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See the world as yourself.

Have faith in the way things are.

Love the world as yourself;

Then you can care for all things.

—LAO-TZU
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A NOTE FOR THE READER
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In exploring Forest Bathing, we are asking ourselves a simple question: How do we create authentic relationships with nature? This book cannot answer that question because all relationships are unique; it can, however, help you to find your own answers through your own practice. You might also consider attending a facilitated Forest Bathing walk; you may notice that you experience the practice differently in the company of a guide.

This book wants to be read outside, so that you are not only experiencing the ideas expressed on the page but are also experiencing the sensations of nature at the same time. It also wants to be read slowly, so that you will practice patience and remember how not to rush things that move at their own pace. Let the experience of reading this book reflect the ethos of this practice; move through it slowly, with your senses awakened and with an open heart.

Before you read the first chapter, you are invited to find a sit spot. A sit spot is somewhere in nature where your body wants to sit, a place you will spend time with through many seasons. It could be in your backyard, or a local park, or really anywhere you like. It helps for it to be somewhere convenient, so that you don’t have to spend a lot of time commuting there; choose a place that is comfortable and easily accessible.

If you allow it, your sit spot will become a good mentor in the practice of Forest Bathing. Just sitting there, simply relaxing into the moment, will help you understand things that this book can only attempt to describe. It’s good to spend at least thirty minutes there, but sometimes you may want to sit for longer. At the end of each chapter, there is a prompt for you to take to your sit spot. You might wait to read it until after you have arrived at your sit spot, so that you will receive it spontaneously.

Before you consider the prompt, take some time to settle into your body. Notice any sensations you are experiencing, then begin observing the world around you. What does it look like, feel like, sound like, smell like? You may choose to explore the prompt in your journal, or maybe just in your imagination. Don’t think about it too much; let the question move organically through your mind and body, and then simply listen to your heart.

Whatever arises is yours to do with what you will; there are no right or wrong answers. And when you run out of prompts, perhaps you will return to your sit spot and receive new prompts informed by your relationship to the nature of that space. This is how a sit spot can become an infinite adventure and a lifelong relationship. The more time you spend there, the deeper your relationship will grow; this has nothing to do with outcomes, and everything to do with good process. Trust that your body will guide you; you only need to give it time.

As you read this book, allow it to be more like a series of stories than a dogmatic truth. You don’t have to agree or disagree with these stories; you can just let them be what they are. All learning and growth emerges from the tension between our existing stories and new ideas, but you are not obligated to learn anything or grow in any way that does not serve you. You can hold these stories in your hands, but your hands must first be empty; try to set aside what you may think of as rigid truths and invite yourself to be curious about what more may exist.

If you are willing to hold stories in your hands and examine them with curiosity, then perhaps you will grasp them. But grasp not too tightly, as these stories are more like water than stones; they are not meant to be static for too long. Let them move and watch where they go; whatever returns is the lesson meant for your attention.

Ultimately, I hope that this book inspires you to co-author your own stories with the land that you live on, the places you visit, your own body, and all of nature. Because they are authentically yours, it is these stories that should become your guide to Forest Bathing. This book is about Forest Bathing, but it is not a substitute for Forest Bathing; only you can discover your practice.
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FOREWORD
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Good poetry has the uncanny capacity to put into words that which cannot be said. Its meaning arises not in the words themselves, but in a felt sense evoked by the power of the poem. Ben Page shows us how we can work with the forest to create a kind of poetry that reveals its meaning through the unique ways in which the natural world ignites our imaginations. In this book, he offers ten invitations that we can take into the woods when we are ready to hear the forest speaking in its language beyond words.

Experienced thus, the voice of the forest has healing qualities. It soothes the soul and quiets the busy mind. There are many approaches to forest therapy, but the one that Page offers has the virtue of simplicity. It is well within the reach of anyone who is capable of the act of simply sitting. No goals, no distractions, just you and what surrounds you. Perhaps those who have this capacity are not as many as there once were. But it’s not so hard to do, and this book is a reliable guide for those who wish to explore the experience.

This is a practice that attunes you to the inner rhythms of your mind as well as the outer rhythms of the land, its diurnal and seasonal changes. Things don’t happen quickly; the ways in which you are affected by a Forest Bathing experience may not become apparent to you for hours, days, or weeks afterward. There is often a subtlety to the benefits. I cannot speak for what you will experience, nor does Ben, but I can tell what this practice has meant for me. It has been a journey of slowly coming home to myself.

