





SACRED FOREST BATHING



“Ellen weaves spirituality, cultural connections, personal experiences, and science to transport you into the presence of the ancient forests. Her elegant writing flows with love of nature. This book gives us the opportunity to connect deeply with the wisdom of the trees and evolve our potential as human beings.”
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“Sacred Forest Bathing is a poetic invitation into one’s own wild intelligence as part of nature rather than outside of it. Through Ellen’s personal journey with the redwoods, we are given a field guide for our own encounter with the heartbeat of life. You will never see or feel life the same after walking in Ellen’s hiking boots.”
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“Ellen’s clarity is born from decades of wandering the wilderness, communing deeply with trees, and researching ancient and contemporary Earth-based teachings at this time of planetary emergency. Sacred Forest Bathing is delightful, hard-hitting, compassionate, hopeful, and weaved together through Ellen’s intelligence, sensitivity, realism, and utter delight for our living world.”
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Ode to the White Barked Alders


What I have to share

Is the white-barked moonlit trees

Alders, bathing in rays

The bubbling spring

Fresh green moss

Rotting logs and moths

A habitat for fungi, snails

Slugs and salamanders

What I have to share

Is the foundational feeling

When soul connects to soil

And we breathe a sigh

Of presence in the organic

Balance of elements

Our bodies know

What I have to share

Is the way nature

Brings us home

In taste and smell and hearing

The caress of air on skin

So we feel the instinctual magic

Living grace

Of wild and holy places
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Foreword

Allegra Moon

I am humbled and honored to put my voice into this foreword. To my amazement, Ellen Dee Davidson has the unique ability to paint her vibrant inner landscape with lyrical imagery. Her unique perceptions and innate wisdom will entice her audience to explore the profound healing that can occur while consciously being in the beauty of our outer world.

Her sense of reverence, humor, and glorious gift of imagination will land deeply into the hearts of readers. The desire to write and describe her adventures in Sacred Forest Bathing arose from a deep soul calling to share many of her experiences, which have profoundly changed her life. It is a journey that will affect anyone who is on a sacred path of self-exploration and desires to be assisted by the support of nature.

One can tune in to the subtle realms while being nurtured and held in the embrace of a wild environment, where our perceptions have fluidity to shift and evolve. Ellen’s insights and awareness of her inner psyche are a true heart offering and a testament to the unique path that she passionately shares. Her wisdom floats like musical notes throughout a symphony of trees.

What started out many years ago as a magical game the two of us were playing in the forest has completely changed my life. One day, Ellen shared that the trees told her to “bring someone with her,” and I have been in the incredibly lucky position to be that someone. The luscious beauty of the unspoiled redwood forest was so amazing that we felt like we were a fairy and an elf in the enchanted woods. During our joyous celebration in the outdoors, with nature as our guide, it seemed unimaginable that our daily lives would be affected in any tangible way by what we experienced in the forest.

We gave ourselves permission to play as we walked through the holy cathedral of the old-growth redwoods. We allowed the movement of each delightful moment to lead into the next. We meditated, took time to pause and listen to the birdsongs, and watched silently as butterflies flitted in and out of view. We put our feet in the cool creek and made circles on the surface of the water with our hands, before plunging our bodies down into the icy depths. We allowed ourselves to splash around in the vibrancy of the moment, completely captivated by the joy of the day.

There were many days while forest bathing when I felt like I was experiencing the most perfect day ever; a time so blissful, with my heart so open, that I wished it would never end. It was as if we were darting in and out of realms. My lively inner essence felt full of light. This was a way to explore the world with childlike curiosity and become completely captivated by the deliciousness of the moment. We were open, mesmerized, and totally immersed in a beautiful place.

What we did not know back then was that our lives, as well as the lives of our family members, would also change for the better. We became healthier, happier, and guided in our choices. We also began to notice coincidences. Often we would meditate and hear the exact same words, see identical images, or receive helpful information for each other and our families.

As we continue to explore forest bathing, we have witnessed many of the same subtleties. Some days in the trees are sweet, quiet, and supportive, which turns out to be the perfect remedy for calming our nervous systems. Other times, we feel ecstatic, celebratory, and filled to overflowing, witnessing the unbelievable majesty of the forest surrounding us. In contrast, right before the pandemic, we both had a similar vision of something slick and dark creeping and infecting the planet. At the time, neither of us understood what this warning meant, but we were unfortunately soon to find out about COVID-19. We have learned the importance of remaining open to whatever the energy, experience, and information is for that day.

