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Introduction


Weather, seasons, and dog companions have changed, yet I have taken pretty much the same walk every morning for over a decade, often with my husband, sometimes alone, or with my son or a friend. Depending on the day, on my path around New York Harbor I might see cormorants diving, Japanese maples budding, freshly hatched finches, huge hibiscus flowers filled with bees, ice-covered branches, or at least one soccer ball floating near the shore (there is always a soccer ball).


I love the ritual of my daily walk. Not only the familiarity of the landscape and my known route within it, but also the fleeting changes that come with each month, day, or hour—the shrouds of hazy mist, an escaped budgie, the melody of the ringing buoys, the treasures presented by each moment. These walks are the foundation of this book—a sensory and experiential map for being with each season, from spring to summer to autumn to winter. This guide will accompany you not only through nature, but through understanding, embodiment, and contemplation.


Why Do We Walk?


All this walking helps me to sort out my life—my daily mix of worries, hopes, concerns, and dreams, both large and small. In today’s increasingly urbanized and technological world, we are surrounded by a tangled disharmonious mass of information. Walking is a linear action we can take in a world that is no longer linear.


In Walking: One Step at a Time, Erling Kagge wrote, “In Sanskrit, walking is not only a metaphor for time but also for ‘knowing’ or gati.” In this sense, every word that means “walk” also means to “know.” I have come to know my route with all my senses—the things never-before experienced, like yellow ducklings and linden trees blooming with a burst of sweet scent, the things no longer there, like ancient apple trees and snowmen, and all the surprises along the way, from shooting stars to woodcocks dancing or a white sparrow on the wing.
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There are so many words for walking—amble, hike, march, journey, parade, saunter, shuffle, step, stride, strut, trek, trudge, wander, ambulate, lumber, meander, pace, promenade, roam, rove, stroll, scuff, shamble, slog, stalk, stump, toddle, traipse, tramp, traverse, tread, troop, and wend one’s way … but what does it mean to walk with the seasons?


Walking with Attention and Intention


As much as we may walk to arrive somewhere, we need to be where we are when we are walking, or we will miss the magic. Instead of walking through the seasons as they progress from spring to summer to autumn to winter and back to spring, I have made a conscious effort to write about walking with the seasons. Essentially, this an attempt to slow my pace and hopefully the reader’s as well. It is a reminder to be present and mindful—not just think about being present and mindful, which is what I so often do. Instead, we can challenge ourselves to walk with intention as we pay attention.


When we walk with the seasons, we return to our inextricable connection and interconnection with nature. The natural world is many things—mercurial, beautiful, cruel, amorphous—but it is never boring. For me that constant state of transition sparks awe. It is a thrill, and a challenge, to stay with each moment, as ephemeral as it may be, until it is gone.


Your Walking Companion


As I wrote, I was inspired by Japanese saijikis—poetical seasonal almanacs observing nature, heaven, earth, and animals used in haiku and other forms of poetry. I also spent a lot of time perusing copies of the Old Farmer’s Almanac: “Seasons are determined by the direction of Earth’s tilt in relation to the Sun and the angle of the Sun’s light as it strikes Earth!” But of course, there is much more to it.


Our minds, bodies, and spirits are shaped by the time we spend outdoors connected to place and time, nature and season. And this shaping takes many forms, from the physical to the spiritual to simple moments of delight. That is why I have tried to incorporate a surprise in each chapter, a new point of view, a scientific wonder, or maybe just a little fun. I have interwoven these with new ways to walk—beneficial activities, meditations, advice, and inspiration—from walking mantras to surprising brain and body benefits, and passages for reflection. I am hoping readers will apply these to their walks, new and familiar, quick and rambling, real and imagined.


So, no matter where, how, and when you walk, I am grateful to you for joining me as I wander through the notion of walking with (not through, against, or despite) the seasons. Together we can explore the poetry, science, mystery, and practicalities of what happens to our minds, bodies, and spirits when we put one foot in front of the other.
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CHAPTER 1


A Spring Walk …


Spring approaches with harbingers of warmer days to come—robins, mockingbirds, and thrushes resume their morning song as they nest and early, gold buds give way to new, green leaves, and blossoms. The earliest wildflowers—ephemeral trillium, bluebells, snowdrops, and trout lilies provide sustenance for the first pollinators of the season—bees, butterflies, and even beetles. Closer to the earth, new morels and puffballs emerge on damp days and nightcrawlers on very wet ones, as fiddleheads unfurl with warming breezes and cerulean skies.


Although all the seasons are the same length in terms of calendar days, spring seems somehow shorter, more swiftly fading, and transitory. The world sparks into life as the memories of winter linger.




How Happiness Leads to Joy


How often have you been frustrated—perhaps with yourself, co-workers, or a family member—and announced, “I need to take a walk”? And when you do, when you get outdoors among the blooming chestnuts trees or the emerging spring flowers in your neighborhood, you seem to walk away from negative thoughts and arrive at a better state of mind. Even with the first few steps you can feel yourself physically move out from a negative state into a positive one, from unhappy to happy. It turns out there is a science to this.




