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Introduction


Humans are arguably the most unusual creatures on earth. From our ability to cultivate emotional intelligence to our mastery of machinery, our evolution has propelled us into a futuristic world that our ancestors merely dreamed of. But as we’ve grown accustomed to a modern way of life, we’ve slowly lost touch with our once deep connection to nature. As a result, we’re missing out on countless natural wonders and wild phenomena that have sustained our bodies and nourished our souls for millennia.


Luckily, humans have found ways to experience the best of both worlds by engaging in a tradition known as nature therapy or ecotherapy. This practice involves healing and rebuilding our connection with the natural world by immersing ourselves in the wild and rekindling our bonds with plants, animals and the ecosystems in which they thrive.


Whether you enjoy peaceful strolls along placid lakes, challenging hikes through mountainous terrain or tending to your houseplants and spending time in the garden, this book will help you to navigate your personal journey through nature. Each chapter provides insightful tips and restorative activities that are guaranteed to lift your spirits and improve your general well-being.


Picture yourself among majestic oaks and fragrant pines. Smell the salty brine of the wondrous seas. Feel nutrient-rich soil that fuels tropical rainforests passing through your fingers. Hear the wind whistle through rustling leaves and waves crashing onto cascading cliffs. Taste the clouds as rain drops fall onto your face on a cool spring afternoon…


Here you’ll learn to incorporate the outdoors into your daily life by re-establishing your innate connection with the wild. No matter where you call home on this beautiful planet, consider taking a step back from your twenty-first-century lifestyle as you embark on your ecotherapy journey.




PART ONE


What is Nature Therapy?
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The Joy of
Nature Therapy


 


 


 


 


Nature therapy is about spending intentional time in natural settings, allowing all your senses to harness Mother Earth’s curative powers. This practice can take many forms and doesn’t necessarily require you to travel long distances. There are many ways to practise nature therapy right where you live, without the need to invest huge amounts of time or money.


Nature therapy should be soothing, accessible and fulfilling to anyone interested in practising it. There are always eco-therapeutic activities available to you, even if that means bringing the outside in.


In this first chapter, you’ll learn a brief history of ecotherapy, discover variations of ecotherapy based on physical and emotional preferences and uncover the many health benefits directly linked to quality time spent connecting with the natural world.


 


 


 


 


Origins of Ecotherapy


There are a number of ancient cultures credited with developing early forms of nature therapy. The Ottoman, Greek and Roman Empires built organic bath houses along natural waterways or hot springs. For over two thousand years, people in India have refined their homes and robes using dyes made from plants, animal extracts and minerals found in the wild.


The Khoisan, the first known inhabitants of South Africa, were environmental pioneers able to gain deep understanding of animal behaviour and sustain their local ecosystems accordingly. They made medicines from plants and crafted herbal remedies to treat ailments.


Many traditional Japanese customs revolve around time spent in nature. Japanese architecture and design is based on the concept of being one with the earth, using natural materials like wood, bamboo, clay, gravel and large rocks. Today, Japanese gardens account for some of the most beautiful and pristine public urban spaces, offering city-dwellers a local retreat to press pause on their busy lives and momentarily find calm and tranquillity.


In any part of history, we are sure to uncover proof of our cosmic connection to the planet. By re-engaging in these ancient traditions, we not only reap the endless benefits of the natural world’s ability to provide psychological healing, we also participate in the preservation of these critical natural spaces – not just by visiting them in the wild, but by incorporating elements of their soothing qualities into our daily living spaces. House plants, water sounds, herbal fragrances and visual cues like pictures of landscapes and natural lighting are all impactful things you can include in your home in order to care for your health and make your home your favourite retreat.


 


 


 


 


How Nature Heals You


Scientific data supports the theory that nature is our best medicine. When researchers at Stanford University surveyed a group of individuals who spent 90 minutes walking in nature, they found that activity in the part of the brain responsible for causing depression was notably lower than that of another group who spent the same 90 minutes walking in the city. Being in nature increases cognitive abilities, reduces anxiety and provides us with a grounding experience that restores balance in our thoughts and emotional processing.