Over time, our happiness improved. Dreams became more vivid. Our well-being continues to grow as we maintain our nature therapy spiritual practice. Like everyone, sometimes difficult situations and complications arise in our lives, but the support of wilderness increases our capacity to navigate the challenges that come our way. The wild path is a mystical path of embodied spirituality and continual growth. Nature play creates the opening for experiences to authentically occur, just as they are. In this way, we celebrate the beauty of Earth while reaching out beyond the stars and joyfully dancing with the elementals.

Sacred Forest Bathing is an opportunity to share in the magic of nature. The words dancing across the page have the potential to connect readers with their own higher guidance. My hope is that reading this book will open blessings into your life and that they will multiply in great abundance.

ALLEGRA MOON, owner of MoonImages Photography, has worked as a professional dancer, taught dance to children, and raised a daughter. As well as her highly developed kinesthetic senses, Allegra is also a gifted visual intuitive. She lives in the redwoods of Northern California and spends a lot of time in the forest opening her perceptions to the beauty of the trees.
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INTRODUCTION

An Invitation


These remnants of wilderness, places allowed to evolve in their own wild ways without the interference of human beings, give us glimpses into what it feels like to be whole.




Imagine walking down a path on soft russet duff. The faint sweet fragrance of the simple, white trilliums with their yellow stamens wafts on the breeze. There are so many trilliums; they line the trail. The flute-like note of a hermit thrush punctuates the air, calling us back to this place and this moment in time, so our thoughts slow down and we start noticing more.

After this winter’s fierce rains, the moss is scintillating with fresh vibrant aliveness. Waist-high ferns glisten with dewdrops. A blue jay flits through branches, flying between shafts of sunlight that seem to pour down grace.

It’s so quiet here that the rustles of a chipmunk in the brush seem loud. It’s so quiet here that we can hear ourselves think. It’s so quiet here that we can hear ourselves not think. We can open up to the spaciousness and delight of being in a fragment of the wholeness that once was, a remnant of the glory of the biosphere Earth created over eons.

These remnants of wilderness, places allowed to evolve in their own wild ways without the interference of human beings, give us glimpses into what it feels like to be whole. And for sure it’s not linear. All is curvy, fractal, interrelated. The essence of wholeness is when all of the disparate parts assemble in harmony, whether it is our body, emotions, spirits, minds, and essences or the elements of earth, water, fire, air, and space.

A common note in diverse ecosystems seems to be beauty; every environment has unique colors, scents, hues, vibrations, patterns, and energy fields that come together in exquisite coherence. Even the transitional environments, where we go from forest to beach, for example, do it with such elegance and interwoven delicacy that our hearts open to beauty.

My odyssey began over thirty years ago when my husband took a job in Humboldt County, California, in the far north of the state. It is a region of redwoods, rivers, and big lagoons along stretches of rugged coastline. There is even an old-growth redwood behind my backyard. I named the tree Grandmother Dragon Tree because she feels old and grandmotherly and has two prongs sticking out the top of her crown and a snout nose that resembles a dragon. (I’m calling the tree “she” because I can’t bear to call living beings “it,” as if they are objects.)

As soon as we settled into the house, Grandmother Dragon Tree began visiting and teaching me in dreams.

1992: Sleeping, the giant tree appears in my mind. She pulses with light and consciousness. I see waves of energy radiate from Grandmother Dragon Tree—up, down, and across the valley for a quarter mile in every direction. Words come into my dream. “My radiant field uplifts.” And somehow I know she’s improving the tone of all the life in this area: the creek and fish, occasional river otters, spawning salmon, eagles, hawks, herons, egrets, deer, bear, fox, porcupines, and myself and my family. Some nights in my dreams, I see starlight streak down her trunk, grounding into the soil. Other times, there is the vision of the tree, almost as if she is greeting me, and then the dream image of her morphs into pictures of mushrooms growing on her bark, huddled against her roots, or sprouting up in circles around her.

I can’t figure out why the tree keeps showing me mushrooms. It is decades before I learn of discoveries scientists make about the importance of fungi and their mycelial networks transmitting nutrients between trees. At first, I don’t understand the dreams at all. It never occurs to me that the tree is sentient and actually communicating with me. Instead, I analyze each dream in a Jungian way, as if the tree represents part of myself.