TRY THIS …


A green space doesn’t have to be a forest or a hiking trail. Seek out the unexpected—even in cities you can find “secret” green spaces like churchyards, botanic gardens, or areas near train stations.


[image: images]





We are significantly and quantifiably happier after walking in nature. There is a marked difference in the quality of experience between ten minutes of walking through a park, among sunlight and birdsong, cherry blossoms and May breezes, and an equal amount of time spent on a treadmill in a windowless gym. Myriad scientific studies by psychologists, neuroscientists, and physicians around the world offer evidence demonstrating how walking in nature affects our happiness, and some of it is quite startling.


A few years ago, a research team from Stanford University discovered walking for about an hour and a half in “non-urbanized settings” lessened depression, stress, and anxiety, as well as quieting persistent negative thoughts. Not only did these walks diminish ruminative thinking, but they also lowered the risk for mental illness both in the short and long term. Interestingly, the same amount of time spent in an urban environment (think concrete and traffic) had no impact on negative thoughts and very little on depression. Consider this the next time you feel stuck in a pattern of self-doubt or sorrow—seek out somewhere flourishing and green to walk.
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Exercise


Does this happiness theory apply to you? Try this experiment: for at least fifteen minutes a day for a week, walk outdoors in the greenest place you have access to, with no purpose other than walking. Notice your mood before and after.


Then, as you walk, put a little bounce in your step! Another study showed how people who simply imitate a happy style of walking—swinging their arms, taking deep breaths, smiling, even skipping—can speedily and profoundly change their moods, feel happier, and improve their sense of life purpose. You might call it, “Acting as if …”
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There is something even more surprising about walking than simple happiness—joy! In her book, Words for the Heart, Maria Heim describes joy as “… different from happiness in that it seems to come from outside and hit us unawares … unlike happiness it is a short-term episode and strikes unexpectedly.” I would add that we can seek and find happiness if we apply ourselves, but joy—that moment of interconnected and unexpected bliss and presence—is a gift.


Aim for joy in your walks—take unfamiliar routes, allow yourself to be surprised by the new and the new ways of seeing the familiar. Sometimes those astonishing moments of joy can come from things we have seen many times—a favorite forsythia bursting into bloom, a pair of swans we have watched all spring swimming past with their fresh-hatched cygnets, or the way samaras whirl down from a beloved maple tree.
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“Joy shakes me like the wind that lifts a sail …”


Clarissa Scott Delany, “Joy”




DID YOU KNOW …


Another study from 2019 mapped even more benefits of walking outdoors—increased positive mindset, resilience because our levels of cortisol (our stress hormone) were significantly lowered, and more meaningful social interactions. So, walking in nature can not only make our minds happier, but improve our relationships with others as well.





A Joyful Walking Meditation


As you walk, imagine yourself as a sail. Allow yourself to be filled with the winds of joy, carrying you in unexpected directions and back to your delightful self. As you receive this joy, offer it outward in what Buddhists call mudita or “taking joy in the joy of others.”


Consider the words of meditation teacher Sharon Salzberg: “One way to cultivate greater sympathetic joy is to connect with happiness in our own life … Like any kind of generosity of spirit, joy for others depends on the feeling of inner abundance that is distinct from how much one has materially or objectively in this world. The knowledge that our lives are worth something releases our capacity to care about others and rejoice in their success.”
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Dogs Are Our Best Teachers


In her memoir What Is a Dog? Chloe Shaw has “felt many a problem solved in the quiet steady transmissions through a leash … walking a dog is like walking your heart.” Dogs are our best teachers when it comes to walking with the seasons. They pay attention to everything—from intriguing smells (some prettier than others) to elusive squirrels—and are usually far more interested in the journey than the destination.


Every dog I have ever loved has been happy to be wherever they are, whenever they were. Taking the dog out is an entire subset of walking and applies to all the seasons, but it seems spring is the most exciting time for dog walks. Stinky things have thawed! New puppies in the neighborhood! Puddles! Poop! (Everything is italicized and has an exclamation point when spoken in Dog—at least, that is how we translate it in our house.)


There is a difference between walking our dogs and solitary walks (or walks with human companions, which, of course, have their own benefits). When psychologist Amy Jackson-Grossblat and her colleagues at Andrews University studied the therapeutic benefits of dog owners interacting with their dogs, they uncovered some expected—and startling—results. Not only did spending time together appear to promote mindfulness and heightened awareness of the environment in humans, but people who walked mindfully with their dogs also experienced heightened self-awareness, which they were then able to transfer to other human relationships. This means more satisfaction within themselves, a greater connection with others and, also, a deeper sense of belonging and significant meaning within the cosmos.

OEBPS/images/8-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
CICO BOOKS

LONDON NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/11-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/16-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/2-1.jpg













OEBPS/images/16-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/14-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/15-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/13-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/3-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/5-1.jpg
o
=

&






OEBPS/images/10-1.jpg





