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INTRODUCTION:


FROM EDEN TO ECOTHERAPY


I’m optimistic by nature, and seldom morbid, but when I’m feeling low, one of my favorite places to wander is Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York. It is glorious and green and quiet—very quiet. When roaming its 478 acres (193 hectares) in the middle of the most populated city in the United States, I’ve seen warblers and water lilies, gathered acorns and my thoughts. The verdure, the serenity, and the frogsong all bring me back to life.


I am by no means the first person to have this regenerative experience. Regardless of who we are or where we live, what we all know intuitively—and have done since paradise was envisioned as a garden—is that going outside is good for us. I call this the green cure: connecting to the natural world so that we can thrive physically, cognitively, emotionally, and even spiritually. In 1973, the social psychologist and philosopher Erich Fromm coined the term “biophilia,” “the love for humanity and nature, and independence and freedom.”1 Just over a decade later, the biologist E.O. Wilson expanded on the idea with his own biophilia hypothesis, explaining that humans are designed with “the urge to affiliate with other forms of life,” including trees, streams, and ﬂowers.2 In his own way, each pointed to a path to wellness and wellbeing that costs nothing and needs no equipment: the green cure.


A foundation of current science and neuroscience underlies the health-giving benefits of being outdoors. Day after day, as I was working on this book, I’d come across new and interesting reports and discoveries. Just as Western doctors and psychologists are now prescribing traditional Eastern practices such as meditation and yoga, they are also recommending that people spend time outside to remedy all sorts of ailments. According to the distinguished physician G. Richard Olds, few healing procedures work as both prevention and therapy, but being in nature is a notable exception.3


This current scientific understanding is proving what humans have known for millennia. Almost every mythology describes an archetypal natural realm without sickness or death, be it the biblical Garden of Eden, the Sumerian utopia of Dilmun, or the heavenly Hindu Nandankanan. Temples of Asclepius, the ancient Greek god of healing—perhaps the first sanatoriums—were built in the countryside far from centers of population. The twelfth-century mystic and saint Hildegard of Bingen, who is considered the originator of the study of natural history in Germany, often wrote of viriditas—usually translated as “greenness”—describing the divine healing power of green, of nature. The transcendentalists of nineteenth-century America reached the same conclusion, among them Ralph Waldo Emerson, who famously proclaimed in his essay Nature (1836): “I feel that nothing can befall me in life … which nature cannot repair.”


Yet, the idea of the green cure is not the exclusive domain of philosophers, mystics, and poets. There have been many manifestations of the concept—from Chinese medicine to native American healing practices—but in some ways, the green cure was most clearly articulated by Dr. Roger Ulrich, an environmental psychologist. His article “View Through a Window May Inﬂuence Recovery from Surgery,” published in Science in 1984, indeed opened the window for modern scientists to understand how nature can heal us. He sparked much of the thinking that led to this book, and explored the science that underlies it.


Understanding and applying the idea of the green cure is a matter of taking what the medical sociologist Aaron Antonovsky termed a salutogenic approach—involving the origins (Greek: genesis) of health (salus)—the preventative converse of the pathogenic model of seeking out the disease. Instead of focusing on the causes of disease and lack of wellness, we cultivate actions and environments that support health and wellness, which help us to thrive. Antonovsky wrote: “Life for even the fortunate among us is full of conﬂict and stressors, but there are many breathing spells.”4
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Thinking about those curative breathing spells brings me to meditation and neuroscience. Although I love to read about neuroscience, my understanding of it is amateur at best, and boils down to this often-quoted line from the American psychologist and writer Dr. Rick Hanson: “The brain takes its shape from what the mind rests upon.”5 That’s why I’ve included several meditations in this book, and why I see them as a key part of the green cure. With such twentieth-century breakthroughs in technology as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), meditation and contemplation left the temple, the pew, and the ashram and entered the laboratory for observation. Researchers are now able to take pictures of the brain to discover how our neural circuits work. There is mounting scientific evidence that contemplative practices can heal us psychologically (from diminishing stress to boosting creativity), physiologically (from increasing immunity to improving heart function), and even on a cellular level.6 As we’ll see in the following pages, meditation, particularly mindfulness meditation in natural environments, can be especially restorative.