About fifteen years after Grandmother Dragon Tree’s first visits to me in my dreams, I begin going on retreats and meditating with a lama in the Tibetan Buddhist Vajrayana tradition. The lama comes to my friend Annette’s refurbished redwood barn. About twenty of us sit on woven wool carpets. During rainstorms, a woodstove keeps us cozy, while on hot summer days, with the windows wide open, we watch the crown sparrows dip and dive. Each retreat, we soften and open by meditating, dancing, listening to dharma talks, chanting mantras, and receiving the beauty of the blossoming rhododendrons. So I’m in a very receptive state when the lama suggests we “follow the juice.”

I think he means that we follow our deepest heart wishes and do what increases our vital life force energy. Both of my children are grown and off to college, and I have more free time than I’ve ever had, so I start playing a game with myself upon waking and ask, “What is my heart’s desire to do today?” Most free days, the answer is, “Go to the redwood forest.” Although there is a lovely second-growth community forest in my town, Arcata, I can’t resist the lure of forests that have never been logged and so usually drive either forty minutes south or north to find completely untouched redwoods. I begin hiking miles, sometimes with my husband, Steve, or one of my friends, most often Allegra. I first met Allegra when our daughters were in elementary school and we were at an assembly. Looking across the sea of people, I saw her face lit up from within, glowing like a full moon, and it almost seemed like there was a twinkling tiara of sparkling fairy lights around her head. Later, she told me that I also looked luminous and magical, like an elf! We’ve been friends ever since.

But Steve is often busy with his garden, and Allegra with her family, so I usually go alone. Sometimes it is scary. I run into mountain lions, rutting elk, and black bears. But mostly it is blissful to be in all that silence, and I spend hours meditating with the old trees. I’m not expecting spending time in the forest to heal me, but it does and over the years I find myself happier and healthier than I’ve ever been. I’m also not expecting the spirits of the land to speak to me and to take me on a mythic journey that opens me up to visionary experiences, but they do and over the years I find myself increasingly able to receive the magical and mysterious wisdom of the trees.

Immersing myself deeply into the enchanted realm of the ancient redwood forest, I have discovered that everything communicates with me, often on levels too subtle to reach my conscious awareness. Information comes into my body, sometimes as an instinct—the way we often know who is safe or not, without understanding exactly why. Children and pets do this all the time. I’ve learned to trust this intelligence that permeates my body. When I don’t invalidate what I’m receiving, things go better for me, and eventually I understand what I picked up. So I slow down and allow the trees to enliven me, awakening memories of a state of wholeness when redwood forests stretched from California to Canada, oaks were worshipped in my ancestral lands of Ireland, and people lived so intimately with Earth it was an entangled weave of life.

It still is an entangled weave of life. There’s no getting around that. Modern humans have stepped back behind squares and rectangles, metallic devices, electronic barrages, noise, traffic, artificial perfumes, laundry detergents, and walls so that we create a delusion of independence, of not being entangled with life. But of course this is impossible. We are woven deeply into the fabric of Earth’s creative expression.

We are in dynamic times where old systems are crumbling and we have yet to birth the new. It’s a challenge to keep our balance and focus on what we do want, while feeling so deeply for our own and others’ suffering. In this story of wild wanderings, I hope to explore ways nature can help us to lean into our fullness, health, and potential to get off this hamster wheel of human-induced suffering, abuse, and war on ourselves, one another, and nature.

We can look to wilderness for guidance, especially forests. Trees have been on the planet for over 360 million years. In that time, they have been huge contributors to creating the biosphere that has elaborated itself into this astonishing diversity of interconnected life. It’s a stunning creation that has, in fact, made Earth habitable for us. We humans have only been here for a few million years, so it’s safe to say trees are our natural elders. We can learn from them. As I take readers strolling down this wild path, I hope you, like me, will be reminded of your wholeness, the part of you that knows health, connectivity, and a way home to our original blueprint of living in harmony with Earth.

Before we wander in the woods, here’s a little topo map of where this book is heading. Mirroring the diversity found in thriving ecological systems, Sacred Forest Bathing stitches together a tapestry of many strands. Woven throughout the book are myths and stories, scientific discoveries of the benefits of being in forests and other intact ecosystems, current issues we face like the climate and how a more conscious relationship with the natural world can offer solutions, and my living, breathing personal experiences of the healing and perceptually enhancing power of spending time in redwood forests and other natural environments. When we allow our empathy and imagination to open to the forest or any place in wild nature, we make ourselves available to an extraordinary realm of nature spirits and visionary guidance. We can receive mysterious and magical information and learn to co-create with nature.

