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Preface


For 40 years I didn’t realise I was disconnected from nature. As a child in the 1970s and 80s, I spent a lot of time outside – playing in the garden, over the road in the ‘spinney’, exploring fields, messing about down in the woods, or in the local brook. All sorts of activities – building dens, collecting frogs and snails, damming streams, floating boats, paddling and sometimes up to no good. I was very fortunate to have all these opportunities on the doorstep. I also went on family holidays, where I explored a wider variety of landscapes: the Lake District, Norfolk, Wales, Scotland, the Devon coast. I enjoyed being outside, sheltering from the rain and watching birds.


An ideal childhood to develop a close connection with nature? One would think so. Yet, I can see now that nature was an arena – a resource for recreation, something to divert and amuse me – while at the same time, I was being schooled and raised within a culture that had overseen the nation becoming one of the most nature-depleted in the world. Our free-roaming parents, grandparents and several generations before them were unwittingly part of the loss of our wildlife and habitats: decades of gradual decline obscured by shifting baselines. We may think we’re a nation of nature lovers – we believe in the beauty of our green and pleasant land, one celebrated by great poets and artists. But to really love nature, we need to connect with it, and this involves much more than merely roaming freely; it is a state of being, where we put nature first.


By the late 1980s, I was moving into the world of work; mundane weeks punctuated by weekends filled with the things we do to entertain ourselves and bring meaning to our lives – playing sport, joking with friends at the pub, taking photographs, listening to music, and yes, going for walks, enjoying nature. The possibilities seemed to increase year on year, each activity added into the mix of life to bring pleasure and satisfaction. Nature was just another enjoyable ingredient.


Two decades passed, during which I changed jobs, moved around, bought a first house, got married and had children. Again, any time I spent in nature I greatly enjoyed. And then, just over a decade ago, my relationship with the natural world underwent a profound change.


In January 2011, I started to wander the local pathways and modest green spaces on the edge of the suburbs where I live. I used my first smartphone to record my experience, simple sentences about the natural stimuli and my responses. In the course of 500 modest walks over two years, my notes grew from attentive observations into 100,000 words celebrating the joy of everyday nature and a personal reconnection to it. Through these trips and the simple act of writing itself, I stumbled on the universal story about our connection with nature. And ultimately this changed my understanding of my self and my shared place in the natural world. The experience led to me forming the first research group – at the University of Derby – with a direct focus on understanding and improving nature connection. The group has since undertaken dozens of projects, produced multiple research papers and formed several partnerships to implement our findings. It is this research and practice that underpin this book.









A new way of being


A close connection with nature offers a way for both people and the natural world to flourish. Our well-being as humans is intricately tied to our relationship with nature, just as a fish needs water and a bird the air. We know this, deep down, and yet we seem to have set up our world to do the very opposite. Our consumerist society with its ever-increasing reliance on technology has effectively distanced us from the natural world. And the result is a decline not just in nature’s wellbeing but in ours too. Many of us have noticed that there are fewer insects and fewer birds than there were when we were children. The signs of a changing climate are also becoming more apparent; we’re getting used to hotter summers and wetter winters. An increasing lack of mental wellbeing completes this sorry tale. The three crises of biodiversity, climate and mental health are symptoms of our disconnect from nature, a failing relationship predicated on use and control rather than love and respect.


A new relationship with nature can start simply, but ultimately it is about a powerful new way of being. In this guide, I explain how to bring the wonder of nature into your everyday life in tangible and practical ways – with activities which, if maintained and embedded, will eventually change your perspective and your view of your place in the world. Along the way, I explain the benefits nature can bring, and outline the research and science that lie behind each activity.


The word ‘everyday’ is key here. My research over the past decade has confirmed the power of simple engagement with local nature – which is essential because we cannot all travel to wild places each day or live a rural life. A new way of being needs to be born close to home, in the fields, in the parks, in our gardens – wherever the blackbird sings.


From the simplicity of taking a breath to imagining a journey through time and being a good ancestor, this guide maps out a rich variety of ways to connect with nature. We will look at how the joy of birds or the gentle fascination of flowers restores us and helps manage our emotions; at the remarkable benefits of immersing ourselves in woodland or paddling along the shoreline. It is a guide that celebrates the natural year and the intricacies of a vital relationship that has become hidden by our busy lives.


Natural wellbeing


Wellbeing is a common word, a catch-all for the various elements of our lives that contribute to our physical and mental health. At its heart, though, are two words: well and being. Wellbeing isn’t just a pill to pop; it is a way of being well, all day, every day. A deep foundation for wellness.


