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To Ben,
For opening my eyes
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We will not save what we do not love –
and we rarely love what we cannot name
or do not see


Robert MacFarlane in
A People’s Manifesto for Wildlife
by Chris Packham












Introduction





Drawn to love nature




What is this life if, full of care,


We have no time to stand and stare?


W. H. Davies in ‘Leisure’





I straightened my laptop and shuffled my papers, hoping I looked more capable than I felt. I was sitting at a meeting room table right next to the Chief Scientist of the United Nations Environment Programme and opposite a Nobel Prize winner, who earlier in his career had discovered CFCs were causing the hole in the ozone layer. There were a handful of other global experts, a programme manager and me. As meetings go, this one was pretty exciting. We were working on an important report about greenhouse gases, trying to finalize details and ensure we had communicated the science as clearly as possible. I was there as the report’s scientific editor, trying so hard to concentrate and ignore the Imposter Syndrome threatening to engulf my brain. The meeting went well, and yet, as we approached the end, I realized with a heavy heart that after years of hard work and studying, I was in completely the wrong career. I was tired of working on evidence-based reports that seemed to have little impact on people’s behaviour. I had no idea what else I could do; I still believed in the science and the urgent need to tackle climate change. But I craved freedom and fresh air. I’d spent the previous ten years researching, writing and talking about the natural environment and yet, here I was in my mid-thirties spending the majority of my life indoors, sitting down, staring at a computer. Something had to change.


At the time, I was living in Switzerland near the beautiful city of Lausanne. I’d moved there with my boyfriend after spending the previous six years in East Anglia. At first it felt like we’d won the lottery, skiing every weekend and eating endless cheese and chocolate. The chocolate really was amazing. But our carefree time abroad was short-lived. My soon-to-be-husband’s mother was diagnosed with an aggressive cancer and died five days before our wedding; our son was born prematurely and struggled to sleep. Then my beloved, apparently healthy, dad died unexpectedly. Shortly after, I was diagnosed with endometriosis and told I’d be unlikely to have any more children. A Swiss grandmother I knew wisely described those years as ‘le fin de l’insouciance’ (the end of carefreeness) although to be honest it felt more like being hit by an avalanche. I was emotionally and physically exhausted. Facing a career dilemma, with no convenient childcare available, I decided to take a career break and look after my one and only gorgeous son.


With hindsight, it was fortunate my son only napped when he was outdoors, even when it was -13ºC, as it meant I got plenty of fresh air. But there are only so many park benches you can sit on by yourself without feeling lonely. I had no support network, was too much of an introvert to join the expat scene, and my husband was frequently away with work. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out that I was at high risk of depression, an illness that had significantly impacted my wider family. I knew I had to find a way to cope on my own, a way to boost my resilience and stop the downward spiral. At first, I spent far too long staring at my phone, trying to numb the numbness. But one day, on a creative whim, I bought a little sketchbook and one of those clicky mechanical pencils. I knew creative activities were supposed to be good for you and recalled how much I’d loved art as a child before falling down the academic funnel.


My sketches were hesitant, wobbly and incomplete. But I didn’t mind. I had no intention of showing them to anyone else. I found the process of sketching utterly absorbing and consequently deeply relaxing. It lifted my spirits and calmed my anxious, racing mind, mainly because it was impossible to think or worry about anything else while I was doing it. And the more I sketched, the more I started to realize what an abundance of natural beauty there was in my life that I’d never noticed before: the shadows dancing across the water; the red squirrel by the recycling bins; the wiggly snowline wrapping its way around the mountains. Sketching literally drew me out of my own head and into the outside world. As I started to tune into my surroundings, I became more and more aware of the weather, the birdsong, the shifting seasons. I was no longer lost in my thoughts; I was preoccupied with searching for things to sketch. Sketching had turned me into a joy spotter!


I felt so excited and energized by nature’s beauty that I assumed it was a sign that I ought to pursue a more creative life. Despite three geography and environmental science degrees, I’d always been more interested in how nature looked than how it functioned, a slightly shameful secret I never told anyone for fear they’d think I wasn’t a proper scientist. I’d grown up in a family that valued knowledge and logic and never discussed feelings. But I’d found no comfort in knowledge or logic during the recent onslaught of big life events I’d experienced. In contrast, the combination of beauty and creativity had soothed my soul. So, I changed career and became an artist painting uplifting, nature-inspired designs. It was the most reckless and courageous decision I’ve ever made.