Short chapters are set up in a way that conveys the sensual feel of being with the trees. At the end of each vignette is a brief Forest Guidance section giving readers more facts along with information about techniques and protocols to deepen their relationship with the natural world. Many include processes that can be done in a park, at the beach, the forest, in the mountains, a desert, or even at home with a houseplant.

For hundreds of thousands of years human beings have been connecting deeply with nature. We evolved outside in the varied ecosystems found on this planet, from forests to savannas, deserts to mountains and oceans. Our nervous systems are wired to be close to earth. It is our birthright.

Profound healing and expanded states of consciousness are possible when we enjoy more time in the countryside, especially if we do so in a mindful way. The combination of spending time with nature and practicing simple mindfulness techniques is more powerful than either one alone. When I began spending several days a week hiking and meditating in the ancient redwoods near my home, I had never heard of the term forest bathing. The words are a translation of the Japanese phrase shinrin-yoku, where the technique of immersing ourselves in the forest was first studied. Although I am incredibly fortunate to live close to ancient redwood forests and be able to be with them often, even a few days of being in a forest have been shown to lower blood pressure, decrease depression, lessen anxiety, and reduce stress for up to a month! Anecdotally, my friends and I have noticed that a day in nature also opens our perceptual and creative abilities.

I hope, dear readers, that this book will help you deepen your own connection with the vast intelligence and healing power of our astonishing Earth. In this intimacy, we are welcomed into the loving embrace of the mystery and beauty of nature. In this intimacy, we may find solutions we never imagined.
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Ancient forests are deeply healing.




Every opportunity I get, I’m out in the forests, rivers, mountains, beaches, and lagoons. Wilderness has healed me. For twenty years I was sick with fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue. I could hardly ever sleep, had painful muscle spasms to the point I could barely turn my neck, and my digestion was a mess. I was tired all the time while trying to raise my girls and break some epigenetic patterns of generational trauma.

When I first became ill, it was a gradual process. I was OK as a student because I slid through school without taking it too seriously or working too hard. When Steve and I were married, I felt more pressure to become a real adult. My sleep and digestion first became fragile when I took a job teaching emotionally disturbed kids. It was intense! Once a child tried to stab my hand with her pen. Another time one of the kids told me he was going to set me on fire. When I checked his file, I discovered he was there for having put kerosene around a sleeping man in a park and lighting a fire around him. It was so disturbing, and I was under constant pressure to apply behavior modification techniques, which was not my forte. For me, the worst part was that I’d dream with the kids at night. One night, I dreamed that two of the kids were psychic and I was afraid of them. The thirteen-year-old boy was throwing balls of lurid green and dirty red energy at me. I kept dodging, but was aware somehow that if one of the balls actually hit, I’d be immobilized and at his mercy. The next day when I went to school the eleven-year-old girl, who had been the second character in my dream, said, “You were in my dream last night along with [she named the boy], and we had psychic powers and you were afraid of us.” She gave a sinister laugh and continued, “We almost had you.” It was true and exactly what I’d dreamed.

So my health wobbled. I left that job and was better until I had my first daughter. The stress of being responsible for her well-being felt overwhelming, and she was colicky and didn’t sleep. Soon, I also lost the ability to sleep. On a good night I’d snatch four or five hours. Many nights, I was up all night listening to guided meditations, doing yoga, drinking herb tea, and taking Epsom salt baths, but not sleeping. I never fell asleep during a nap either. It was a form of torture. I felt like jumping out of my skin. Becoming ill crept up on me with a cascade of increasing symptoms. My digestive system broke down first, followed by my ability to sleep, followed by muscle spasms.

My will to love my daughters and give them a good chance in life was so strong that, despite feeling ill, we somehow made it through and it all turned out well. We are happy together. Love is strong medicine. We also had Steve. He worked a lot, so most of the childrearing was on me, but he has always been loyal and steady as a rock. We could rely on him without question.

I cut out most of the activities in my life that weren’t absolutely necessary and lived simply—taking walks, cooking, cleaning, and chauffeuring my daughters wherever they needed to go for their many activities. I didn’t have the energy to have much of a social life. About ten years into the sleepless torture, I discovered tranquilizers actually helped. I used them sparingly, afraid of addiction. That worked for a decade until my youngest daughter’s appendix ruptured, and she was in the hospital for ten days, during which time I used tranquilizers every single night. When I tried to stop, I could not.

Until I spent time in the redwoods.