Burgeoning new fields such as ecopsychology (the study of the connection between human beings and the natural world) and ecotherapy (nature-based health treatment programs) are gaining acceptance among physicians and psychologists. Some of these practitioners call themselves “bioneers,” looking to nature to remedy the ills of our bodies, our communities, and the planet. Like me, they believe nature can help to heal our bodies, our minds, and even our spirits. Often, it’s just common sense, something as simple as taking a moment to pause, notice, and breathe. Vacation days aren’t a requirement; we can connect with nature even when we’re very far from the countryside or seashore and can’t leave our home or workplace to be outside. There are myriad ways, both large and small, to seek out nature in our day-to-day lives. It may be a view from a window or a potted plant on a desk, but the green cure is almost always available and free for the taking.
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CHAPTER 1


FRESH AIR


Doth not the air breathe health, which


the birds, delightful both to ear and eye,


do daily solemnize with sweet consent


of their voices?


Sir Philip Sidney,


The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia (1590)





 


THE WONDERS OF AN OPEN WINDOW


As I was writing this book, friends often asked me what it was all about. I may have waxed enthusiastic about the thrill of new scientific discoveries concerning health and nature, about how so many things we had always intuited about wellness could now be empirically proven, especially through breakthroughs in neuroscience, and about the undeniable connection between psyche and body. Then, I would explain that the entire book can be encompassed in one sentence: Open a window and you will feel better. It’s true. Try it right now. Stand up, walk over to the nearest window, and open it. If you are in an office building or a rainstorm (or both) and can’t open a window, at least sit by one. Take a deep breath. Look up into the sky or let your gaze settle on something green—a tree, a hedge, a ﬂower bed, a potted plant. Take another breath.


Did you notice a shift? I’m guessing you did. Chances are you slowed your heart rate, drew in a little more (probably cleaner) oxygen, which improved your focus and concentration, and gave your back a bit of a stretch. You gathered your thoughts and, even for the briefest of moments, felt part of the world beyond yourself—mindful and connected. Your mood may have improved. All this in less than a minute, and without a gadget, supplement, or special clothing or shoes! If that’s not wonderful, I don’t know what is.


The idea of opening a window to make us feel better is not new. As one Miss Mollet wrote in A Noble Profession: Nursing the Sick in 1887, “Cleanliness and ventilation are one and the same thing.” Dr. Roger S. Ulrich, Ph.D. EDAC, was a trailblazer in evidence-based healthcare design—the scientific relationship between a built environment and the impact it has on the people who use it—and appears quite a bit throughout this book. Ulrich was the first to gather and publish data on how merely looking through a window can help to heal us. He examined patients recovering from gallbladder removal surgery in a hospital in Pennsylvania between 1972 and 1981. Of the 200 patients he studied, 23 were assigned to rooms looking out on deciduous trees, while the others had a view of a brick wall. He published his results in an article, “View through a Window May Inﬂuence Recovery from Surgery”:




Twenty-three surgical patients assigned to rooms with windows looking out on a natural scene had shorter postoperative hospital stays, received fewer negative evaluative comments in nurses’ notes, and took fewer potent analgesics than 23 matched patients in similar rooms with windows facing a brick building wall.1





Remarkable! All from looking at a few oaks, maples, or elms. As far as I can tell, Ulrich’s study was the fi rst formal one on this subject, but it has been supported by many since. One done with pulmonary patients in 2011 showed that by measuring mental health, subjective wellbeing, and emotional states, as well as other markers, “an unobstructed bedroom view to natural surroundings appears to have better supported improvement in self-reported physical and mental health.”2


• This research has gone beyond hospitals: University students who had natural views scored better in tests than those who did not;


• Prisoners who saw greenery through their cell windows suffered fewer stress symptoms, digestive illnesses, and headaches, and made fewer visits to the doctor;


• Office workers with a view of trees and greenery described their jobs as less stressful and were more satisfied with their occupations than those who had a view limited to other buildings;


• Likewise, those employees with a view of nature considered quitting their jobs less frequently.3
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The positive effects of seeing nature can occur pretty much anywhere. A researcher at the University of British Columbia, Holli-Anne Passmore, recently studied the connection between taking a moment to look at something from the natural environment and personal wellbeing. For two weeks, 395 participants were instructed to write down how the nature they encountered during their daily routine—a houseplant, a dandelion growing in a crack in a sidewalk, birds, or sun through a window—made them feel, and take photos of the things that sparked those feelings. Other participants did the same with human-made objects, and a third group did neither.


