

[image: Cover image: The cover depicts buildings in different architectural styles emerging out of various species of trees and plants, with deer, birds, butterflies and foxes also in the scene.]




WILD CITIES

Journeys through the Modern Urban Jungle

Chris Fitch

[image: William Collins Logo.]




Copyright

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2025

Copyright © Chris Fitch 2025

Cover design and illustration by Rebecca Heselton. Forest © Olga Korneeva / Shutterstock

Chris Fitch asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008557225

Ebook Edition © February 2025 ISBN: 9780008557201

Version: 2026-03-31




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008557225




Dedication

For Ana, meu amor




Contents

Cover

A Book of the Year in the Independent

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Prologue

1 Tokyo, Japan

The big city with little forests

2 Medellín, Colombia

The city where everything is connected

3 Singapore

The city with buildings covered in life

4 Tallinn, Estonia

The sanctuary city for pollinators

5 Wellington, New Zealand

The city where the birds came back

6 Nairobi, Kenya

The city with space for big animals

7 Sydney, Australia

The city where there’s life underwater

8 Munich, Germany

The city with the free-flowing river

9 Barcelona, Spain

The walking-friendly city

10 Copenhagen, Denmark

The city with edible streets

11 Flagstaff, United States

The city where night is protected

12 Paris, France

The city where death creates life

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Endnotes

Index

About the Author

Plate Section

About the Publisher




PROLOGUE

‘Sometimes I touch the tree. Talk with the tree.’ Qing turned his head, looking around. ‘Maybe we find a big tree …’

I too began scanning the area. ‘Do you look for a certain species? Or do you just want any big tree?’

‘Big tree!’ he barked over his shoulder, already on the move. I followed the doctor as he ran to a large ginkgo tree, twenty, maybe thirty metres tall. The highest branches disappeared into a thick canopy. Ginkgo are ancient trees, a species hundreds of millions of years old[1]. The leaves, with their distinctive stingray shape, have been found in fossils unearthed from before the time of the dinosaurs. Modern cultivated ginkgo can be found all over the world, but they are such a recognisable symbol of Tokyo that the leaf is used as the official logo for the city government, as well as for one of the two metro networks[2].

Qing cautiously extended his arms. ‘I just touch the tree …’ and he pressed his hands firmly against the bark.

Curious, I copied his actions. Arms outstretched, I placed my palms against the rough surface, cracked like mud in the hot sun. It was firm, but surprisingly malleable, verging on soft. ‘Now, you can talk with the tree.’ Qing stared forward, focused on the trunk in front of us. When he spoke, it was directly into the wood, addressed, I suppose, at the soul of the tree.

‘You are my good friend.’ His speech was slow, measured. ‘I get lots of power from you.’

Suddenly I felt self-conscious, very aware of our public location. I heard the click-clacking heels of young women heading home, the crunching of gravel, as bicycles, suitcases and grocery trolleys were wheeled past. Public declarations of love to trees, even in a foreign language, felt like breaking some kind of social taboo.

Qing turned his gaze to me. ‘Maybe, you can close your eyes? If you’re opening the eyes, maybe you cannot enjoy the sense of smell very well. Also, deep breathing! Deep breathing, so that we enjoy that sense of the smell.’

I cleared my throat. ‘So, it’s about the senses? We’re smelling, listening, feeling …?’

‘You’re feeling, yeah yeah. You can put your whole body in the park atmosphere.’

‘How do I do that? Hug the tree?’

‘No!’ His response was surprisingly stern. ‘No, we don’t hug.’ ‘We don’t hug.’

‘We just use these,’ and he did a little jazz hands wiggle. ‘Okay, hands are enough.’

This tree honouring routine has been a regular part of Dr Li Qing’s routine for many years. During breaks in his working day, as a medical doctor in the neighbouring Nippon Medical School, he would change out of his official medical attire into casual clothes, then head outside, and cross the road to stand beneath a tall, majestic, right-angular stone arch. A torii gate, the traditional entrance to a sacred Japanese shrine.

