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Introduction
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‘There is pleasure in the pathless woods, there is rapture in the lonely shore, there is society where none intrudes, by the deep sea, and music in its roar; I love not Man the less, but Nature more.’

Lord Byron

Who hasn’t felt happier after a walk in the woods, a picnic in a park, or a swim in the sea? No one. There is something soul-soothingly simple and refreshing about being in nature, about making good use of the great outdoors, in being mindful of Mother Nature’s gifts and grabbing the spring and summer – and those blue-sky, brisk days of autumn and winter – with both hands. But, sadly, these are skills we are losing. We are becoming creatures wrapped in walls and trapped by to-do lists, hibernating while the world sprouts, grows and changes. Oh, just think about what we are missing! We are missing out on the refreshing scent of pine and freshly mown grass. We are missing getting caught in a shower of pink blossom in spring and being dazzled by the dusky beauty of roses in late summer. Being in nature allows us the childlike fun you feel marching through squelchy mud in autumn or sliding over a glittering world on a frosty winter’s morning. Being in nature is about being attuned to changing seasons and benefitting from the natural world around you. It’s the feel of a velvety petal, the sound of a squeaky-smooth grass blade, the sight of dancing dandelion seeds. It’s about being present and alive, and never missing out.

But at the moment, we are missing out. We’re staying in and losing out, and that is making us sad, anxious – and worse. I know, because it happened to me.

As a child, being outdoors was second nature. I was born in Waltham Forest, the London Borough famous, and protected, for the woodlands in which Henry VIII and Elizabeth I used to escape the trials and tantrums of the royal court. I spent most of my time stuck in mud and mushing fallen petals into perfume, or pretending to get married to the neighbour’s son under the cherry blossom tree in our back garden. Children are natural, instinctively mindful of their world, and as I went through the turbulence of my parents’ divorce, I remember finding solace in the world I had created in the ponds and thickets surrounding my home. I watched tadpoles sprout legs and baby birds gratefully receive their lunch from their busy mothers’ beaks, and – despite the adult noise – I was happy.

At 11, my mum and her new husband moved my baby brother and me out to Essex, to a house that backed on to Epping Forest, and a road – quite magically and prophetically – called Sylvan Way. The beauty of trees took on a different importance then. I spent many of my teenage hours among them, but back then the forest was a place to challenge myself away from adult rules and interference: my mates and I gathered there and experimented with making Ouija boards, kissing cute boys and choking on sneaked cigarettes. Now, as an adult, I can see how these green-teen afternoons, roaming the outdoors with my forever friends, shaped me. In the woods, I found my feet and experienced freedom for the first time.

But when I reached my twenties, I moved back to the angry, concrete maze that is London and started spending all my time commuting to grey cubicles through dirty, stuffy underground tunnels. When I was feeling my most toxic and dulled, in an unhappy marriage and dealing with a bullying boss, I visited an aura reader for a magazine article I was researching. She said, ‘Your aura is green but struggling with the energy around it. You need to get out into the countryside, take your shoes off, and wriggle grass beneath your toes. It will save your soul.’ I ignored her, obviously. I was too busy for pastoral pleasures.

In 2005, at the age of 29, I moved to an even angrier, concrete animal, New York City, to run a weekly magazine – eating all three meals of the day in the office, and relying on fake stimulants like espresso and slices of pizza to survive. I was grey; my life was grey. I hired a yoga teacher (and took classes in my grey apartment) but I was not healthy. Green was not to be seen, apart from in the beer at the St Patrick’s Day parade that lurched its way through Manhattan every spring. My marriage fell apart, I got divorced and I collapsed emotionally. A friend gathered me up and shipped me to a retreat in Mexico, where our days were ruled by the rising and falling sun, silent beach walks and bike rides through luxuriant forests to the water-filled sinkholes, known as cenotes. While we picked fresh fruit from trees and put flowers in our hair, I picked myself up. Nature had replenished my broken heart with sea shells, coconut water and the scent of frangipani.

I witnessed the power of nature again in 2010, aged 34, when I took time off work to travel around Asia for three months with my second husband, Russell. We’d been struggling to get pregnant for about 18 months and this was a fertility tour of sorts, to de-stress and think about our options while looking after ourselves and being together. We wanted to re-engage with each other and the world. In Indonesia, I went to Elizabeth Gilbert’s Balinese guru from Eat, Pray, Love to ask for help. He told me that if I relaxed, meditated, got in touch with nature and opened a nail salon, I would have two children. Spoiler alert: I now have two children but I am not a manicurist.

My most meaningful experience, however, happened in Japan a few months later, in the lush grounds of a Kyoto temple, where a local guide told me to walk leisurely through the bamboo trees in silence, stopping to smell the moss or to feel the suppleness of the different-shaped leaves.

