so deep into that pit of negativity and she became a risk to herself, that she realised she needed help. Not wanting to return to the safe-haven of antidepressants, this young woman set out on a journey of finding what natural alternatives were available to lift the cloud of despair once and for all. 

    What she discovered was that there is hope, and you don’t have to travel alongside depression. She went on to document her experience and the remedies and therapies that worked, publishing a toolkit for overcoming depression the natural way, titled The Upside of Down. Here are some of the things Tamra used to create her new happy life.

losing the label

The big turning point in my recovery was being introduced to the concept of ‘losing the label’. I learnt that depression is a mindset, and just like a jeans label, we can chose whether or not we want to wear it. 

   Buying into the doctor’s diagnosis can strip you of the ability to get well. When you allow your identity to crystalise around the label, you accept the role of the mentally ill, allowing the depression to steep into your life, they way a teabag steeps into water.

    Having a positive outlook is one of the keys to overcoming depression, and making the choice to overcome the illness no matter what, is what will get you over the line. Disregard any negative thoughts, emotions and feelings and commit to the process of losing the label.

talking it out

Allowing emotions to bottle up inside only suppresses depression. Chatting to a friend or therapist is the quickest way to unload your day’s rubbish so it doesn’t have a chance to wreak havoc on the body. Talking with someone who cares stimulates the production of happy chemicals in the brain, such as serotonin.

    Confiding in friends is definitely helpful, but often the solution is outside the problem. Professionals, because they have no emotional connection to you, have the ability to penetrate directly into the recesses of your mind and weed out the hidden nasties.

acupuncture

You need to tackle depression as much from the physical perspective as the emotional - that’s where acupuncture comes in. Sticking fine needles into the body helps restore the flow of energy, so the body can function properly. The big benefit with acupuncture is that it provides instant relief, unlike antidepressants, which can take up to six weeks before the benefits kick in.

    In a study conducted by University of Arizona researchers, 34 women suffering from major depression who underwent eight weeks of acupuncture treatment reported an elevation in mood similar to that provided by antidepressants.

mood food

Food does affect our mood, and what and when we eat can have an impact on our emotions. Steer clear of caffeine, sugar and alcohol. Too much alcohol can cause deficiencies in the vitamins needed for good mental health, and while sugar and caffeine give you a quick lift, they can leave you feeling down when their effects wear off.

    Leafy greens on the other hand, are nature’s antidepressants due to their high source of folic acid. Bananas contain tryptophan, which the body uses to make serotonin. Cashews and walnuts are great depression-busting snacks, while oily fish and rice will also boost your mood.

bring on the zeds

Just as we need a good diet of food, we also need a good diet of rest. In our fast paced stress-filled lives, sleep can often become a last priority. That needs to change. Without proper rest the body’s ability to function properly becomes impaired, which can lead to much more than a low mood.

    Sleeping allows the brain to slow down and the muscles to relax. Dreaming sets your mind free to work on unresolved anxieties and fears. When we doze off our bodies produce melatonin, a deficiency of which has been directly linked to depression. Just like putting the mobile phone on the charger, when you are sleeping, you are renewing the body’s energy stores.

exercise therapy

Many of us forget that exercise can be used as a drug. It is one of the best treatments for insomnia, weight control, and reducing insulin resistance. But it is also a wonderful aid in the treatment of depression. Researchers have found that walking for just 30 minutes each day quickly improves a patient’s symptoms and may do so faster than medication.
    Exercise works by releasing feel-good endorphins into the body. When this happens our mood lifts and we are able to think more clearly. Getting active and playing sports also works by distracting us from focusing on negative thoughts.
helpful vitamins

Vitamins are essential to almost every bodily process, and can have a significant impact on keeping our emotions in check. The B-complex vitamins play a key role in breaking down the production of Neuro chemicals, which helps create serotonin. Folic acid and vitamin B6 in particular, help support the clearing of the stress hormones by the liver. 

laugh out loud

Laughter is a powerful antidote for depression. When we laugh, especially when we really let ourselves go, our endocrine system releases endorphins and encephalins in the brain. These substances reduce feelings of stress, relax the body and leave behind a sense of euphoria. 

    Laughter is portable immediate therapy, and interestingly, medical research has found that even if you pretend to laugh, your body produces happy chemicals. Create your own gigglebath by watching a comedy, telling a joke or simply laughing for no reason at all.
pursue your passion

Finding your passion can be your saviour on a dreary day. Pinpoint exactly what it is that you love doing – something that excites you and gives you enjoyment. People often take up hobbies such as painting to actually treat depression. Hobbies give you a passion and a purpose, with the act of creation boosting self-esteem and connecting you with your higher self.

    Creative therapies for the treatment of depression are thought to reactivate the non-dominant sphere of the brain, opening up the sufferer to new ways of finding a solution to the problems that drive them into depression. The brain can’t help but be happy when you are focused on what you love.

Tamra’s ride alongside depression

For me, depression could be likened to a roller coaster ride. I experienced intense highs followed by gut-wrenching lows. During the worst of the illness my emotions were so unstable I had become a risk to myself. I resembled a puppet, being controlled by some vicious monster.

    The illness stripped me of the ability to think or act rationally. I no longer owned my identity. What was left, was the shell of someone so damaged she could no longer function in any human capacity. I would self-sabotage at every possible opportunity, leading to guilt and denial and the constant internal beat-up.

    Digging my way out of such a deep hole was no easy task. It took a few years of using myself as a guinea pig, experimenting with different remedies and therapies, before I could finally say with confidence, that I was depression free.

    The acupuncture is what kept me stable enough to work with my life coach on changing my negative thinking patterns, and reprogramming the way I viewed life. Regular exercise became a lifestyle change, as did a healthy diet of food and rest. I spent time exploring the passions I had put on the back-burner, while attending weekly laughter yoga classes also helped with producing enough serotonin so I could continue my recovery without the need of conventional medication.

    Three years on I have not suffered a single relapse and live a happy and fulfilling life, constantly achieving new goals, while having fun along the way. I realise now that depression is not a random chemical event, but an emotional logic. It shows up when one is being harmful to themselves and not listening to their heart and soul.

The Upside of Down by Tamra Mercieca is available in VitaminMe stores and online at: www.theupsideofdown.com.au It will be for sale in all major bookstores from February.