Ancient forests are deeply healing. Spending time in forests is proven to accelerate physical wound healing, hasten recovery from surgery, and help kids with ADHD focus. These benefits are not only due to the serenity of the forest but also to chemicals called phytoncides, which trees put into the atmosphere to protect themselves from insects and fungi. Phytoncides are antibacterial and antifungal and stimulate our bodies to increase the activity of a type of white blood cell called natural killer cells, which attack cancerous and virus-infected cells.

Being in the forest likely boosted my damaged immune system. But more than that, it embraced me: I was held and soothed in the sheltered environment of the trees. Beauty opened my heart and filled me with gratitude. I bonded deeply with Earth, feeling held by Gaia’s gravity, expanded by her beauty, and filled with elemental grace that enlivened my cells and made them sing.

Similar to the way my illness crept up on me with one symptom leading to others, healing happened by mending one broken system after another. This is a well-known phenomenon in energy medicine practices, such as acupuncture, reiki, jin-shin jyutsu, chi-gong, and homeopathy. When they work, the effects don’t exclusively cure one broken part of the body but manifest throughout in beneficial ways. I knew that. What I did not know was that being within the forest was energy medicine.

Improvements to my health were gradual. I felt more peaceful. I slept a little more. Many mornings I awoke eager and excited to go to the trees. I felt overwhelmingly grateful to have the time to visit the parks, the car to drive me there, enough money for gas, and a lunch. Bit by bit, I healed until now, at sixty-nine, I feel remarkably well.

Sitting with the trees rewired my nervous system. Spiritual guidance came through, as if the trees were connecting me to divine nature intelligence. Over and over again, I was shown my next healthy step, until I learned to trust the universe and live one step at a time, following my intuition and heart wishes. Slowly my body, mind, spirit, and emotions mended in one of the few forests on Earth that have never been interfered with by human beings.

Recalling how I became ill with an almost domino effect of symptoms, one leading to another and all of them exacerbating each other, and then how I have healed has given me a model of how our environments can also be restored. My healing journey was the reverse of the one I took on my way into chronic illness. As each system in my body improved a little bit, others would also spontaneously improve. They are all interrelated, similar to the way ecosystems are intricately woven together. Unravel one, and others are strained and sometimes come undone.

As we humans put efforts into restoring environments ravaged by our misunderstanding, ignorance, greed, and generally out-of-balance lifestyles, we can start anywhere and discover it has beneficial effects for the whole. Protect clean water, and it will continue to nourish soil. Clear the air, and plants will have an easier time breathing. Plant more trees, and they will keep the soil from eroding. There’s no place too small to start, and that includes taking care of and being kind to one another. Every little effort counts.

And so now I am off on this gorgeous spring day to frolic in the woods with my friend Allegra. We can’t wait to find out what the trees will share today.



Forest Guidance


Our health is inextricably linked to the health of our environment. We need to protect both. Allow yourself to witness what you are called to care for. What are you guardian of? It doesn’t have to be something huge. You may be guardian of a child, a relationship, a pet, your own sleep, or a particular tree or stream. Settle into your favorite spot in nature and ask, “What am I guardian of?” Perhaps you are a guardian for that particular place. If you are drawn to do so, use your nondominant hand to write the answers you receive. This will help you to connect to the intuitive side of your brain. A few more questions you might ask are, “What is my next step in this guardianship?” “What support or healing do I need in order to be effective?” “What else am I guardian of?”
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How do we water the seeds of the world we want?




Today, Allegra and I are hiking through the blooming yellow skunk cabbages, nestled into the wetlands like a Monet garden. Their pungent spicy smell fills the air. Winter wrens sing overhead. Every once in a while, I spy a small brown bird tucked in and partially hidden, like a little mouse snuggled into the roots of a fallen tree. Winter wrens are so plain compared to the magnificence of their songs, which fill the air with the joy of spring. Ah, to be alive to witness another spring! I sing along with the birds. One wren pauses her song as if listening and then sends another musical phrase shimmering through the forest.

Laughing, I romp down the trail. Spring is so vibrant that I can feel the plants delight in bursting growth. It makes me feel young. Beauty opens me to childlike wonder. Beauty is, herself, a goddess. She’s sensual, enticing, and lures us in with her attractiveness. She’s the most natural being in the world. Everywhere, nature creates exquisite beauty, whether it be rivers, deserts, rocks, mountains, forests, clouds in the sky, oceans, or canyons. Beauty is easily found in all ecosystems.

Beauty brings us home. We want to notice her, and that gets us right here, living in the present moment, the way so many spiritual teachers have recommended. Beauty is my easiest path into the now. I’m not the first one to notice
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