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The HKBCF introduced Kwan to 
yoga in 2016 and she has been 
attending weekly classes for the 
past five years.

“Practising with fellow cancer
survivors and teachers who 
understand me gives me a sense 
of community. It helps to talk to 
people going through similar 
struggles and to be able to ask 
questions in a safe environment,” 
Kwan, 38, a clinical psychologist, 
says.

Kwan says yogic breathing
(pranayama) has helped her to 
slow down, and reduces her anxi-
ety levels. “My breath is the one 
thing I always come back to that 
helps me face the fear and panic,” 
Kwan says. 

AYC also offers free classes to
those in drug rehab. “Many peo-
ple who develop substance use 
disorders are afflicted with mental
disorders. Yoga helps prevent 
anxiety, mood swings and depres-
sion. Studies have shown that 
yoga results in increased levels of 
Gaba (gamma-aminobutyric 
acid, a neurotransmitter) in the 
brain. Low levels of Gaba are asso-
ciated with anxiety and depres-
sion, conditions considered to 
underlie addiction,” yoga teacher 
Ching Yee Mak says.

Wai (not her real name), a
Hong Kong resident, was 16 when
she became addicted to heroin, 
cannabis and midazolam. After 20
years of substance abuse, she 
underwent detoxification and re-
habilitation. Wai started taking 
AYC’s classes last year through a 
charity that supports former drug 
abusers.

“Yoga was challenging. It
opened my mind and my body. It 
enlivened places that had been 
dead for so long and through the 
practice I found a refuge from feel-
ing like a prisoner of my own 
thoughts. Practising yoga makes 
me feel good about myself, and 
since so much of my addiction 
had to do with feelings of ‘being 
less than’, it gives me strength and
courage,” the 40-year-old says.

My breath is the 
thing I always 
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was unable to lift my right arm and
touch my back. Now I am able to 
lift both of my arms and comfort-
ably place them on my lower 
back. I never thought I would be 
able to do this,” she says. 

She credits regular home yoga
practice for her recovery and has 
not missed her weekly class for the
past three years.

“My yoga practice allowed me
to prove to myself that I could go 
back to feeling strong, which was 
so empowering,” Cheng says.

The Andiappan Yoga Com-
munity (AYC), a non-profit, vol-
unteer organisation in Hong 
Kong, conducts the classes that 
Lan and many other cancer pa-
tients attend. Yoga teacher Yoga-
nath Andiappan started AYC in 
2010. He is also the founder of 
Anahata Yoga, which offers yoga 
classes in the city.

“I came to Hong Kong in 2003,
during the peak of the Sars epi-
demic, when yoga therapy was 
not as well known as it is today. 
The mission of AYC is to share 
yoga with those who have special 
needs or who may not be able to 

afford yoga classes,” Andiappan, 
39, says.

A second-generation yogi, he
started learning yoga when he was 
two years old from his father, the 
late Asana Andiappan, a re-
nowned yoga master from Chen-
nai, southern India, and the author
of more than 25 books on yoga.

 Andiappan also started the
International Yoga Academy to 
run yoga therapy training pro-
grammes. It has trained and certi-
fied AYC’s 631 volunteer teachers. 
Since its inception, the NGO has 
taught 25,000 hours of yoga to 
2,300 participants, through more 
than 70 community projects. 

AYC conducts a dozen yoga
community classes per week, of-
fering free yoga therapy classes to 
cancer patients, people suffering 
from other serious ailments, the 
elderly, and people in drug rehab.

“I was motivated to start AYC
to propagate the knowledge and 
teachings of my father who dedi-
cated his life to studying and 
teaching the therapeutic benefits 
of yoga,” says Andiappan, whose 
father established the Asana An-

diappan Sundara Yoga and Natu-
ral Living Development Trust in 
1950 in Madras, as Chennai was 
then called; it provides yoga thera-
py to those with various ailments.

