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Introduction

The practical benefits of a daily walk are unquestionable. The National Sporting Goods Association ranks walking as the number one fitness sport, ahead of swimming, biking, and aerobics. Millions of Americans participate in “exercise walking.” In the twenty-first century, however, walking is evolving into something even better. Physicians agree that walking can be beneficial in providing a sense of calm to its practitioners. James M. Rippe, M.D., author of Fit Over Forty (William Morrow), says that “forty minutes of walking at any speed will help reduce stress.” Healthy Living Magazine reports that “during exercise, the brain relies more on the creative right side and less on the rigid left side, so new thought processes may be an inherent part of movement.” Well-known experts in the fields of self-help and creativity such as Julia Cameron, Sark, and Jon Kabat-Zinn tout walking as a meditative and creativity-enhancing activity. Writer Brenda Ueland, a prolific writer in the 1930s, had this to say of walking: “I will tell you what I learned myself. For me a long, five -or six-mile walk helps. And one must go alone and every day.”

As a writer, I’m intrigued by the creative and meditative possibilities of walking. My own discovery of walking as a tool to enhance my creative potential came about somewhat by accident. For the past several years, I’ve used Sarah Ban Breathnach’s Simple Abundance as a daily meditative guide. Having a good meditation or “thought for the day” to read before my daily walk was very important to me. It set the tone for reflection and spiritual connection as well as opened me to my deepest level of awareness. Later as I walked, however, I noticed that while at first I tended to reflect on the reading, at some point my mind began to relax and turn to exploring the beauty of the world around me. Somewhere in that process, I’d start to find metaphors for my writing in what I saw. Something inside me opened up and I made the connections between words and images—I knew what I needed to say and how I needed to say it. I could go home, and the words would flow. This became such a valuable tool for me, I began to use it every day.

In addition, I discovered that walking enhanced my life in general. Things I saw in nature became metaphors for events that were happening in my life and these were magically translated into solutions for problems. Walking, I decided, provided an excellent source of therapy, a creative boost, and great exercise—all free and available at any time!

While my daily reading of Simple Abundance provided some wonderful essays for thought and reflection, the more I walked the more I found myself wishing these meditations would help me in exploring the metaphors available to me in nature. As a result, I began as I walked to collect “ideas” for such a book. Walking Wonders: Stepping Your Way to a More Creative Life is the compilation of my ideas, explorations, discoveries.

Paying close attention to the world around you during daily walks not only increases your awareness of the deep beauty and interesting elements of nature, but also provides a myriad of metaphors and examples for life in general. If you walk in conjunction with reading this book, you will improve your powers of observation, and you’ll also be able to incorporate greater productivity and creativity into any aspect of your life and find solutions to problems where you never thought of looking for them before. You’ll awaken inner resources you never knew you possessed.

First, however, it’s necessary to change how you observe the world. Most of us don’t take time to “stop to smell the roses”; half the time we don’t even see them because our minds are too full of the mental chatter we carry with us through our days. In her book Wanderlust: A History of Walking, Rebecca Solnit says that while walking, “the mind, body, and the world are aligned, as though they were three characters finally in conversation together, three notes suddenly making a chord. Walking . . . frees us to think without being wholly lost in our thoughts.” Walking Wonders helps create new patterns of discovery. Opening ourselves on a regular basis to the world of nature allows us to use and develop innate tools we all possess—inspiration, focus, discipline, and reflection—to discover deeper self-awareness. These tools are vital to any creative process and are referred to again and again in the essays in this book.

Walking Wonders offers each person opportunities to explore and define his or her own creative potential. Too many self-help books tell you what you should and shouldn’t do rather than encouraging you to search for authenticity, meaning, and balance in a personal way. The book may be a companion, but the journey is yours alone. Each of us has inherent artistry and talent; it’s just a question of discovering it for ourselves. In Walking Wonders, you’ll find explorations to guide your walks, but the discoveries you make will be yours alone.