A recent report on mental wellbeing across the world placed the UK second to last – only Uzbekistan did worse!1 Shockingly, a third of people in the UK reported being distressed or struggling, whether from low mood, an inability to regulate emotions, poor relationships or an imbalance between mind and body. The UK did perform better on resilience and drive, but as we’ll see, even this points to our unbalanced state. Many of the ‘core Anglosphere’ nations, such as Ireland and Australia, were towards the bottom of the list, too.


By contrast, several Latin American and African nations topped the rankings, showing that greater economic development and wealth do not necessarily lead to greater mental wellbeing. For many decades in the UK, economic progress and prosperity have been delivered with the continual promise of greater happiness. The good times are always just around the next corner; each new technology a step towards fulfilment. How to explain, then, that, according to the survey, we would need an 86% improvement in mental wellbeing to reach the top spot?


Another piece of research throws a spotlight on the fact that our relationship with nature in the UK is particularly poor,2 with most people not really engaging with or noticing it at all. Inevitably, this is affecting our wellbeing. People who are disconnected from nature – those who care less for the environment, or have a lack of wildlife nearby – have lower wellbeing. This is why the concept of ‘one health’, which encompasses both humans and the rest of nature, is important. We can’t be healthy on a sick planet.


The good news is that we can do something about this. By making just a few changes in our lives, by realigning our daily habits to bring us closer to nature, we can reconnect – and this reconnection can bring not just joy and calm, but a much greater sense of wellbeing in general. When it comes to having a worthwhile and meaningful life, nature connection is four times more important than our socio-economic status.3


What exactly is nature connection?


There are two key aspects to nature connection. First is the knowledge that humans are part of nature. We are not alien creations or elaborate robots or cyborgs; we are biological beings, mammals, apes. Second is a deep emotional bond with nature. And these two aspects interact. Nature connection is the realisation of our shared place in nature, and how we experience the world here and now – our feelings, beliefs and attitudes towards the rest of the natural world. Nature cannot be just a resource. As nature looks after us, we must look after it too.


So, nature connection is about much more than visiting and spending time in nature. People with a close connection with nature are likely to be in natural spaces more, but research shows that nature connection can increase without actually spending more time in it. It’s about the quality of engagement during the time you’re out in it. Nature connection is a mindset – a deep and meaningful relationship that involves both heart and mind and in which the lines between human and nature dissolve.


As we’ll see in more detail through the months ahead, a rapidly growing body of research shows that people with a close connection with nature not only feel happier and that their lives are more worthwhile; they are also more willing to take action to help wildlife and the environment. So nature connection can help address the crises in biodiversity and climate as well as mental wellbeing. Across the world, major institutions are realising the need for a new relationship with nature, and evidence reviews are promoting the solutions offered by the science of nature connectedness.


The pathways to nature connection


Our research has shown that a closer connection with nature is built by actively and repeatedly engaging with nature in a variety of ways. We call the five different types of engagement ‘the pathways to nature connection’4, and they are as follows:




• Senses: noticing and actively engaging with nature through the senses. Looking, listening, touching, smelling and sometimes tasting nature.


• Beauty: seeking out, appreciating, engaging with and celebrating the beauty of nature. Arts-based activities like painting, photography or writing are great ways to follow this pathway.


• Emotions: engaging emotionally with nature. Noticing the feelings nature evokes, from calm and wonder to joy and delight.


• Meaning: exploring and expressing how nature brings meaning to our lives. From our individual stories to nature’s representation in the arts and cultural events, such as celebrating the summer equinox.


• Compassion: caring and looking after nature. Taking actions that protect and support nature, such as creating homes for wildlife, joining conservation organisations and rethinking our shopping habits.





Learning to see


The pathways to nature connection provide a broad framework to return to, and all the activities in this book tap into them in one way or another. The broad aim is to help us form an emotionally meaningful relationship with nature. Our schooling and mindset have led many of us to believe that knowing the facts and figures about the natural world are the key to a caring relationship. However, reducing nature to parts and labels can keep us one step removed from real engagement. In addition to presenting the science, this guide includes activities that engage the emotions. But first, let’s consider some more general ways of being.


Doing less and seeing more


With busy lives, time can often dictate the day. Even when setting out to connect with nature, we’re conscious that we’ll be compelled to leave. Having to keep checking the time is unhelpful, so take your trips when you know they will fit comfortably into the time available. This approach will help you to be ‘in the moment’ and enable a mindful wandering away from intrusive thoughts so you can experience the world around you in an open and accepting way. Over time this can develop into mindful awareness, a deep knowing and freedom of mind that enhances the sensory impact of nature.


The local landscape


The local area is the most practical and sustainable location for connecting with nature. Indeed, the benefit of staying local is that it can be done in small pockets of time. You can do less and start to see a little more. If you feel that you can walk out into nature straight from your door, be this along tree-lined asphalt footpaths, or through leafy neighbourhoods or parks, you will be more likely to make regular trips. Which is doubly rewarding: nature that is frequently and closely observed soon becomes familiar, yielding new stories each day. Even in the most built-up areas wilderness can be found within a single bloom.


