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Introduction
There is another alphabet, whispering from every leaf, singing from every river, shimmering from every sky.
Dejan Stojanović



fforest is the name of our 200-acre farm set on high land surrounded by ancient oak woods on the edge of the Teifi Gorge.


This farm has been called fforest for centuries, probably since the fourteenth century. The land lies between two very old castles, one in the small town of Aberteifi (Cardigan), the other in the village of Cilgerran. There is evidence of there having been an Iron Age settlement here too. It is a beautiful part of unspoilt land on the far west of Wales very close to a stunning coastline of slate rocks and cliffs with secluded coves and beaches.


James and I moved to fforest from London with our young family of four boys in the middle of winter 2005. Arriving at the Winter Solstice seemed like a good idea at the time, as the days would soon be getting longer, but with sunset at just after four o’clock it was impossible to be outside after school to play for quite a while.


Every day we notice the light on the trees, through the clouds and on the sea, and the seasons passing, little by little. These things feed our souls. Our favourite thing to do is to spend the day with family and friends. We walk over the cliff tops or pootle by boat across the sea to a secret beach and then set up a camp, collecting driftwood, making a fire and diving for spider crabs. We then cook over the flames and eat. We swim, we paddle and play games till sunset, then we head for home. This is as good as it gets. Cooking and eating, laughing and being outside with those you love is blissful for the body, for the heart and for the mind.


I have known this part of Wales all my life, but moving from central London to settle here full time and start creating fforest was a whole new exciting adventure. Over the years we have slowly been creating a place where living, playing, inspiration, adventure and learning can happen in the beauty of the great outdoors, by sleeping under canvas and listening to nature. We came full of ideas of how to create a feeling of community, although we had very little experience in hospitality. It was in April 2007 that we bravely opened the doors to fforest farm and the journey began to where we are today.


This book is an extension of the life we have created at fforest. It is designed to inspire you to get outdoors, to try new skills, to be comfortable with exploring nature, and to understand a little more of the world that surrounds us and the pleasures and benefits it can give us. It is surprising how much we can gain just by being outside, and how many ways there are to fully embrace the outdoors, from walking in the dark with only the light of the moon and the stars to guide us, to swimming in wild water and lighting a fire.


This is not a survival manual, or maybe it is — for surviving the deficits of modern life by learning to be still, to engage with nature, to do things that would have been second nature to us only a generation or two ago, to rediscover simple pleasures. I hope it inspires you to learn new skills and discover, or rediscover, what it is to be outside.
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Nature does not hurry, yet everything is accomplished.
Lao-tzu



fforest is made up of a thousand simple details, lighting fires, flickering candles, picking flowers, eating a simple breakfast together, cooking outside, living, playing and learning in a beautiful, natural environment with minimum consumption and minimum of means.


When guests arrive, we like to give them time to settle after their long journey. We invite them to leave their car in the car park and walk up to the lodge along the tree-lined footpath, through a small coppice wood of willow and hazel, to a welcoming cup of tea with a view over the meadows. We like to encourage them to take some time to sit, decompress and relax, to gain a feeling of comfort in their new surroundings, to begin to feel at home, and to have a happy heart.


fforest is the simplest and purest of things all wrapped up in a magical setting. At fforest ‘simple’ is both a way and a place. It’s where you get to once you pause, wind down, be properly still. Only then can you become immersed in your surroundings, the place we call simple. Only when you stop and listen can you notice the little things and find joy in tiny details — the rustling of leaves in the breeze, the flicker of flames in the fire, tiny wild flowers, birdsong, moonlight.


Working closely with Mother Nature has taught us to respect and understand her ways, rhythms and cycles. By finding time to tune in to the pace of the natural world, grounding ourselves and letting our minds be still, we will learn to appreciate the rich diversity of where we are.
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Simple is savouring where you are, indulging your senses and appreciating the seasonal changes. As you walk through ancient woodlands, wild meadows or along coastal footpaths, listen to the wind whispering in the trees, the birds singing and the stream gurgling. Stop and smell the earth, notice the rain-washed leaves, feel the tall grasses as you brush past.


Simple is caring. It’s taking care of our environment. It’s conservation, recycling, reusing and nurturing nature. It’s feeding the birds and attracting the bees. It’s eating well, wisely and healthily, shopping locally and growing your own vegetables. Whether it’s in polytunnels, as we have at fforest, or in a few pots on a window ledge, they will have a magical taste, the taste of care and nurture.