“Breast cancer patients suffer
from fatigue, pain and numbness,
and loss in bone density. Yoga is a 
gentle and effective way to help 
address the physical symptoms, 
reduce stress and build self-confi-
dence,” says Andiappan, who 
holds a PhD in yoga therapy (spe-
cialising in the effect of yoga on 
breast cancer patients) from the 
Tamil Nadu Physical Education 
and Sports University, a state-run 
university in Chennai.

Hazel Chan, a yoga teacher
with AYC since 2015, conducts 
classes for breast cancer patients. 
“Yoga looks at both the physical 
and mental aspects of the pa-
tients. Our classes combine gentle
yoga poses and breathing exer-
cises, and we tailor the sequence 
with a focus on improving mobil-
ity, strength and energy levels,” 
Chan, 40, says.

“After a mastectomy, patients
experience pain in the upper 
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chest and upper arms and have 
limited movement in the joints. 
The cat pose (marjaryasana) im-
proves the mobility of the spine. 
The fish pose (matsyasana) helps 
to release the stiffness in the 
shoulders, chest and upper back,”
says Michelle Toh, another AYC 
volunteer who teaches yoga to 
cancer patients.

Long-term Hong Kong resi-
dent Jaymee Kwan was diagnosed
with breast cancer in 2016. Sur-
gery, chemotherapy and radio-
therapy followed. Kwan had a 
relapse in 2018 and has been on 
oral chemotherapy since then. 
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Anyone who has been given a 
cancer diagnosis will probably 
experience extreme anxiety. 
Heightened stress levels weaken 
the body’s immune response and 
lower the pain threshold, 
impeding its response to 
treatment and recovery. The 
physical and mental side effects of
radiation, chemotherapy and 
surgery used to treat cancer can 
also be debilitating. 

A potential way to counter this
is through practising yoga.

Cheng Ying-Lan was diag-
nosed with stage 4 breast cancer 
in 2017. Cheng underwent che-
motherapy for 18 weeks, and had 
a mastectomy, followed by radio-
therapy. 

“The first thing that I felt when
I heard the words ‘breast cancer’ 
was fear. Fear that I would not sur-
vive, fear of the debilitating treat-
ments I would have to endure, 
fear of the ensuing side effects and
the impact on my mental health,” 
the 75-year-old Cheng recalls.

In 2018, the Hong Kong Breast
Cancer Foundation (HKBCF) 
introduced Cheng to yoga. “I had 
no idea about the impact yoga 
could have for a cancer patient 
until I went through it,” she says.

 Cheng’s chest and shoulders
were extremely stiff and sore after 
surgery and radiation therapy. “I 
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Weight training can help you
stay trim by shrinking fat cells. A 
study, published in May in The 
FASEB Journal of the Federation 
of American Societies for Experi-
mental Biology, found that after 
weight training, muscle cells re-
lease particles called extracellular 
vesicles that instruct fat cells to 
start metabolising. This is encour-

aging news for people who find it 
hard to lose fat or maintain a lean 
physique when they get older.

Amy Chan Wing-yee, a physio-
therapist at Matilda International 
Hospital, says muscle strength 
starts to decline after we turn 50. 
This may progress into sarcope-
nia, a condition characterised by 
the degenerative loss of skeletal 
muscle mass and function.

“As we age, we may also expe-
rience physiological and func-
tional decline, which increases 
our risk of disability and frailty,” 
she says. “Research has found that
working out with weights regu-
larly can help elderly people build 
their strength, allowing them to 
maintain their independence and
feel more vital. 

“It can also improve bone
mass, preventing osteoporosis, 
and enhance resting metabolic 
rate, helping us with weight 
management.” 

If you have never lifted
weights, it is not too late to start. 
Chan recommends going with an 
intensity of 60 to 70 per cent of one
repetition maximum, or RM. RM 
refers to the heaviest weight you 
can lift with maximum effort in a 
single repetition. A single set of 10 
to 15 reps is effective in improving 
strength in middle-aged individ-
uals and novice exercisers, ac-
cording to the American College 
of Sports Medicine.