This was Nezu, a space of worship for almost two thousand years.[3] In the grounds of the shrine, he would admire the colourful azalea garden, with more than three thousand flowers, blooming in various shades of pink, red and white. Walk the passageway beneath hundreds of small scarlet torii gates, all lined up in a row. And absorb the sights, smells and feelings of the many trees that surrounded him: ginkgo, of course, transforming from summer greens to autumnal yellows. But also cherry trees – so important to Japanese culture – with their world famous blossom seasons, Japanese cedar, aromatic cypress and others.

Qing placed his hands again upon the trunk, tilting his gaze towards the canopy. His cheek twitched, the faintest of smiles. ‘Bigger trees are better.’ He said it like a monk, as though imparting great wisdom.

‘Okay. Because they’ve got more … stories?’ ‘More power.’

‘More power?’

‘Yeah, more power. Bigger trees give you more power. More energy.’

Despite my awkwardness, I did as I was told. Hands upon the tree. Eyes closed. Deep breaths.

We stood in silence. I felt my pulse lightly beating in my fingertips, what felt like tiny furs tickling my skin. A woody aroma, although my nostrils lacked the palate to pick out any individual scents. I heard water, flowing over tiny waterfalls in a nearby stream. Crows screamed at each other in the sky overhead. A rumble of voices from the passing crowd, the occasional clicking of cameras. I tried to shut out any intrusive thoughts, just feeling the sensation of bark beneath my fingertips. Sun on my skin. The sound of leaves, caught in a breeze, brushing into each other. That faint musty scent in the air.

In that moment, I had the strange sensation of inhabiting two worlds simultaneously. In one, I felt relaxed, bathing in some sort of forest spa. Clocks stopped, time stood still. I could almost feel my brain unclenching, as tension I’d been carrying around with me was finally released.

But then: undeniable reality. The knowledge, tucked away in the back of my consciousness, that the busy urban world marched on around us. At this very moment, the subway network mere metres away was packed with millions of commuters, rushing to get home from another hard day in the office. The electric lights of Shibuya were getting ready to illuminate, for another night of frivolities, high jinks, and debauchery. Beyond the bubble of calm that surrounded us, the world’s biggest metropolis sprawled in every direction.

So, how did I end up here, fondling trees in a Japanese park? Before we answer that: how did you spend 23 May 2007?

What a time. Rihanna was inviting us to stand underneath her umbrella. Spiderman, Shrek, and Jack Sparrow ruled the silver screen. A young senator named Barack Obama was gearing up for a run at the US presidency. The global financial crisis was yet to bite, and atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations sat at a relatively healthy 386 parts per million.[4] For none of these reasons, 23 May 2007 could be regarded as one of the most important and pivotal dates in human history.

Like most people, I was pretty ignorant about the importance of the day. As a freewheeling undergrad, fresh from finishing my first-year exams, I spent the afternoon at a local theme park, foolishly indulging in the unlimited pizza buffet before hitting the rollercoasters. That night, my friends and I went to a gig by the pop-rock band Wheatus, reflecting deeply on how we too were just teenage dirtbags, baby.

Why was this date so special? It has been estimated that 23 May 2007 was the moment when Homo sapiens became a majority urban species.[5] For the first time in our history, there were now more people living in towns and cities, than in rural locations.[6],[7] ‘Wisely or not, Homo sapiens has become Homo urbanus’ quipped an article in The Economist.[8]

Since then, the trend has only continued. While the total rural population flatlines, the urban population keeps growing. Of the 8 billion humans currently eating, sleeping and procreating their way around the planet, around 55 per cent now live in some form of urban environment.[9] And by 2050 – just twenty-five years away – two thirds of the entire global population are expected to be city dwellers: almost 7 billion people. Humanity is on a seemingly inevitable slide towards an urban existence.