Simple is daydreaming, mind wanderings and brain drifting. It’s a point between being here in the now and in a dream land. It’s being quiet, feeling comfortable in silence and with others in silence, of not feeling the need to talk. It’s creating a gap to calm our thoughts and empty our minds. Giving yourself just a few moments of silence and a few deep breaths can release tension in the body and mind.
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Nature itself is the best physician.
Hippocrates



Not so many years ago most of us lived off the land, walking everywhere or riding a horse, spending most of our waking hours outdoors in close contact with nature and the changing seasons.


Until recently, children were told to play outside until suppertime, and as a result had so many positive relationships with nature and adventures and stories to tell.


Every day, morning and evening, we walk our dogs on the beach. We are lucky. When I stand there, staring across the horizon into the far distance, the salty sea wind blowing through my hair, waves crashing against the rocks, the sea lapping and foaming onto the sand, I am struck by the immensity of nature and always feel so much better, happier and clearer headed after drinking in its sounds and smells.


A growing body of research tells us that being outside is good for us. The shared experience of being in nature, of working and playing outside, of sitting in the dark around a fire, of whittling a stick, is conducive to our sharing thoughts and ideas that we wouldn’t necessarily want to talk about at any other time. Being in touch with the wild encourages us to connect with each other, strengthens family bonds and helps create community. Humans are social animals and we need to interact with each other.


Increasing urbanisation and the rise in popularity of social media has meant that people go outside less and less. It is almost as if they are afraid of nature, fearful of being swallowed up by it, of being alone in it. But when we embrace the mystery and beauty of nature and feel its slow pulse, there tends to be a deep connection, a calmness, a joy, a trust in life, a spiritual wellbeing, even healing. This is something that only you can experience yourself. Only you can take time to discover the power of nature and the awe and wonder of the natural elements.


When we are outside we naturally become more active. This releases the endorphins that make us feel so much better. Exercise taken outside in green spaces has greater health benefits than exercise taken indoors. Nature has an incredible ability to seep inside us, to provide calm, comfort and serenity.


So take a moment to slow down. Sit in a garden. Go for a walk in a park. Listen to the birds. Cycle along a river or go to the sea. Being outside can boost our energy and mood, it can help us unclutter our minds and connect to ourselves, to feel more active and alive. When you sit by a stream, listen to the water gliding over smooth, mossy boulders, breathe in the mild, still air smelling of fresh green and damp earth. When you walk through a sea of swaying meadow grasses, listen to the bees buzzing, watch a buzzard swooping. Seeing the sun rise or set, watching the clouds float by, all these things will lighten your mood and make you feel happier and more connected to the world around you.
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Live in the sunshine, swim in the sea, drink the wild air.
Ralph Waldo Emerson



Scandinavia seems to have many of the answers for a good and happy life. According to UN rankings, Denmark is the happiest country on Earth and Norway is the second most content.


Friluftsliv is a Norwegian word that translates as ‘free air life’. This concept encapsulates a way of life powered by nature, of being present in the great outdoors, of how by spending time outside we learn of the power of nature and its ability to induce deep and spiritual feelings.


It’s an expression of how precious life is and how, in order to relate to the more than human world that we live in, we must remind ourselves that we, too, are connected to the circle of life and belong to nature.


The word Friluftsliv first appeared in the work of the Norwegian poet Henrik Ibsen in 1859. It can be used to describe any outside activity, from hiking a mountain, to fishing in the river, lake or sea, foraging and picking berries in the hedgerows, having a picnic with friends or going for a walk or a bike ride. It’s about enjoying being in nature whatever the weather, winter or summer, day or night, rain or shine, mud or snow. It’s about listening, looking and feeling nature’s rhythm, patterns and soul-soothing harmony.


Many factors contribute to building a healthy and happy society, but encouraging awareness and interest in the outdoors is central to the Norwegian way of life.
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Colour all around us
Mere colour, unspoiled by meaning, and unallied with definite form, can speak to the soul in a thousand different ways.
Oscar Wilde



Colour has an impact on our sense of wellbeing. It can influence our mood, energise or calm us, heal or irritate. It can affect our sleep patterns, digestion and appetite. In nature, colour is all around us, constantly changing with the light and seasons. Each day offers something different. We can look and take delight in how colour plays on flora and fauna, and be inspired by the incredible palette created, a palette that can be vibrant, strong, soft, subtle, warm or cold.






Green is the colour of Mother Nature and of the Earth. It represents balance, harmony, peace, comfort, fertility and growth, and has a calming effect on both our mind and body, easing us from anxiety, depression and nervousness. Just having plants and fresh flowers in the home can have a soothing effect.