Chan suggests working each
major muscle group two or three 
days a week and to vary the types 
of resistance exercise by switching
between equipment, such as 
dumbbells and resistance bands, 
and your body weight. Don’t train 
the same muscle group two days 
in a row – give yourself a break of at
least 48 hours to avoid putting too 
much strain in one area.

She advises against overtrain-
ing, as it may increase the likeli-
hood of muscle injury, something 
that’s common among people 
who are new to weight training. 
Another serious complication of 
high-intensity training is rhabdo-
myolysis, when the muscles be-
come damaged owing to 
overexertion. 

“People with uncontrolled
high blood pressure or heart dis-
ease should avoid weight train-
ing,” Chan adds. 

“If you have cardiovascular
problems, diabetes or current 
musculoskeletal problems but 
they are under control, you 
should still consult your doctor or 
physiotherapist before starting 
training.”

For variety, Singh also jogs and
does high-intensity interval 
training whenever he can. He says
he cannot see himself stopping 
weight training, especially after 
reaping its physical, mental and 
emotional benefits for so long.

higher levels of physical activity, 
which helps to protect the heart. 
Increased muscle mass also has 
positive metabolic effects, such as 
improved blood sugar control 
and less bodily inflammation – 
factors that the researchers sus-
pected helped the well-muscled 
subjects keep heart disease at bay.
The findings from this observa-
tional study were published in 
January 2020 in the Journal of 

lean muscle as they approached 
middle age had an 81 per cent 
lower risk of developing heart dis-
ease 10 years later, compared to 
men who had less muscle mass. 
(Very few women in the study de-
veloped heart disease, possibly 
because women generally tend to 
get heart disease about a decade 
later than men).

This might be because muscle
mass volume is associated with 

Friends say he looks stronger and 
more “ripped”. Also, he says lifting
weights has given him more con-
fidence and improved his mood, 
concentration and sleep.

By incorporating weight train-
ing into his workout routine now, 
Singh is protecting himself 
against developing serious health 
conditions when he is older. For 
example, a recent study found 
that lifting weights might improve
cognitive function and reduce the 
risk of Alzheimer’s disease, which 
is commonly known to affect peo-
ple who are 65 and older.

According to researchers at the
University of Sydney in Australia, 
just six months of regular, high-in-
tensity weightlifting may signifi-
cantly increase activity in some 
parts of the brain and protect cer-
tain subregions of the hippocam-
pus against shrinkage and 
degeneration. The hippocampus 
is a complex structure in the brain 
that plays a major role in learning 
and memory. 

The researchers noted this
protection lasted up to 12 months 
after weight training had stopped. 
The results of their study were 
published in February 2020 in the 
journal Neuroimage: Clinical.

Weight training may also help
protect your heart as you age. A 
large-scale study of adults in 
Greece revealed that men who 
had relatively large amounts of 

Anand Singh began lifting weights
seven years ago, when he was 25. 
His new job in the banking and 
financial services industry had left
him with little time to play sports –
his usual way of staying active – so 
he felt weight training would
give him more fitness and
stress-busting benefits than
cardiovascular exercise without 
having to give up as much time.

Now he weight trains about
five times a week, for 60 to 90 min-
utes each session, at House of Fit-
ness in Sheung Wan. He works 
with a trainer who helps him get 
his posture and techniques right.

“I focus on my back, chest and
abdominals the first two days, 
take a one-day break, work my 
chest, arms and legs on the next 
three days, and then take a break 
on the seventh day,” says Singh, 
who was born in India and moved
to Hong Kong in 2014.

“My muscle strength has defi-
nitely increased over the years 
and I can lift heavier weights now. 
I went from lifting 37.5kg to 105kg 
doing barbell squats, 65kg to 
117kg doing dead lifts, and 45kg to
70kg with the bench press 
weights.”

Not surprisingly, Singh’s phy-
sique has changed dramatically. 
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How a banker raised the bar on his physical and mental well-being

Anand Singh training with personal trainer Karan Singh (left) at House of Fitness. Photo: Jonathan Wong


