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LIFE

COPING WITH A
NUMBNESS THAT
HAS NO CURE

Diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in his mid-30s,
Garth McLean took up Iyengar yoga. Now 61, he
is a teacher who helps others with the condition

Bhakti Mathur
life@scmp.com

Asan aspiring actor in his mid-30s
auditioning for roles in
Hollywood, Garth McLean wasno
stranger to adversity. But he could
notimagine the challenge thatlay
ahead. Inthe midst of producinga
play, he felt a tingling numbness
inhis right arm, but put it down to
a pinched nerve from an earlier
gym session. It soon travelled to
his left arm, and within a month,
his entire body felt numb.

“I'was numb from head to toe
and wasunable to evenbuttonmy
jeans or hold a pen,” McLean
recalls. After a battery of testsin a
hospital, while he was lyingin bed
awaiting the results, he thought,
‘WhatifI can’tfeel mybodyfor the
rest of mylife’?”

He was diagnosed with
multiple sclerosis, an auto-
immune disorder in which the
immune system attacks the cen-
tral nervous system, leaving scar-
ring on the myelin sheath - the
nerves’ protective coating. Mes-
sages from the brain are unable to
effectively reach the rest of the
body, resulting in loss of balance
and coordination, limb numb-
ness, chronic leg pain, problems
with speech, vision and bladder
control, fatigue and depression.

“I freaked out,” he says. “My
doctor explained that multiple
sclerosishad no effective cure and
had to be managed with medica-
tion. He suggested swimming to
keep the body cool and yoga to
manage the stress.”

Friends recommended he try
Iyengar yoga, named after the late
Indian yoga master BKS Iyengar.
“Idid not want to become depen-
dent on medication and wanted
to get to a place of health where I
could function relatively well,”
McLean says. He registered at the
Iyengar Yoga Institute of Los
Angeles within 48 hours of being
discharged from hospital.

It was a decision that would
define the rest of his life, first as a
yoga student and later as a
teacher. Today, 61-year-old
McLean is arenowned yoga prac-
titioner, inspiring people afflicted
with multiple sclerosis across the
world for the past two decades.

“Myfirst teacher, thelate Karin
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BKS lyengar at his 94th birthday
celebration in 2012 in Belur, India.

Iyengar yoga is
not a cure for
multiple sclerosis.
Rather, itisa
wellness strategy
that may help
relieve symptoms

GARTH MCLEAN

O’Bannon, was encouraging, but
also strict in a compassionate
way. I was having difficulty lifting
my legs, controlling my fingers,
bladder and bowels, and could

notwalk properly. With the use of .

props such as the trestle (a hori-
zontal cross beam supported by
two pairs of sloping legs), bricks
and theropes, Iwas able todo sev-
eral of the poses. I did sirsasana
(headstand) hanging in the ropes
on the first day and felt great.
Karin opened the door of possibil-
ities for me,” McLean says.

Within two weeks of dedicated
practice, the numbness in
McLean’s body gave way to
sensations. “I was able to walk
again,” he says —and he made a
commitment to practise yoga
everyday.

McLean has remitting relaps-
ing multiple sclerosis, character-
ised by periods of remission,
followed by relapses. In 2001, he
losthis eyesight for 11 weeks. Two
months later, he lost the feeling
from his navel down.

Fearing the condition was pro-
gressing, he managed therelapses
with temporary medication and

Garth McLean does a yoga pose at the Namastday Yoga Centre in Beverly Hills, California. Photo: Amy Graves

through yoga. Once he recovered,
he committed to a yoga practice
instead of taking immunosup-
pressant medications. He has
been in remission since 2001 and
medication-free for 17 years.

The profound impact of
Iyengar yoga on McLean’s life
inspired him to help others. “I
wanted to help people fight the
sense of despondency that I had
felt. I felt it was my dharma, my
duty,” says McLean, who trained
forthree yearsand becamea certi-
fied Iyengar yoga teacher in 2001.

He travelled to Pune, India, to
meet Iyengar in 2000, and has
been returning every year since to
study and practise yoga.

“I'was excited and apprehen-
sive to meet the great yoga mas-
ter,” he says. “When I told Mr
Iyengar about my journey, he re-
plied, ‘Every day you must walk
that fine line between courage
and caution.’ His words continue
to guide me in my daily practice.”

He finds inversions - the up-
side-down poses — helpful, and
practises them for atleast 30 min-
utes daily. He also includes stand-
ing poses, forward bends and arm
balances.

“Iyengar yoga is nota cure for
multiple sclerosis. Rather, it is a
wellness strategy that may help
relieve symptoms, enhance func-
tionality and prevent or delay dis-
ease progression,” says McLean,
who stresses that he still follows
his doctors’ advice. That includes
having an annual MRI scan to
monitor the lesions on his brain
and spine.

“When we compared the MRI
scans of 2005 with 2001, and 2012
with 2011, thelesions on mybrain
had reduced in number and size
and there was no abnormal activ-
ity, which my doctors say is
remarkable for someone on no
medication,” he says.

In 2011, McLean co-founded
Iyengar Yoga Therapeutics, a
non-profitbased in Los Angeles to
help people maintain their health
through yoga. In 2016 he wrote,
produced and acted in his one-
man play titled Looking for Light-
ning about his journey with yoga
and multiple sclerosis which
premiered in Los Angeles and he
performed at the 2018 Edinburgh
Fringe Festival.

McLean has just published his
firstbook, Yoga and Multiple Scle-
rosis—A Practical Guide for People
with MS and Yoga Teachers, to
help others with MS, and as a trib-
ute to his guru. It is due out this
month.