Try also to locate a few places in the vicinity that have a little more nature; look at a map, investigate the footpaths and find places you want to return to. When I find new places, I often feel compelled to return again and again. I once wandered a new path on six consecutive days until I felt I understood the place and had become familiar with what it had to say. Pathways allow more than just travel between locations; they provide ways to wander without the need for thought. Pathways reduce distractions, the need to make decisions, think and plan. The trouble-free ground liberates the gaze and allows effortless attention to the surrounding nature. Pathways allow mindful progress.


Either way, try and make life easy for yourself. Seek out ordinary nature, the wildlife that presents itself to you, the trees and flowers in your local park – even something growing in a gap in the pavement. Each spot has its own wilderness to discover. Animals are more difficult to glimpse – many are active at night and most shy away from human contact. Birds, however, sing their presence and are usually quite visible because they find security in the sky. Look out for the way the light catches their wings and the patterns of their song and flight.


Whatever your approach, do not become overly concerned with identification and analysis, and certainly not to the point where it distracts you from the fascination of form and movement. Yes, it is nice to know an ash from a rowan, or a redwing from a thrush, and it is worth becoming more aware of these facts. Knowing that the blackbird sings for only half the year, for example, is helpful when you are trying to be curious about nature, to see it with new eyes. But leave these discoveries for when you return home, or your precious time in nature can be lost to reference.
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The story of the day


Nature always has a story to tell and developing a connection with it is in many ways learning to read those stories. Each step is another word in the story of the day. Each passing bird and leaf unfurled is a new sentence. Allow nature to speak to you; consider what you hear, see and feel. Time is another storyteller, allowing us to get to know nature, from dawn (which I achieved once!) to dusk (my regular companion).


And then there is the weather – a constantly changing backdrop. It’s not always possible to ensure that our forays outside coincide with good weather. So you will experience everything the elements have to offer. Try and turn this into a positive. Engage with the different conditions, as they bring change to the familiar. The quality of light, the presence of mist or rain, the tug of the wind are all there to be understood more fully. Depending on what time you venture outside, and what the weather is doing, your local area will be constantly redescribed, creating a story of the day to grab and enjoy.


The landscape can also tell of stories past. Locations and plants can trigger recollections from previous walks, and different moods: the gate where the fox cubs played, the pond on that day with its exhilaration of swifts or the post where the barn owl perched. Each path, plantation and tree, each flower and bird, is connected to another time; each scent and reflection, each cloud and gust of wind, both a present connection and a memory of the past, which help you to weave your self into the landscape.


Just as getting an aerial view – having previously only seen things from the ground – can reveal the landscape in a new way, when we travel to unusual heights of engagement, we can see nature anew, and read new stories in it. Exciting stories, and stories that give us a sense of release, but also stories that make us aware of the kindness and wisdom of nature, how it seems to ‘know’ and have complete understanding of everything. We may experience a shift of awareness and emotion, as we undertake a new journey within a familiar landscape.


Nature and writing


As we relearn how to look, how to see and ‘read’ each day with our senses, we can deploy another crucial tool to amplify the voice of nature: writing.


There is a long tradition of writing about the natural world. Hundreds of years ago, writers such as William Wordsworth and Richard Jefferies recognised how the emerging modern age was creating a growing divide between humans and nature. The continuing celebration of their work demonstrates that nature still means a great deal to people.


We perhaps all wish our lives to be meaningful, and writing can be seen as a search for meaning. This may seem very deep and challenging, but it’s a simple reason to write, rather than required practice. Research evidence suggests that we don’t need to write novels – regularly writing a few short positive lines for just two minutes a day can bring health benefits such as increased happiness. Longer expressive writing, which can be as little as five minutes a day, about our deepest thoughts and feelings, can help reduce negative emotions and benefit mental health. Across all ages, personality types, cultures and genders, writing that includes positive emotions makes the most difference. For humans, constructing stories is a natural activity that helps us process our experiences and better understand ourselves. Writing brings coherence and meaning, making the emotional effects of whatever we are going through more manageable.


The act of writing shouldn’t be seen as a substitute for speech, or as an act of record or transferring knowledge, but an activity that shapes and enables thinking. Writing is thinking in action. Writing makes meaning. Add in the influence of nature on having a meaningful life and one can see the power in writing about nature. Writing about nature helps unite the mind and the natural world. This might seem like deep philosophical stuff, but it is very real. I could turn to scientific terms such as writing being ‘embodied cognition’ and refer to theories of ‘extended mind’ where our bodies and the ‘external’ world work together to such an extent that they aren’t really separate. But let’s leave it there for now because the simple act of noticing nature and jotting our observations down should be just that – simple.


