
Healing the Heel 

 

Three years ago I suffered a terrible accident which totally shattered the bone, the 

joint and the cartilage of my left heel. Now, even though I am still not doing 100% of 

my old yoga practice, I can do most of it and can again enjoy dropping from sirsasana 

into viparita dandasana. 

 

My accident happened as I went up the stairs to my apartment in Amsterdam.  A 

typically Dutch staircase rises steeply straight from the street, through an arch, up the 

centre of the building.  I was holding my young dog, large and energetic, on a lead. 

Suddenly, another dog barked in the street below and mine bounded down towards it, 

pulling me violently with him. The force of his tug was so great that I too went 

through the air and first landed, several steps lower, on my left foot, breaking my 

heel. Because the stairs are so steep I carried on falling without any control. In 

desperation to avoid any more injuries, I threw myself down and managed to land 

safely on the pavement a further five metres below. During the fall I kept telling 

myself “Chaturanga hands, use the fingers! Chaturanga legs!” and succeeded in 

avoiding any more fractures.  But I could see immediately that my left foot was a 

disaster. 

 

I travelled to hospital in a taxi with my leg up and kept it up as I was wheeled into the 

emergency room. Five minutes later I had 15 doctors grouped around me, looking at 

this strange lady:  “Are you a dancer?”  From that day on, my left leg was always up. 

My favourite posture for several months was krounchasana. It was the only way to 

relieve the pain.  

 

When I was operated on, a few days later, the surgeons inserted into the calcaneus 

bone six screws, one plate, one pin and some extra bone from a jar they keep in case 

of need. Three days afterwards, when I was full of morphine and other medication, a 

group of doctors gathered round me again to analyse the situation and make their 

prognoses. “Madam, your foot will never be normal again. You will have pain for the 

rest of your life and need to start adjusting to this.”  After such a diagnosis, I was 

deeply depressed.  I had been a yoga teacher for more than 20 years. At that moment, 

my future was just as shattered as my foot.  

 

For the next few days, I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t sleep, and any thought about the 

future was the darkest of my nightmares. Finally, I called my healer and asked for 

help. “I’m so depressed!” To my surprise, her wise answer was “Listen, my friend, if 

you were not depressed in such a situation, you would need a pill, but you seem to be 

having the most natural and healthy reaction, so just stay there, live it deeply and, in a 

few weeks, call me if you still need me.” 

 

It took another few days before I snapped out of it and realised I did not have time to 

waste in being depressed.  I knew I had to take action, but it wasn’t clear to me what I 

needed to do. My foot had become a stranger to me, split from the rest of my body, 

with no energy and no reactions. Intuitively, I started making contact with it. As well 

as keeping my leg up almost 24 hours a day, I began massaging my foot and 

consciously breathing into it, trying to bring it to life. Eventually, the after-effects of 



the heavy medication wore off and I was more awake. I practised the vayus
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 often, 

since pranayama felt too strong at that time. I did leg stretches, meditation and 

sarvangasana against the wall. Every practice was very gentle, intended only to heal. I 

spent nearly the next six months in plaster, forbidden to put weight on my foot.  

 

In the meanwhile, as I divide my time between Amsterdam and Portugal, where I am 

lucky enough to have a house, I went home to Silves. The construction of a swimming 

pool in the garden had just been completed and that turned out to be a real gift from 

the goddesses. With a rubber boot on to protect the plaster, I went daily into the pool. 

Being weightless, I could walk and move the foot. I could swim, liberating my legs. 

What a relief, what a huge pleasure! The water felt like paradise. When a year later, I 

had an operation to remove the screws, I was reduced again to not being able to walk 

and immediately returned to the pool to move and strengthen the ankle joint.  

 

At the time of the accident, I had a fully booked yoga retreat in my schedule, a few 

weeks ahead. At first I planned to cancel it, but eventually I decided to go ahead and 

just do what I could. It turned out I could do a lot, much more than I had imagined 

possible. Creativity helped me and this turned out to be extremely encouraging for my 

daily yoga practice, giving me the confidence to believe in a full recovery. 

 

My favourite postures kept changing, according to the needs of my foot. I never 

forced. First came shoulder balance and leg stretches. When the plaster was finally 

removed, virabhadrasana, with the inner rotation of the back foot, moved into my 

favourite slot. With time, that changed again, first into virasana, with a gentle opening 

of the inner ankle joint, and then into vasistasana with the strong rooting of the lower 

foot. All along, adho mukha svanasana was a pose I couldn’t do without. 

 

This whole listening and learning process has been extremely interesting. I follow 

what my foot asks me to do or not do and include that in the way I do my whole daily 

yoga practice.  As a result, my awareness, the listening quality of mind and body have 

totally changed. There is more inner gentleness, a deeper softness of mind and body, 

and no imposing of methods. It has been proved to me that knowledge is inside us. 

 

My feeling and capacity for rooting have also changed. Previously, I had believed that 

“I” had to root. Now I know that I need only relax and be present with body, mind and 

heart, allowing gravity to go through my body. The generosity, the power and the 

embracing capacity of the earth under my body will do the rest. Suddenly I became 

very light, very rooted and at the same time very connected to the inner and outer 

world. What an injury can teach! In consequence, my teaching has also changed. In 

my lessons, more than ever, I ask the students to feel and listen from inside, instead of 

assuming that they know. This has great results. 

 

Gradually, as my foot healed, becoming stronger and more mobile, I came to feel that 

the metal inside it, essential initially to hold the shattered heel together, was beginning 

to hold me back.  It restricted my foot’s range of movement. I decided to undergo 

another operation, this time to remove the metal. It was hard to go back again to not 

walking easily and having only a limited yoga practice, but now I have no regrets. To 

be able to drop from headstand to viparita dandasana, landing evenly on both feet, to 
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me is a vindication of my decision.  My only regret is that I have not been able to 

convince my doctors that it is possible to rehabilitate a foot from such a serious 

fracture. They told me three times that no recovery was possible: the cartilage had 

gone, arthritis would soon come, the pain would be unbearable and I would be 

begging them to fix my ankle joint to be able to live with less pain. So far, this dire 

prognosis has not been born out and while my foot can never be as it once was, I am 

pain free and able to continue my yoga practice and teaching. 
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