By regularly practising some of the activities found in this book, you may begin to notice a number of mental and physical benefits. These might include a reduction in stress, a renewed ability to navigate difficult emotions, improved physical health (especially from more active forms of ecotherapy, such as hiking), sparks of inspiration and creativity, a heightened sense of community, a more meaningful state of relaxation and a true sense of fulfilment.


 


 


 


 


It seems to me that the natural world is the greatest source
of excitement; the greatest source of visual beauty;
the greatest source of intellectual interest.
It is the greatest source of so much in
life that makes life worth living.


Sir David Attenborough


 


 


 


 


The Emergence of Ecopsychology


Although it is a fairly new discipline, ecopsychology builds on decades of research, producing an abundance of studies that demonstrate clear links between time spent in nature and improvements in our health overall.


Danish researchers discovered that children raised in settings with easy access to green spaces were far less likely to develop mental illness, even when accounting for genetic predisposition and socio-economic status. A British study of 20,000 people published in Scientific Reports concluded that as little as 2 hours per week spent in nature led to participants experiencing remarkable improvements in their overall well-being.


The 2022 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change determined that dramatic climate fluctuations are having problematic effects, not just on environments we depend on for resources, but on our overall mental health as a society. For example, uncharacteristic heat waves are more likely to cause distress in areas without access to green spaces or shade. To address this problem, city planners include public parks, ponds and greenways that provide the comfort and relief of places like forests and lakes.


 


 


 


 


Ecotherapy is Diverse


There isn’t just one way to practise ecotherapy. In fact, there are more ways than can be completely explored in just one book. But there are some common types of ecotherapy that might help you decide which activities best match your personality, interests and level of comfort. See the list opposite for some of the different ways you can practise nature therapy.






	
Green Care: Immersing yourself in green spaces like forests, woods, meadows, grassy hills/valleys and gardens for an extended period of time without distractions or stressors associated with urban living.


	
Blue Care: Recharging in the presence of natural bodies of water, such as streams, rivers, lakes, waterfalls and seas. Blue care can also involve the observation of animals contained within and around these environments.












	
Harvest Therapy: Working with your hands and using traditional tools to tend to crops and grow your own food in a way that coincides with, rather than displaces, nature.


	
Animal Assisted Therapy: Practising consideration for other living creatures by playing with, appropriately feeding or training animals such as dogs, cats, horses and so on. Participating in hands-on preservation efforts, like volunteering to help re-socialize rescued animals or tending to injured ones, would also fall into this category.












	
Outside Inside Therapy: Incorporating elements from the natural world like plants, trees, fountains and animals into your living space and daily routines.


	
Adventure Therapy: For the sporty and active, adventure therapy involves doing things like intense hiking, rock climbing, skydiving, wild swimming and river rafting.








 


 


 


 


Phytoncides: Reasons to Hug Trees


Phytoncides are volatile organic compounds (VOCs). These natural chemicals are produced and emitted by trees to protect themselves against germs, parasites and disease. They are also the key component in certain essential oils. As it turns out, breathing in the natural chemicals around these trees helps boost our immune responses, lower blood glucose levels, enhance moods and induce better sleep. Phytoncides also increase our body’s natural killer cell activity, which targets infected cells and tumours. This is just one of many reasons to spend time with trees and elevate our well-being with each breath we take among them.




	
Anti-proliferative: prevents the spread of malignant or harmful cell-growth


	
Analgesic: pain reliever


	
Anti-inflammatory: helps reduce swelling


	
Antioxidant: similar to vitamins C and E, helps our bodies process food


	
Anti-depressant: helps ward off depression or prolonged melancholy





 


 


 


 


I went to the woods because
I wished to live deliberately,
to front only the essential
facts of life and see if I could
not learn what it had to teach,
and not, when I came to die,
discover that I had not lived.
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