Activity: Start a nature journal


Writing is a great way to fully connect with nature, and the New Year is an excellent moment to begin, the dark evenings providing a time to reflect on your day’s moments with nature. Or to revise the notes you’ve made ‘on foot’. Firstly, some essentials:




• There are no rules!


• Buying a blank notebook is a wonderful way to start if you want to keep it natural, authentic and beautiful.


• Our ever-present smartphones can also become a tool for connection, enabling you to type as you go or dictate and make use of speech-to-text apps.


• Start close to home – either with the view from your window, or in your garden or local park.


• Give yourself a little time to look around and notice plants and wildlife, take time to sit or stand, a few days a week ideally, even if it’s only for a few minutes.


• Don’t worry about mistakes. This is your personal record.
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There are many good guides to creative writing or to writing well, but that is not the aim here. This first activity is simply to start writing down what you see and think about during your moments in nature and ideally to keep doing that through the year. There is no need to get bogged down in identifing everything or to worry about the quality of your writing – although of course the process of reading and review can be enjoyable, giving you an end product that you might like to return to, or share.


We’ve covered how for me, short, local walks, writing as I went, were key to my reconnection with the rest of the natural world. The start of my writing was very basic observation. The notes below from day one are somewhat dry and descriptive as I forced myself simply to note down the things around me.




A blanket of blue grey cloud


Low sun begin to feel warmth


Picking out colour in reeds and lumps of grass


Lightest breeze


Mud


Frozen


Pond still iced


Shroud of fog lifted


Tweet of unknown bird


Lone rabbit


Blackbirds


Such a peaceful crisp end to a short winter’s day





Jotting down simple cues like this while on foot are useful, as there are times when the writing should not break the moment. For me, these cues were enough to inform more reflective writing later in the day. The final order often matched the real timeline, but there are no rules. That first day became:




After a day beneath a static blanket of blue grey cloud, brightness came and there was time to begin my search for ordinary things. At Anslow Park the sun, our ordinary star, was low in the sky and intensely reflected in the pond that had been frozen for a few weeks. It extracted and teased the remnants of colour from the reeds. Attentive, I sensed the faint breath of cold air flowing through the hedgerows. Occasional birdsong could be heard, a lone rabbit ran into the field and two blackbirds passed through the young trees in front of me.





As I progressed through the year, my notes often remained brief, but increasingly started to include short phrases that would come to me close to their finished form. And often these phrases would provide a theme for the trip. Importantly, the writing does not need to be prose; it can be a single sentence, poem or haiku. Although don’t imagine that these require less time! For me, trying to condense a lot into a sentence or short poem required almost more thought.




Like a flake of summer, a butterfly skittered along between the trees as the thistledown floated calmly, looping with the breeze. From their distant perch, hidden rooks bled their calls into the air of the changing season.





These short sentences carry our thinking process and can help us create new ideas about our relationship to nature. So, write as much as comes naturally. It is not the quantity and quality that matters, but the process and attention given. After all, writing is not your primary aim – the purpose is to develop your enjoyment and appreciation of nature. That said, many writers find that walking helps them gather their thoughts, so the combination of engaging with the joys of nature and committing them to the page will hopefully mean time disappears and words flow as you become deeply immersed. My personal experience of doing regular nature-noting walks never felt like toil.


Writing is powerful. It encourages self-reflection, enabling access to aspects of our being that can further deepen a connection with nature. And as we have already noted, writing helps process and release emotions. Add in the fact that nature helps lift our mood and you can understand how keeping a nature journal can be so therapeutic, reducing stress and promoting mental wellbeing. All in all, writing is a route not just to a new relationship with nature, but to a new relationship with ourselves, supporting personal growth and bringing a sense of accomplishment and self-esteem.


A year ahead


Although this guide starts in January you can begin your search for nature connection at any time of the year. Some of the activities are tied to a month, event or season, but many can be undertaken at any time or throughout the year. Adapt the activities so that they work for you.


Each month, I share the science of nature connection that informs each activity and tell a story of the human–nature relationship, whether this means stepping back and considering our ancestors, the wider landscape and our culture, or looking towards the future and thinking about urban living, technology and the mysteries of time itself. Each month also features a ‘For nature’ activity – a prompt to give back to nature as well as take pleasure from it. A sustainable future depends upon uniting our wellbeing with the wellbeing of nature so that they are indivisible. These ‘For nature’ activities are selected from a list reviewed by 70 conservation experts for their ecological impact.5 Caring for nature brings it closer, and provides comfort and hope.


As you wander the pathways to nature connection, give your relationship time to develop. Like any relationship, it requires some dedication. Eventually, you should see yourself as being part of a larger web of life with a sense of shared belonging and embeddedness in the natural world. Pause regularly during your busy life and the power of nature will bring its gifts.
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