Blue is the colour for health and holistic thought, for dreams and daydreams. It refreshes, cools and calms us, offering peace and tranquility; feelings we experience viewing a clear blue sky on a sunny day.


Red is the colour of vitality, courage and self-confidence. A great energiser, it excites us, increasing our heart rate. It’s the colour of fire, blood, berries and roses, warming and awakening us physically. Red is also associated with passion, love, sex, heat, power and adventure.


Orange is the colour of happiness, confidence, joy and wisdom; it stimulates mental enlightenment and greater understanding. It also removes inhibitions and strengthens our appetite for life. It’s the warm glow of embers, a beautiful sunset, the golden leaves of autumn.


Yellow is the colour of life itself — of the big, bright fiery ball in the sky, of vitality and cheerfulness. Yellow is also the colour of clarity and curiosity. It helps relieve depression and increase self-esteem. It’s the colour that awakens and inspires the mind, improves memory, stimulates the nervous system and energises us.


White is all colour in perfect harmony and balance. It’s the colour of purity, of calm, cleanliness, hope, simplicity, elegance and innocence. It awakens the spirit. It’s the colour of fluffy clouds, of frost and of ice and snow.
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Walking
Nature is painting for us, day after day, pictures of infinite beauty if only we have the eyes to see them.
John Ruskin



Rambling, ambling, hiking, trekking, tramping, trudging, roaming, stomping, sauntering, wandering — there are endless words to describe good old-fashioned walking, but whatever you call it, the benefits are immense. The rhythm of walking echoes our beating heart, the stepping motion re-jigs our brain, it clears our minds and encourages thought. It allows us to feel the flow of our blood, our breath and our step, stimulates a warmth in our heart and gives us a rosy cheek glow.


At fforest, we organise all sorts of activities around and about. But when does normal life become an activity? Is going for a walk normal life or an activity? I don’t think it’s helpful to ‘package’ life in this way. Either James or I often take our guests on a walk, part of which goes through the farm, and part through the adjoining nature reserve and along the Teifi Gorge.


We might have 6 people or 20, and ages 3 to 73. At a leisurely pace, the walk takes about 90 minutes, but is tough enough in patches for everyone to know they’ve had some exercise. It’s a beautiful, life-enhancing walk, encompassing the river, landscape, wildlife, history and dragons. What we’ve learnt from doing it is that people get a lot out of a little. OK, it’s a great walk, but the magic is in the learning of little things, the ebb and flow of the conversation, the way the smaller kids don’t notice the harder climbs, the way everyone knows everyone else just a little bit better at the end. The sense of a shared small achievement isn’t something that happens indoors.
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Walking in the dark



It was only once we were living here, in this rural part of West Wales, that we realised that London, like all other big cities, never really gets properly dark. And because you never get to feel the true sense of the darkness of long winter nights in urban areas — where the streets have lights, huge office towers are always lit and the climate is modified by the density of the buildings — our ability to feel the day, night and seasons is fractured.


Most of us are afraid of being out in the dark, of walking in the countryside in the gloom of the dusky shadows and silvery glows, the not quite seeing. A city late at night has its own dangers, but a determined-and-with-purpose speed walk will get you home fast and fine. A walk in the woods, through a field or across a deserted beach on a cloudy night without a moon is DARK. The sort of darkness that has an animal quality, like a living thing. All your other senses — hearing, touch, smell — become heightened and alert, making up for your weakened sight.


People have been walking across these fields at fforest from one place to the other for thousands of years. When darkness closes in at the end of the day, blurring the boundaries of space and distance, smells of dew and damp earth and grasses change, and when walking in the dark sometimes our imagination can get the better of us… inventing, hearing, seeing things.


It best to use your torch sparingly, to let your eyes adjust to the dark and to rely on your ears and nose to help you find your way around. Every time we go out into the dark there is always a nervousness about the unknown and not being able to see properly, like when you go into the deep sea, but as you become accustomed to your surroundings, you can slowly physically connect with the blackness. Once you have done so, you can listen out for snuffles of night animals.
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Forest bathing
Walk tall as the trees, live strong as the mountains, be gentle as the spring winds, keep the warmth of the summer sun in your heart and the great spirit will always be with you.
Native American proverb



Forest bathing means to ‘bathe’ all your senses in the beauty and the nature of the woods. It’s not a bath nor a swim, it’s not a hike either, but a gentle walk in the woods, slowing right down to tune into all your senses.
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