In many ways, my own story mirrors that of our species. My formative years passed in a tropical blur in Honiara, capital city of the Solomon Islands. Here, I was essentially surrounded by nature. Every afternoon after school, I would disappear into the forest next to our house, getting muddy, sunburnt, and bitten by mosquitoes, searching for secret passages through the humid undergrowth. Weekends were spent snorkelling down at the beach, bobbing on the waves looking down on sea anemone and starfish, trying to avoid being thrown against the sharp coral. Domestic life revolved around nature, I knew little else. This was my normal. But, in the late 1990s, our time in the South Pacific came to an end. I found myself in suburban Surrey, in the commuter belt of one of the world’s most global cities.

Cut to two decades later. I was now working in London, senior staff writer for Geographical, a monthly magazine published on behalf of the prestigious Royal Geographical Society. Climate, wildlife, culture, urbanism, geopolitics … anything to do with geography, or how humans interact with the world around us, was now my beat. I enjoyed this lifestyle, there are obvious benefits to living in a major city: the energy, the creativity, the connections, the convenience. But there were also those quietly corrosive elements that I struggled to find comfortable: the greyness, the noise, the artificiality. It didn’t help that the view from my bedroom window looked out over the top of a large shopping centre, a desolate space of metal ladders, guard rails, ventilation pipes and air-conditioning units. Not a shred of greenery in sight. The absence of meaningful ecology in life weighed heavily on me, even if I didn’t entirely understand why. And I strongly suspect that I wasn’t alone.

Cities don’t come out of nowhere. They’re built on landscapes. Before there were cities, there were once swamps, forests and deserts. Winding rivers, arching bays, sloping valleys. Nature, rich in biodiversity, an unimaginable variety of lifeforms.

These natural features are almost irrelevant to the daily life of the modern city dweller, replaced by roads and buildings, disappearing beneath concrete and asphalt. Today’s average human needs to travel almost 10 kilometres before they find themselves in an undeveloped location, and considerably further in heavily urbanised regions like Western Europe and North America[10]. The spread of cities means that we as a species are getting further and further away from natural spaces with each year that passes.

This means each new generation now experiences, and accepts, a more diminished version of what they consider to be a normal amount of nature, a phenomenon known as ‘shifting baseline syndrome’. Nature is vanishing, but we don’t notice, because we accept the increasingly sterilised world we were born into as normal. At the extreme, there are now billions of people worldwide who, unlike their grandparents, or other ancestors, are almost entirely cut off from nature.

And that’s a problem, because we are inherently nature-loving creatures. Humans evolved within nature, it’s something we are instinctively attracted to. The concept of ‘biophilia’ – human attraction towards life, in whatever form it appears – was first conceived around the turn of the twentieth century[11], later popularised by the legendary American ecologist Edward Osborne ‘EO’ Wilson, often called the ‘father of biodiversity’[12]. Wilson argued that biophilia, the innate love of nature, isn’t something humans learn: we are born with it. It’s a quality that all humans crave, regardless of our individual life experiences. I once heard this argument made beautifully on a sunny Saturday afternoon at an old city reservoir in the east of London. The surrounding landscape was a mix of red brick, low-rise residential blocks, and modern shiny glass structures that burst towards the sky. This reservoir had been through an ecological makeover: the water had been cleaned up, and reedbeds, hedgerows, wildflower meadows and fruit trees planted. The new wetlands were now opening to the public as an urban nature reserve, home to a wide variety of wild birds, insects and amphibians. To commemorate the occasion, a small crowd – myself included – was listening to a speech by none other than Sir David Attenborough.

‘Contact with the natural world isn’t a luxury. Of course, it’s a huge pleasure. Of course, it’s a huge delight. But it is actually a necessity, for all of us.’

That voice. I bet you can even hear him speaking these words. ‘All we know about the natural world, gives us pleasure, delight, expertise, continuous interest throughout the year, joy on many occasions, and solace on sad ones. Knowing about the natural world, and being in contact with the natural world, is the most precious inheritance that human beings can have.’

Nature is for everyone, he was saying. Not just people who spend their days outdoors searching for wildlife, who know the Latin names of each creature they find. It’s also for people with no idea what they are looking at.

‘What I want to say now is no more than this: this is part of our heritage. This is what makes life important, and worth living. This is a source of joy and solace, that everyone should have.’