But I couldn’t switch off my researcher’s brain for long. I soon discovered that what I’d experienced wasn’t an artist’s epiphany, it was simply the joy of reconnecting with nature. Emerging nature connection research has found that people respond much more deeply and emotionally to nature’s beauty than they do to facts and figures. We care with our hearts not our heads. Our emotional response to nature’s aesthetics is central to nature connection, not something to be embarrassed about. So, it turned out there was nothing unique about my experience. By sketching my surroundings, I’d simply stumbled across a powerful tool for nature connection, an easy and affordable tool that is available to anyone.


In a joyful moment of clarity, I felt a sense of purpose that I hadn’t had for years. In the face of a climate change emergency, catastrophic loss of biodiversity and mental health crisis, I knew there was – and still is – an urgent need to find effective ways to help people reconnect with nature. And now, at last, I also knew how I could help. I just had to find a way to make sketching nature more accessible and less intimidating. The benefits are huge but the vast majority of adults, and sadly many children, are convinced they can’t draw. If I was going to promote sketching as a tool for nature connection and wellbeing, I realized I was going to have to tackle the false beliefs, worries and doubts so many of us have about how much talent, time and knowledge we need to be able to sketch nature. When I started sketching, I couldn’t find any information or support for the informal, healing and perfectly imperfect way I wanted to sketch. I didn’t want to attend indoor life-drawing classes and I found most ‘how to draw’ books too earnest, too difficult or too urban; they usually left me feeling inadequate or disengaged.
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I couldn’t find what I needed. So, by drawing on my own experience as a self-doubting, self-taught artist and combining it with the latest research on nature connection and wellbeing, I developed a new approach to sketching nature called ‘green sketching’ that emphasized the joy of observation, not the creation of perfect pictures. It combines the benefits of nature connection, mindfulness and creativity in one simple activity. I’m now based on the edge of the Peak District in the UK and have helped hundreds of adults and children discover the magic of slowing down, seeing and sketching nature, many of whom were absolutely convinced they couldn’t draw. I’ve helped avid hikers and lifelong townies; exhausted mums and the invisible alone. I’ve worked with anxious children, professionals facing burnout and jaded scientists responding to the whispers of creativity. Green sketching has become a small but rapidly growing art movement, with fans and ambassadors around the world. I’m thrilled to be able to share what I’ve learned with you here.
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How to use this book


The Green Sketching Handbook is a practical, user-friendly guide but you’ll soon see it isn’t a traditional ‘how to draw’ book. There are no rules or step-by-step lessons. I’m not going to teach you how to draw a bird accurately. There are hundreds of technical drawing manuals already available. This book is different. It’s an invitation to think about sketching in a completely new way, not as an artistic practice but as a tool to see, enjoy and appreciate nature’s beauty, in your own way, for your own wellbeing. It’s a field guide to becoming a joy spotter.


Overcoming a lifetime of limiting beliefs about drawing skills is not straightforward. I need to persuade you to push past the unavoidable feelings of awkwardness and disappointment that will arise when your initial attempts at sketching fall short of your hopes and expectations. Believe me, I’ve been there! So, I’ve designed this handbook to change your mindset gradually, by motivating you, building your confidence and helping you create a sustainable sketching habit.


The first part of this book discusses our neglected and misunderstood relationship with nature and explains why sketching nature is so good for our immediate and long-term mental health – and how exactly it helps us reconnect with nature. It really helps to understand why something is good for us, especially when we’re starting something new. I’ll explain why sketching is such an effective way to calm a busy, anxious mind and why the sight of natural beauty can trigger positive emotions in the brain that comfort, soothe, amaze and delight us. If you’ve never tried sketching before, or tried and given up, I’ll explain why that might have been (it’s nothing to do with a lack of talent) and why you’ll find the idea of green sketching much more forgiving and enjoyable. Learning to accept our perfectly imperfect doodles can help accept our perfectly imperfect selves.


The second part of the handbook helps you start green sketching. I’ll guide you through a series of deceptively simple exercises that change how you see your world, help you build confidence and avoid overwhelm or frustration. You’ll learn how to see fascinating details, awe-inspiring landscapes and unimaginable colour combinations.


The third and final part of the book will show you how to integrate green sketching into your everyday life. I’ll show you how to encourage the children in your life to sketch and translate the latest habits and behavioural science into advice for everyday sketching. I’ll explain how you can create a green sketching practice that can help strengthen your emotional resilience and stop worries and low moods from growing into bigger problems.