Beginning Your Personal Explorations

There are no right or wrong answers and no right or wrong ways to proceed with your explorations. You may want to use a journal, a notebook, or even your PDA to write down observations, experiences, and metaphors that may come to you on your walks. After a few excursions, you’ll know what note-taking method works best for you. You can read my essays either before your walk or after. If you read them afterward, then you may want to consider whether you found any similarities between your experience and mine. You may discover that you and I are walking completely different paths in more ways than the obvious. If you prefer more guidance beforehand, then you may want to read the essays first and use them as food for thought during your walk. At some point, you may want to write about your own experiences and discoveries, thus creating your own collection of “walking wonders.”

Twelve explorations and essays are provided for each season: spring, summer, fall, and winter. Each essay relates to an area of life in which you may need or want to develop a deeper understanding. Remember to use the creative tools mentioned earlier during your meanderings: inspiration, focus, discipline, and reflection. They are an important part of any creative endeavor you decide to undertake. Inspiration motivates and provides the courage to begin new projects and endeavors of all sorts, from jobs to relationships. In this world of so many distractions, focus is necessary if we’re ever to accomplish anything. Discipline sounds worse than it is—it means that you’ve got to be willing to commit to and work at the things you want to accomplish. Reflection asks that you look beyond the surface not only to understand how your past has played a part in who you are today, but also to discover what’s really important to you. During my walks, I’ve used each of these tools at one time or another to find solutions to everything from problems with novel plotting to personal crisis. I hope the same becomes true for you.

Because we all lead full and hectic lives, the book’s organization allows you to work at a pace compatible with your lifestyle, whether you happen to be a sporadic walker or a daily one. You can go straight through the explorations in order (perhaps choosing to work on one each week), or select a subject that is appealing to you or well-suited to the weather or climate in your part of the country. Perhaps you’ll want to mix and match the essays in different sections, allowing you to find unique and different discoveries on each and every one of your explorations.


Because it’s so difficult to keep our lives in balance, Walking Wonders hopes to assist you in accomplishing this overwhelming goal by grouping together several of your “I wish I had time to’s.” Use the short meditation to provide a moment of solitude and quiet; consider your walk as both daily exercise and time to reflect and become more aware of both nature and your inner self; let your own essay be your creative outlet for the day. As you begin to incorporate inspiration, focus, discipline, and reflection into your walks and your life, you’ll find you’ve discovered a magic button that gives you peace and perspective.

I encourage you to let this book be a tool, no matter what your talent, occupation, or interest. Each one of us has a creative side; we may use it in the world of business or education or homemaking or art. As you begin to develop your powers of observation and refine your instinctive understanding about those observations, you’ll discover new ways to solve problems, a deeper understanding of yourself, and a greater appreciation for life’s abundance.

Walking Wonderfully

There’s also a wonderful by-product of using this program: by walking on a regular basis, you’ll also be stepping your way to good health. Don’t worry too much about form and fitness, but you may want to keep in mind that it’s important to have a good pair of walking shoes, and to fill your strides with purpose and energy. I suggest spending a few quiet moments reading and reflecting on the exploration before beginning your walk. Consider putting your whole body into each movement. Be aware of your body, but also be aware of the world around you. Allow your body to carry you, but give your mind the freedom to watch and wonder. Be open to what the world has to offer you on each new day. The object of these explorations is to encourage you to make your own unexpected discoveries, to let your daily walking meditations take a direction that’s different from what you expected. That’s perfectly all right. Nature may have a particular lesson it wants to share. Let instinct be your guide. Be awake. Be open. Be there. Best of luck on your journey!




Autumn to winter, winter to spring,

Spring into summer, summer into fall—

So rolls the changing year, and so we change;

Motion so swift, we know not that we move.

—Dinah Mulock Craik




 


The Wonders of Walking

 

Spring Explorations


Spring is a time when the world opens up and says “Look at me—aren’t I splendid!” The explorations of spring should inspire and awaken you to the potential and possibilities in your own life. Don’t be surprised if you discover that all the magnificence of a beautiful spring day rests deep inside you and is simply awaiting its wake-up call. A wonderful walk may provide a gentle reminder that a new day has dawned and it’s time to let all that you are out into its warming light.