According to Passmore, “This wasn’t about spending hours outdoors or going for long walks in the wilderness … this is about the tree at a bus stop in the middle of a city and the positive effect that one tree can have on people.”4 She was “overwhelmed” not only by the positive responses but also by observing how much more joyful the “nature group” participants seemed, and how they expressed a sense of connection to nature and to other people, than the group that focused solely on human-made objects. So it follows that taking pictures of the sunrise or roses as they’re about to bloom can not only delight you but also improve your relationship with the people around you.
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It’s what comes through the window as well


The green cure can be found not just in what we see through the window, but also in what comes in. Even if the weather is cold, pulling back the curtains or opening the blinds and giving yourself a break from artificial light can improve your state of mind. There is a genuine connection between how much daylight we are exposed to and how well we sleep. The neuroscientist Ivy Cheung, while doing post-doctoral work at Harvard Medical School’s Division of Sleep Medicine, found that the amount of daylight that workers are exposed to has a remarkable impact, and for the sake of the wellness of employees we should consider how our office buildings (or any workplace) incorporate natural light.5 This is because artificial light doesn’t balance our circadian rhythms—our sleeping/waking cycles over a period of twenty-four hours—the way natural light does, and of course it doesn’t apply solely to the workplace. (I’ll explore this further in Chapter 9.)


Looking out of a window and receiving light through it are both valuable, easy actions to take to improve our physical, psychological, and maybe even spiritual wellbeing, but the benefits multiply when we open those windows. Take vitamin D, for example. The human need for it has been well established, and a deficiency can lead to all sorts of medical problems such as malabsorption of nutrients and rickets, a softening of the bones. One of the best ways to get vitamin D is through exposure to sunlight, since the sun emits ultraviolet waves that set off a chemical reaction when they reach the skin, creating vitamin D. But the important thing is that although sunshine can pass through glass, the ultraviolet waves cannot, so if you want to increase your intake of vitamin D, sit by an open window.


Beyond vitamins


There is more to an open window than vitamin absorption. When you were a child and your mom told you to go outside and get some fresh air, she was onto something. That’s why the World Health Organization recommends fresh-air ventilation as a way to diminish the transmission of communicable diseases, such as tuberculosis. Interviewed in Scientific American, the infection control specialist Rod Escombe of Imperial College London described a study he had carried out in Lima, Peru, in which he compared the airﬂow of seventy rooms in eight hospitals that treated tuberculosis patients. If windows and doors allowed air to ﬂow, the air in a room was fully replaced about twenty-eight times per hour—even more than if ventilation fans were used without open windows (only about twelve times per hour). Escombe recommended that waiting rooms have access to the outdoors, that hospitals have larger windows as well as skylights that can open, and that tuberculosis wards be downwind of other areas.6


Think about this in terms of your everyday life—perhaps not tuberculosis, but the common cold. You’ve probably noticed that you tend to get sick more often after spending time in an enclosed space with lots of people, such as in the cabin of an airplane, a classroom, or the doctor’s waiting room. When air can’t circulate, the odds of germs cycling and recycling through our systems increase exponentially. Bill Sothern, an expert in indoor air quality and the founder of Microecologies, told the New York Times: “The air indoors is 10 times more contaminated than the air outdoors at any given time.”7 This can lead to headaches, asthma, allergies, lethargy, and dermatological conditions in homes, schools, workplaces, hospitals, and anywhere else that people congregate.


So open that window, and do your best not to close it when you go to bed. We rest more deeply and for longer not just if we’re exposed to natural light during the day, but also if there is a constant ﬂow of fresh air during the night. A study published in the journal Indoor Air found that in ventilated spaces where the air circulates there is less carbon dioxide buildup. Although it is crucial for many things (including photosynthesis of plants), carbon dioxide is the gas that we exhale, ﬂushing impurities from our bodies. Lower carbon dioxide levels in the air around us lead to deeper, longer, and less interrupted sleep.8 Our bodies don’t have to work so hard to do their jobs of cleansing our cells, lungs, and blood, and so we can better settle and rest.


Or take it a step farther. Try taking your bed outside. Victorian houses were built with sleeping porches, and homes in the Middle East and India have courtyards that allow fresh air to circulate, improving the quality of their residents’ rest and likely diminishing instances of disease by diffusing germs. Perhaps you have a porch or balcony that you can set up for sleeping during clement weather? Or, if you live in an apartment building, maybe you could “camp” on the roof on a summer night?
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The air outdoors


Sometimes a real camping trip is a possibility. It’s one of the least expensive ways of taking a vacation, and has many of the greatest benefits. Camping has become more popular recently, perhaps in part because it allows us to escape from our digital lifestyles. Hashtags such as #vanlife and #optoutside have gone beyond trends to become phenomena, arriving at the everyday.