I’ve written this book for you. I want to motivate, guide and encourage you to see, sketch and cherish nature’s beauty, in your own way, for your own wellbeing. By the end of this book, your world will never look the same again. You’ll have discovered how much joy and beauty you already have in your life, joy and beauty that cost nothing to you or the planet. You’ll know how to find joy and create calm, wherever you are. You’ll have fallen in love with the nature in your life and will instinctively want to protect it.










PART ONE


Motivation
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Chapter 1


YOUR UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP WITH NATURE
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We could have never loved the earth so well
if we had had no childhood in it


George Eliot in
The Mill on the Floss





[image: ]


What springs to mind when you hear the word ‘nature’? The robin you saw in your garden this morning, or the forest fires you heard about on the news yesterday? The camping holiday you’re hoping to go on next month or the bird poo you need to remove from your car? Write down the first words to pop into your mind.


When I first tried this exercise, I immediately thought of catkins, conkers, wasps and mice; peat bogs, quartz and autumn leaves; polar bears and bluebell woods; dandelions and wrens; rivers, slugs and climate change; bilberries and penguins. I’m sure you have a very different list!


Some of the words on your list might be completely random but others will give you clues about the role of nature in your life. Hidden within my list are a lifelong phobia, memories of my childhood home, a passionate adventure, my son’s favourite animal and the uninvited friends that insist on visiting our kitchen (slugs and field mice, in case you’re wondering). Stories and associations. Memories and emotions.


We all have a different relationship with nature, a relationship that’s as unique as we are. Even within your own family, you’re unlikely to share the same beliefs, interests and concerns about nature. You might care passionately about climate change, while your brother thinks it’s a load of green nonsense. Your father might be a keen gardener, while the only thing you’ve ever grown is mould in the bottom of your coffee cup.


Your nature story


Why do some of us care deeply about nature, while others feel detached and ambivalent about it? It depends a great deal on where you grew up and played as a child. What sort of green spaces did you have access to? Were your parents into nature? What about school? Did you have an inspiring geography teacher or go on any memorable field trips?


Our relationship with nature is also influenced by all the different places we’ve known and loved; the places we identify with and feel we belong to. Our experiences matter too; both the everyday interactions with nature and the extraordinary one-off encounters that take our breath away. We all respond differently to our surroundings. Depending on our sensory preferences, we may favour hot or cold weather, loud or quiet places, visually calm or visually stimulating environments. Our religion, culture and political views can also affect how we value and interact with the natural world.


What’s your nature story? Take a moment to think about what, where or who you think has had the biggest influence on your relationship with nature so far. You might find this an easy or challenging question. If you struggle, or conclude you have a terrible relationship with nature, then please don’t worry. It’s not your fault. Being ‘into’ nature isn’t a worthy lifestyle choice, it’s more often a consequence of privilege and luck, where you were born and the people around you. Just as we don’t all grow up in a loving family, we don’t all grow up surrounded by nature.


Fluctuating feelings


Luckily, it’s never too late to find love, or nature. Even though we usually establish our connection with nature during childhood, it’s not a fixed or static relationship. There are many moments in our lives when our attitude towards the natural world can improve, or indeed deteriorate: moving house, changing job, becoming a parent, experiencing extreme weather, getting a smartphone, starting a new hobby ... Thanks to my childhood, I’ve always had a soft spot for bluebells and have never knowingly dropped litter in my life. But there were many years when nature wasn’t on my radar, let alone a priority, even though I was researching and writing about the environment at the time.


What about you? How have your feelings about the natural world fluctuated over the years, and perhaps more recently during the pandemic? How important is nature to you today? We rarely stop to think about our relationship with nature, let alone discuss it with our friends, family or doctor. And yet it can have a significant impact on our health, happiness and wellbeing.
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Happy and healthy


Think about where you feel most calm and relaxed. Where is your ‘happy place’? With the exception of an old friend, who once confessed her happy place was the furnishing department of an upmarket department store, most of us tend to visualize somewhere outdoors, surrounded by nature. My happy place is up in the hills, surrounded by bilberry bushes and cotton grass, listening to the curlews and skylarks. What about you? Do you picture a deserted tropical beach or your grandmother’s garden? Perhaps an alpine meadow or the banks of a meandering river?