As you walk and begin to take a closer look at spring, think about the feelings that this season awakens in you. Are you filled with energy and enthusiasm? Does that vitality tend to ripen as you move toward the full days of summer? If so, use this energy now as you begin your journeying and journaling. Open the deepest part of yourself not just to the refreshing sights of spring, but also to the colors, scents, and sounds—this season brings its own special graces to the world. Trust me, spring will bring you a new message and experience every day if you stay tuned in to its gifts.

Today, take a moment to revel in this season of life. Let spring encourage you to explore and bring to life the creativity that lives inside. Find your own new beginnings; excavate sensations and memories long locked away in your heart and ask what messages they’re offering you now; rediscover your wilder nature and your individuality. Have fun with spring and watch your life bloom.




 

Exploring New Beginnings

It’s spring—trees and flowers bursting like variegated sunlit firecrackers. What do they remind you of? How would a writer describe the colors of spring to someone who can’t see them? How might an artist paint those same colors? How does this season make you feel, knowing the trees will bud every year, no matter what? As you walk, think about your own feelings about birth and renewal. Does spring inspire you to find new ways to bud in your life? Do these feelings spill over into your creativity? What would you like to begin in this season of new beginnings? Read “New Beginnings,” then write about your own.

New Beginnings

My favorite thing is to go where I’ve never been.

—Diane Arbus

Renewal seems to fill the air during spring. As I was walking today, thinking about my writing, I almost tossed out the idea of writing about renewal because it seemed so common. However, as I strolled along streets accented with new life, taking in the light feeling of hope in the air, noticing the tiny buds of green just beginning to shoot forth from the trees and shrubs, bulbs about to burst into blossoms of color, hearing the cheery dialogue of carefree birds, I realized there’s no denying the absolute truth of it: spring is all those things. Even more, spring speaks of promise.


Life, like the seasons, goes round and round, but somewhere in the depths of our being, we keep the promise of spring. The bulbs that we plant in the fall, scraggly brown and apparently void of anything resembling life, choose this season to burst forth with the yellow of daffodils, the red of tulips, and the pink and purple of hyacinth. Birds build cozy nests from lifeless twigs and twine, in treetops and tiny houses, where soon their speckled eggs will crack and twitter with new life. Lawns that have slept blanketed in brown begin to glow with the green of spring. In the midst of the deepest winter of our souls, we too hold to the hope of renewal, an inner knowing that life is simply resting till the wakeup call of spring comes with color and vitality.

When I ventured out into the world today, noting it reclothing itself in green, I realized that once again I, too, had a chance to start over. I could go home, shed the trappings of winter, clean my house and soul of whatever holds me back and keeps me from moving into the lightness of life, full of joy and a sense of possibility. Spring grants me this time of cleansing, this permission to re-create, yet I can also grant it to myself, by bringing forth my own spring when life seems to have been too long and cold a winter.

As I walked past bulbs blooming, baby birds twittering, and lawns smiling with life, I asked myself what had been lying dormant in my life. What ideas, projects, experiences had slept the winter away in my heart and now longed to burst forth with their own new life? By the time I rounded the corner of my street, my count was up to ten. A writing project I’d been putting off, a trip out of town to see a friend I hadn’t seen in some time, a shopping excursion for a couple of bright outfits to fill up the empty space I would make when I cleaned the closet.

But oddly enough, like the dormant bulbs of the daffodils, I knew there were other, deeper calls anxious to come to life this season: expanding my writing into an area where I’d been afraid to venture, exploring a career option I’d been hesitant to move toward, deepening the bonds of my relationships with those closest to me. Spring’s awakenings lie both on the surface of our world and lives, and deeper. I knew as I picked up my pace that it would ultimately be those deeper longings that added the most color to my life.

Today, as the world around me wakes from its winter slumbers, I too am ready to wake up and begin again.




 

Exploring Positive Outlook

Pay particular attention to the birds as you walk today. In particular, find a bird that likes to sing. Where does this bird perch as it serenades the world? What kind of bird did you find? What does its song remind you of? Have you ever noticed a bird singing in this particular place before? What do you think this bird was singing about? What does the song say to you personally? Does the melody inspire you? Birds seem to find their own particular brand of happiness at any given moment. Birds always seem to take a positive outlook on life. Do you bring this kind of joy and hope to the work you do on a daily basis? What does your song sound like? Read “Bird on a Wire” and think about how you might bring a joyful attitude to your own routine.

