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Author’s Note

 

‘Health is greatly affected by landscape . . . our mental and physical health depends and relies on it.’

Laura Menatti and Antonio Casado da Rocha, ‘Landscape and Health’1
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Why do some landscapes call to us at certain times of our life? Why do we sometimes wake up longing for the sea, or craving the fizzing streets of a city? And why do different places make us feel so . . . different?

The Walking Cure uses anecdotal and empirical evidence to examine the interaction between place, body and mind, the mysterious dialogue we have with the earth and the air – and its implications for our wellbeing. It is not intended to dictate where we should walk but to illuminate the often muffled longings of our walking self.

Modern life makes it difficult to decipher the call of place. Lost amid the cacophony and comfort of our pixellated age, we can feel utterly disconnected and too bogged down in daily life, too reluctant to step out of our quotidian spaces, to give extended thought to where we walk. Listening to our body has never been more challenging. Many of us must relearn the subtle notes of place and space. In order to register the quickened heartbeat and altered emotions – however fleeting, however light-fingered – that come as we move from terrain to terrain, we must plunge back into our skin and bone, we must learn to hear the softest of whispers from the furthest corners of our brains and bodies. We must also learn to quieten our own voice so that we can hear what our landscapes have to say. Sometimes a little bit of knowledge can help us do this.




Introduction

 

‘Sensitivity is the only answer for understanding a landscape.’

Sarah Marquis, Wild by Nature
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Where do you like to walk? Do you ever find yourself pining for a place, longing for a particular landscape? I do. In the past, I have craved desert, forest, ocean, mountains and city streets. I have yearned for rivers, cemeteries, starlit fields. Not to look at on a screen, but to walk through. At times the call was so consuming I had no choice but to leave my desk and deadlines, find the nearest available location I was hankering for – and walk it.

Later I understood: when my life was overwhelmingly busy and my mind frazzled from too many decisions and too much responsibility, I longed for the uncluttered space of deserts or plains. When things came tumbling down in a deluge of confusion, I needed the airy perspective bestowed by mountains. When I lost confidence, I yearned for the steadfastness of a river. When I felt unmoored by sadness, I wanted the reassuring clasp of trees and woodland. When I felt mired in self-pity, I needed the gratitude prompted by headstones in a cemetery. And when I was bored and restless, only the exuberance of a city would suffice.

I often returned from my walks feeling changed: some routes eased my mind while others challenged it. Some places seemed to intensify my emotions, while others calmed me. It struck me that where I walked might be influencing my mood, shaping my thoughts and emotions in the subtlest of ways.

Landscapes speak to us differently at different times, reflecting our moods and thoughts, acting as catalysts while we process complicated feelings, prompting new insights into the workings of our own minds, even spurring imaginative solutions to nagging problems or challenging how we see the world. When a place seems to echo our emotions, we are nudged into acknowledging and accepting them, rather than judging or evading them.1 Landscapes also allow us to encounter aspects of ourselves that we otherwise repress, suppress or do not give ready expression to. They can be outlets for some of our deepest yearnings – to be free, independent, wild.

The writer and psychologist Dr Sharon Blackie believes that places call to us when we most need them. Lakes beckon, she says, when we need to go more deeply into ourselves. Mountains call when we need space, and deserts appeal when we need to shed scraps of our past.2 This notion is echoed by writer and podcaster Sarah Wilson, who walks the coast when she needs to ease emotional pain, and tramps forests when she needs gentleness and forgiveness.3

The idea that our health and the landscape are intimately bound up isn’t new: the earliest cities of China, Greece and Persia included plenty of greenery and water to aid healing. In Europe, the first hospitals were sited within the cloistered, herbal gardens of convents. At the turn of the twentieth century, the model ‘garden city’ was thought to improve health and happiness. More recently, psychologists at Sweden’s Alnarp Rehabilitation Garden and Denmark’s Octovia Health Forest have been investigating the therapeutic traits of specific landscapes on the unsettled, burnt-out brain, asking how and why they help us heal.

“Meaningful places generate a strong emotional response . . . impacting us physically and psychologically”

In the last ten years or so, a handful of environmental psychologists and neuroscientists have started using technology to understand why places affect us, and how physical location can constrain, guide and shape us. A pioneering paper from the National Trust and the University of Surrey found three brain regions that registered powerful responses to landscape: the left amygdala, the medial prefrontal cortex and the parahippocampal place area. According to Professor Bertram Opitz, who led the study, ‘the brain treats meaningful places very differently to both objects and everyday places . . . meaningful places generate a strong emotional response . . . impacting us physically and psychologically’.4

Unfortunately, these studies excluded movement. Instead, participants were asked to look at screen images while their responses were monitored, measured and recorded using technologies like fMRI and EEG.*

But here’s the problem: looking at a landscape on a screen doesn’t deliver what our bodies long for. When we feel the pull of an ocean, forest or mountain peak, a saturated digital image will rarely suffice. Personally, I need full, mobile immersion. I want to feel the salt spray of sea air on my cheeks, or the tug of mountain wind in my hair. I want to breathe in damp moss, spring sap, the first bluebells. I want to smell the freshly brewed coffee and newly baked bread that signifies a city at dawn. Above all, I want to move through a place, to see its grasses and buildings change, to sense shale become dune, or turf become reeds, or pavements become parks. I want to see the light softening as morning becomes afternoon. I want my ears full of birdsong, then rushing streams and the scraping of insect wings, followed by the chiming of church clocks and the banter of a city bar.

“Above all, I want to move through a place”

And while all this is going on, I like to feel the pulling and working of my muscles, the swinging of my arms, the steady stride of my feet. Without which a landscape affects us quite differently, as confirmed by researcher Dr Amy McDonnell, who told me that her lab (at the University of Utah) found people were cognitively different when immersed in nature: ‘there’s something unique about the multi-sensory experience of immersion that can’t be replicated by just looking at images’.

Fledgling studies are beginning to bear this out – and to pick apart how different forms of immersion affect us.5 New research suggests that when we exercise near a beach or river, we feel greater self-esteem and better mood than when we exercise in urban green space, farmland or woodland, for example.6 Studies indicate that walking alone in a maintained forest
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notes













* Functional magnetic resonance imaging and electroencephalogram, both measuring brain activity.
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