It’s no coincidence we often choose these wild and beautiful places as a mental refuge. A growing body of research has demonstrated the calming and relaxing influence of nature on our minds and bodies. We all know a bit of fresh air makes us feel better but numerous studies have found measurable health benefits associated with spending time in nature.1 These benefits include:




	
[image: Image] A stronger immune system


	
[image: Image] Accelerated healing


	
[image: Image] Reduced symptoms of stress (lower heart rate and levels of the stress hormone cortisol)


	
[image: Image] Reduced symptoms of anxiety and depression


	
[image: Image] Reduced respiratory tract illnesses


	
[image: Image] Reduced hypertension
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[image: Image] Higher levels of vitamin D


	
[image: Image] Lower levels of seasonal affective disorder (SAD)


	
[image: Image] Improved concentration


	
[image: Image] Higher birth-weights


	
[image: Image] ... and if that wasn’t enough, reduced all-cause mortality!





Nature isn’t a cure-all, or a replacement for conventional medicine, but the data is compelling and healthcare providers are now beginning to offer ‘green prescriptions’ to their patients. There are multiple explanations for why nature is so good for us, ranging from the increased exposure to friendly bacteria and sunlight, to reduced exposure to air and noise pollution, and increased exercise and social interactions.


Questions remain about how much exposure to nature we need for optimum health – a few minutes of everyday nature or an occasional week away in the wilderness? Probably both. But it’s becoming clear that the time we spend outdoors in nature is only part of the equation. It’s our relationship with the natural world that significantly influences our happiness and wellbeing.


It’s a relationship that has as much influence on our happiness and wellbeing as our income, marital status and education (and we all know how much time we spend worrying about those!). Researchers have found that the better our connection with nature, the happier and more satisfied we are with our lives. We experience more vitality, self-acceptance and personal growth.2 We suffer less from mental fatigue. In other words, we are more likely to flourish in our lives. As are our children. Studies demonstrate that engaging with nature improves their self-esteem, creativity and concentration.3 They’re also more likely to play, take risks and be resilient.4


Growing apart


A strong relationship with nature is clearly very good for our health and wellbeing. And yet most of us have never been so disconnected from the natural world. Just think about how much of your life you spend indoors, sitting down, staring at a screen. Those weekly screen-time updates on our smartphones and computers can be quite sobering. The trouble is, we often know our modern lifestyles aren’t healthy or making us happy, but we’re too overwhelmed and exhausted to do anything about it. Obesity and mental health problems are increasing, issues the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted and exacerbated. And, despite all the scary headlines, evidence-based research reports, NGO campaigns and David Attenborough’s best efforts, we’re still trashing our precious planet.
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We face a daunting list of environmental emergencies: biodiversity loss, climate change, ocean acidification, soil degradation ... and yet, year after year, we struggle to translate our awareness and anxiety into meaningful action. Why don’t we act? It’s because, for many of us, the issues are overwhelmingly big, often geographically remote and don’t appear to threaten us imminently. It’s far easier to stick our heads in the sand and hope our governments, inventors and future selves will somehow sort it all out. And when it all gets too scary and depressing, we distract ourselves by scrolling through social media, booking a fancy holiday or indulging in some retail therapy.


Reconnecting


How can we break the downward spiral and improve our relationship with the natural world? I don’t think we need to wait for any more knowledge or information. I confess, I no longer read academic papers or news stories about climate change with scary headlines. They just make me angry and sad. The science is vitally important, especially for governments, industry and regulators, but it doesn’t change our everyday behaviour. For us, what really matters, is how we feel about nature, not how much we know about it. We care about nature with our hearts, not our heads. And the more we love nature, the more we want to take care of it. There’s now convincing evidence that the more connected we feel to nature, the more likely we are to adopt pro-environmental behaviours and sustainable lifestyles.5 I also have a hunch that the more nature we have in our lives, the less we crave self-soothing consumption. We realize the best things in life are free.
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I’ve certainly noticed a shift in my own habits and behaviour as my relationship with nature has changed and improved. I’m far greener now than I was when I was working as a climate change advisor; I fly less; I’m almost vegetarian and I routinely feed the birds. I’m much more conscious of which companies I support, and always vote with nature in mind. There’s plenty of room for improvement (I still buy too much stuff, waste too much food and use too much plastic) but I’m trying my best and becoming greener every day.
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Opening our eyes


So how do we cultivate our own healing and heartfelt relationship with the natural world? Research shows we connect with nature when we experience beauty, joy and wonder; when we feel grateful and can find meaning.6 We need to tune in to these emotional responses, the subtle signals from our hearts, guts and imaginations. We need to pay more attention and notice how nature makes us feel.
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