However, camping is more than a craze or a backdrop for ad campaigns to sell bottled water. Some researchers consider it the best treatment for TILT (toxicant-induced loss of tolerance), a condition wherein our immune system sustains too much exposure to toxins, whether human-made pollutants such as pesticides and cleaning agents, or natural ones such as smoke, pollen, or dust mites. It is no small thing: A life without enough fresh air can lead to numerous physical and mental ailments, including chronic pain and abnormal brain activity.9


(I just got up, opened my front door, and took some big, deep breaths. What about you?)


Camping—which allows us to get large doses of clean air over a prolonged period—may be a way to dilute or clear out the toxins in our systems, but we must be aware of this every day, even when a vacation is not an option. This kind of understanding helps to illuminate why friluftsliv is such an important element of Scandinavian culture. The term, which means “open-air living” or “free air life,” was coined by the nineteenth-century Norwegian writer Henrik Ibsen in his poem “On the Heights,” which is in part about the benefits of solitary retreat:




In the lonely mountain farm,


My abundant catch I take.


There is a hearth, and table,


And friluftsliv for my thoughts.10
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There is a possibility that for Ibsen, friluftsliv was a way to mitigate his chronic depression and anxiety. Data that compares the health of Scandinavian cultures, for whom friluftsliv and a connection to nature is a way of life, with that of countries or populations that neglect to spend time outdoors regularly supports this.


The benefits of fresh air go beyond easing depression. According to the Natural Resources Institute Finland and others, there is a correlation between lowered stress and a few moments of connection with green space.11 Again, even gazing out a window will do the trick. If we take it a step farther and spend five hours in nature outside an urban environment, preferably in two or three “doses,” our mood and state of mind will improve markedly.12 Five hours per month—less than ninety minutes a week—spending time in a park, the woods, or a garden seems quite manageable for most of us.


Fostering connection


There is a deeper element to looking out a window. When we do so, we get out of our own heads and connect with the world beyond the self. It’s not an insignificant thing. Sometimes we have no time to engage with other people, but it can be healing to know that they are there. Looking out of a window in the city and seeing your fellow humans can create a sense of connection, commonality, and compassion: Perhaps they are going through a difficult time … they found love … they survived childhood … they’re tired after a long day at work—just like us.


Observing nature can foster a similar feeling of interconnection. It can make our problems feel smaller and give us context within the vastness of the universe, a sense of peace and awe. When I think of the times I have felt most spiritually connected, they have not been dramatic or calculated—at retreats or organized events—but in small moments of perception: the whisper of a breeze through the trees, a startlingly blue sky, raindrops splattering on an iron bannister, the sudden appearance of ducklings out of tall grass.
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WINDOW TIME
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There are thousands of self-help books with prescriptions both basic and labyrinthine to help us live, think, and feel better, but here is one of the simplest and yet most reliable suggestions you are likely ever to find: Pause and look out the window. This tiny action can change your mood, your day, your way of being.


• You may find it helpful to create a reminder for yourself. I set the alarm on my phone, but you might prefer to connect the action mentally to specific points in the day, such as after you have eaten a meal or as soon as you arrive at work or school.


• Think of window time as a formal practice, not just a random event. Purposefully and mindfully take thirty seconds to gaze out.


• It can be a kitchen window or a train window, looking onto a forest or a single sapling, no matter—with active intention and attention, do that one thing: Look out the window.


• Try it for a few days and pay attention to any changes in the moment and later in the day. Do you notice a positive result?


If you like window time, you’ll love what comes next!









CHAPTER 2


TAKE A WALK


Above all, do not lose your desire to walk: every


day, I walk myself into a state of well-being and


walk away from every illness; I have walked myself


into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so


burdensome that one cannot walk away from it.


Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855),


from a letter to his sister-in-law Henriette





 


AGE MORE SLOWLY, LOVE MORE, AND SPARK CREATIVITY


Opening a window is good, but going out into nature is even better. It is normal to feel refreshed by a walk outside; it’s a way to dust the cobwebs from your mind, welcome a new perspective on the day or on life, and get the blood ﬂowing. Taking a walk is all about getting a change of scene and, ideally, encountering a little green.


Any kind of walking is good for you, but outdoors is best. You will get even more vitamin D—the sunshine vitamin—from that than from sitting near an open window. You will also experience a better physical and mental workout navigating uneven outdoor terrain rather than the consistent surface of a treadmill. And there’s a bonus! It is hard to be on a smartphone or other device when you are walking outside, so you will also give yourself a break from screens. There are many other benefits to going for a walk. You will be able to greet and maybe get to know other walkers, thereby connecting with people and building community, and you can do your own small part for the environment by picking up a bit of trash to improve the aesthetics of your route.
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