A few days ago, I was undertaking a journey, a daylong drive. I had driven a hundred miles or so when I realized that I was travelling more lightly than I had been recently. What I had left behind were things that I did not need. Stripped down to the essentials, I was free to be closer to the essence of myself. Pondering this realization, I connected it to a Forest Bathing walk I had taken two days before. Wandering down a hillside on the faint trails left by animals, I was in a sorrowful mood when I came to a small ravine where I felt invited to sit. My body felt at ease. Across the ravine was an old bay tree with some of its tangled roots exposed by the erosion of the ravine’s wall. In the patterns on the bark and the way the roots were arranged, I saw a face with a goofy, lighthearted smile. Was this an image from the imaginal world, a revelation of a listening presence? I decided it was, and so I spoke to the tree, telling it of recent events in my life, of changes ahead of me, of questions I had. At a remove from any human presence, I felt free to speak with total honesty, to be transparent so that the tree might gaze into my heart. The gaze of the tree is no different than the gaze of our own inner knowing, and two days later I realized that by confiding in nature I had lightened my emotional load, just as earlier I had lightened the load of things I carried with me.

This is a book that understands how the power of the forest animates our imaginations and brings us home to ourselves. My advice for how to use this book is simple: slowly, one chapter at a time, and in the company of the forest. Take the sit spot prompts with you. They are well crafted and will be reliable friends. May your journey through this book and on the trails be beautiful.
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AMOS CLIFFORD


Founder, Association of Nature and Forest Therapy Guides and Programs

    Author, Your Guide to Forest Bathing
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INTRODUCTION HOW DID I COME TO KNOW FOREST BATHING?
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When I am asked about where my journey began, I cannot help but think back to the beginning of this lifetime. In those days, there were fewer distractions. I remember navigating forests by moonlight and building fires, swimming in creeks and climbing mountains. I remember being on my hands and knees in the dirt, spotting crocuses coming up in the spring and the scent of fallen leaves in the autumn. I remember what fresh snow tasted like and the sound of the peeping frogs at night and the texture of the lamb’s ears that grew behind our neighbor’s house. I remember the power and simplicity of those experiences. As a child, it was reflexive; I didn’t need to be taught how to experience what is now called “Forest Bathing.” Back then, I just knew it as play.

And then I got older and life got faster, more demanding, more stressful. I acquired new interests, had more homework, more extracurriculars, more, more, more of everything, and always less time. I felt there was a lot of pressure to go to a “good college,” so that I could get a “good job,” so that I could have a “good life,” and so everything became oriented around becoming the best version of myself. Life was about striving, and there was no time to watch the trees or listen to the wind anymore.

I remember that was a stressful time. A big part of the stress was that all of a sudden, I held the idea that I had to be special, that to be meaningful in life was the height of achievement. I remember feeling like the concept of my potential was always out of reach, and I didn’t understand who I was. So I kept building up this idea of myself that I had been told would be meaningful, hoping that someday it would make me whole.

In that time, I still appreciated nature, but my relationship to it had changed. I still thought it was beautiful, but it was a beauty I observed from a distance, in the way one might appreciate a painting in a gallery. I lost touch with the intimate connections to place that I had known as a child and the way that the beings of the earth could be more than beautiful objects, but a vast community of friends.

Yet the world works in mysterious ways, and I did return to that perception eventually. When I was a senior in high school, I had an incredible teacher named Bill Schechter. I took a class with Bill in which we read Thoreau’s Walden and we read the last chapter at sunrise, before school, at the site of Thoreau’s cabin. This was a place not far from where I lived and was somewhere I had walked many times.

I remember us in the golden light of early morning, reading the final lines. And then Bill turned to us and said something like, “Well, I have to go to work now. If I don’t show up, they’ll fire me. But you’re all seniors in high school, and if I were you, I’d cut class and take a walk around this pond. What Thoreau was writing about was his experience of this place. But you’ll never have Thoreau’s experience of these woods; you can only read about it. You can, however, find a way to have your own experience. Don’t let Thoreau be the expert of this place! You will find your own relationship here.” And that’s exactly what we all did. We went on our own journeys to find our own knowing, our own experience of the place called Walden.

I remember it was like waking up from a trance. Wandering slowly through that forest, having permission from Bill to rebel against time scarcity and to abandon the idea of Thoreau’s expertise, I started to repair my relationship to that place and the beings who lived there. I sat with trees who I had spent time with as a child but had not visited in ages. I heard the sounds of the morning that I never heard because I was always in school at that time. I remember a squirrel watching me for a while, and realizing that the forest could see me here, that the earth was gazing back. It wasn’t like a beautiful painting or a line from a famous book; it was a lived experience of presence and relationship.
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