Bird on a Wire

Hope is a thing with feathers

that perches in the soul,

And sings the tune without the words

And never stops at all.

—Emily Dickinson

Some days are made for singing. There’s a spring in my step, lightness in my heart, and I feel I could trill and twitter like a songbird from dusk to dawn. But singing like that every day—I don’t think so. There are plenty of days when singing is the last thing I want to do. Days when the writing isn’t going well and I’m convinced I’ll never sell a thing. Days when hope seems lost somewhere in the endless blue sky. On those days, I don’t even want to hear a song on the radio!

Which makes me wonder about the sanity of the mockingbird who meets me on my walk at Chelsea and Medford—same time, same place, every single day. I’ll give him credit: the song is always a bit different. This guy’s got a repertoire that would make Tony Bennett jealous. He makes the phrase “happy as a lark” seem lackluster. But he’s a bird, and I can’t help wondering what exactly he’s got to be so happy about.

Still, as I continue my meander, I guess I can see a few things that might make me want to sing if I were a bird. The freshness of the morning, the sun in the sky, the air I breathe, life—isn’t that enough? Sometimes I get so caught up in worrying about where I’m going and how much I’m going to accomplish, I forget to be happy about the little things that greet me on a daily basis. I forget the “simple abundance,” as Sarah Ban Breathnach calls it, that lives all around me every single day. I lose my hope and my way, and most of all, my song.

The mockingbird reminds me to take note of the two squirrels vying for first go at the feeder in that yard across the way. He calls to my attention the sparrow family teaching junior how to fly, quivering wings and all. He announces the arrival of the lilies and the budding of the crepe myrtles. He celebrates everything every single day; every instant is filled with hope for him.

In my own life, isn’t there so much more to be joyful about than just the simple abundance of the world of nature? There’s my home, and my family, my friends, my cats, time to spend at work I enjoy, tea in the mornings and a glass of wine on the deck in the afternoon—all this, and more, more, more.

Mr. Mockingbird chirps and chimes and fills his lungs to bursting with the joy and hope of each new day. How he inspires me to be happy about all that I have in life, and all that I can be! He also reminds me to enjoy the journey, take joy in the daily work, something I seem to be forgetting lately. In fact, this cheery little reminder makes me think I need to get some music of my own going once I’m back at my desk, to remind myself that with a song and a positive outlook, joy and hope can be my constant companions, just like they’re his.

The abundance I’m given on a daily basis inspires me to sing a song of joy and hope as I walk and work.




 

Exploring Scents and Sensuality

Find a sweet scent on your walk, something that titillates your memory to an almost forgotten passion. Where does the scent come from? A pretty flower, or a tree or shrub? What memory do the scent and the scene evoke, what feelings does the memory awaken in you? Do sweet scents bring heightened sensuality to your walk? To your life? When was the last time you felt sensual in your life? Not necessarily in a sexual way, but a time when you felt all your senses were awake and participating in whatever you happened to be doing? What can you do to have such an experience today? Are you able to capture that sensuality in your writing or other creative work? Read “A Bride’s Passion,” then think back to your favorite sensual experiences.

A Bride’s Passion

Smell is a potent wizard that transports us across thousands of miles and all the years we have lived.

—Helen Keller

There’s a shrub that blooms here in the South in the late spring and early summer that’s commonly known as “bridal wreath.” It has long slender limbs, dark green foliage, and tiny sweet white flowers—simply inhaling the scent of bridal wreath reminds me of new love: fresh, green, sweet, innocent. The place where anyone who’s ever been married started out. Remember?

I remember long passionate kisses and the smell of my lover that I couldn’t seem to get enough of. I remember being entwined with his long slender limbs as we made love that seemed to go on endlessly. I remember the newness of the relationship, the things we’d never shared before and the things we happily discovered we had in common. Sensual days of innocence and trust, the belief that he was everything, and together we could do anything. Yes, I do remember . . .

Unfortunately, many of us lose that closeness even before the first year is over. We seem to have forgotten the “coming back year after year” part. Not so with the bridal wreath—it’s there, every year, and I’m always eager for its heady passionate fragrance, for those sensual memories.
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