I felt like an Asian-inspired Wordsworth, meditating as I walked the undulating path, my senses hugged by a falling confetti of cherry blossom. I could feel the anxiety, caused by months of worrying whether I would ever be able to conceive a child or not, drift away as I allowed myself to be washed in green. It was a powerful feeling, and one I decided to try to bring home with me. Thirteen months later, I gave birth to my son.

I reconnected with nature in a meaningful, life-saving way, and Forest Therapy: Seasonal Ways to Embrace Nature for a Happier You will help you to, too. It offers a simple prescription for a better life: get al fresco! A lot of what I will share with you is common sense; you simply need to be reminded about it. It’s a return to a way of living that previous generations – heck, even our parents – embraced more than we are now, and it’s paired with the wealth of research into mental, physical and emotional health that is now available to us.


Why nature rocks

These are just some of the benefits that scientists, academics and teachers have discovered occur when a person gets some forest therapy into their life. A life in the great outdoors:


•    Reduces blood pressure and heart rate

•    Reduces anxiety, anger, depression, obesity, PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) and ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder)

•    Restores focus and attention span

•    Improves sleep

•    Strengthens the immune system

•    Increases natural killer cell activity that fights tumours and cancer

•    Increases energy and vitality

•    Increases sensory awareness and perception

•    Promotes a healthy body–mind–heart connection

•    Increases brain power and clarity of thought

•    Increases self-esteem, empathy, kindness and compassion

•    Boosts creativity and intuition

•    Increases feelings of awe, wonder and gratitude

•    Fosters healthier ageing

•    Instils a love of nature and an ecological mindset

•    Calms the nervous system

•    Relaxes an overworked brain





Today, I’m no fitness bunny; I’m still a bookish nerd with a penchant for cheese sandwiches and Ferrero Rocher, so don’t for a minute imagine this book will demand the impossible and be nauseatingly earthy-crunchy or worthy. But the mental and physical health benefits of being outdoors were too persuasive to ignore – even for someone like me – and my family and I have worked hard to fit more nature into our lives. I take weekly walks with friends instead of sitting in a coffee shop. I have romantic friluftsliv (a lovely word for the Scandinavian philosophy of outdoor life) moments with my husband. (This week we took a sunset stroll to the top of a beauty spot to watch the International Space Station fly past – see, I’m still a nerd – instead of usual date-night dining.) When it’s safe, I take solo strolls along the creek near to my home to process my thoughts, dilemmas and to-do lists. All of these changes to my lifestyle have benefitted my relationships and myself no end.

The intent of these next 12 chapters is to encourage you and your loved ones to get outdoors with the specific intention of connecting with nature in a healing way, to open all the senses, and dynamically interact with the land, whether a city park or a country forest. The pages are filled with an elixir of sound judgement backed by science, inspirational anecdotes brimming with the feel-good factor and easy-to-do, fun ideas to tackle a long list of modern-day dilemmas, from fighting the ‘indoor childhood’ crisis that’s harming our kids, to beating stress, to improving your complexion. And best of all, this essential cure – forest therapy and getting outdoors – is free and suitable for all ages.
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Learning to fit more nature into your life should not be a race or a challenge; there isn’t a distance marker you have to tick off, no pedometer to check, but the longer one devotes to it, over time, the more beneficial the relationship becomes. Forest Therapy is definitely not written for wilderness men, cowgirls, mountain climbers, or white-river rafters. This isn’t the book for adrenalin junkies, competitive runners, or speed demons – or for hylophobics (people who have a phobia of forests), for that matter. But it is written for people who find themselves in all types of toxic environments or dead ends and want to live better. Urban dwellers might try to argue that there is nowhere to connect with nature near them, but they should think creatively. Parks, city farms, museums, galleries or the grounds of historic landmarks, retirement home gardens, and so on, you don’t need the Yorkshire Moors or the Redwood Forest to roam around in, you can get your foresty fill wherever there are trees and there is time and good intent.

If we can get behind the principle that being in nature is good for both body and soul, then Forest Therapy will help you turn it into a process, a practice, not just something we think sounds nice but we can’t make time for. Like yoga, meditation, prayer, working out, participating in a book club, and many other worthy endeavours, developing a meaningful relationship with nature takes time and is deepened by returning again and again throughout the cycles of the seasons. We will all benefit from introducing the outdoors into our weekly routines. We just need to relearn how to do it. We need to be reminded of just how good puddle-jumping, mudcake-baking, tree-climbing, squirrel-chasing, blossom-breathing and forest-foraging feel.

Answers and advice will be given to uninspired fathers wanting to reconnect with their families, bookworms looking to shake off their cobwebs, cooped-up kids needing to let off steam, stressed-out professionals wanting to stop and smell the flowers, and worn-down mums needing a rejuvenating boost. We all know that getting outside is good for us. Our ancestors did it. We should too. This book will help you live your most unforgettable, fabulous al fresco life, because nature really is the best medicine.
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