All of us, deep down, have that same desire to connect with the natural world, hard-wired into our genes. This is biophilia. This is what we miss out on when we live in cities. And it’s central to everything that follows.

The consequences of ignoring biophilia, of living a nature-deficient life, can be highly detrimental. There’s a fancy term that people use: ‘nature deficit disorder’.[13] It’s the idea that modern humans, and especially children, are suffering psychological problems because of our detachment from nature.

Personally, I really felt this disconnection. My self-diagnosed nature deficit disorder manifested itself as a low-level stress, a heavy anxiety trapped inside my chest. I developed an indecisive personality, torn between different potential futures. Am I a city person, or a nature person? Do I like skyscrapers, or forests? Tarmac, or dirt? Would I like to disappear into the relative anonymity of a huge city, or live in glorious remote isolation? And the answer to these questions was basically … yes. Yes to all. Yes to nature, and yes to cities. Ultimately, I finally asked myself, is it really necessary to choose …?

This became my focus. Could I find, somewhere in the world, a city that balances the social and cultural lifestyle that makes cities great, with the ecological biophilic conditions that humans crave? Does such a place exist? If I can’t find one perfect city, maybe inspiring stories from many different cities would be just as good, or even better?

And so I travelled, chasing fascinating stories from continent to continent. I discovered guerrilla gardens and rooftop forests. I observed giant urban river rodents, and a bird that gets drunk on fermented fruit. I ate leaves growing wild by the side of the road, followed the legacy of an eccentric nineteenth-century alien chaser, and confronted my own inevitable mortality. Most importantly, I found nature, even within the city.

But it’s not really about me. This book is for the billions of people living in cities, and especially anyone feeling as starved of nature as I did. Importantly, it’s about how the lives of many people, in certain cities, are already being improved by greater access to nature, and the projects that made this possible. It’s about sharing ideas, educating and inspiring city residents, their leaders and other influential people, to emphasise the importance of urban biodiversity.

With all that in mind, back to Japan.
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Tokyo, Japan

The big city with little forests
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The early evening light was slowly turning golden. Beams of sunshine filtered through the canopy, soft light pooling into attractive shapes on the dusty ground. It’s a visual phenomenon known in Japanese as komorebi, translating literally as ‘sunlight leaking through the trees’.

Having ended our tree-touching experience, Qing and I wandered the grounds of the Nezu shrine, a few metro stops north of Tokyo city centre. He wore a simple white check shirt with blue trousers and trainers. I asked him to pose for a photo in front of the long tunnel of scarlet torii gates, to which he happily obliged, beaming like a small boy ready for his first day of school. Behind him, influencers took selfies. Koi rolled around in a nearby pond, gulping at the air. Marketeers, selling everything from plastic toys to fried octopus on a stick, began packing up their stalls and heading home.

As a young student in the 1980s, Dr Li Qing took a trip with friends during Golden Week – a succession of nationwide public holidays in early summer – to Yakushima, a small, remote island in the far south of the Japanese archipelago. He was astonished by the presence of 3,000-year-old Japanese cedar trees. The experience prompted him to recommit to his desire to learn more about so-called ‘environmental medicine’, the healing properties from being in natural environments. A PhD followed, then a placement at Nippon Medical School, and a year at Stanford University.

‘And when I came back from Stanford University, the Japanese government wanted me to study shinrin-yoku, forest bathing.’

Metropolitan Tokyo is home to an astonishing 37 million people,[1] more than the entire populations of London, Paris, Berlin, Rome and Hong Kong combined. While growing cities such as Delhi threaten to one day snatch away the crown, for now the Japanese capital remains the world’s most highly populated metropolis.[2],[3] As well as the population of a medium-sized country, Tokyo contains 168 skyscrapers, almost 300 subway stations, 22,000 kilometres of roads, and a twice-built Olympic Stadium. A sprawling blanket of urban life. By almost any metric, one of the last places you’d expect to begin a journey about the restorative powers of nature and ecology.

The rhythmic daily mass movement of commuters is a phenomenon familiar to most cities on the planet, but few experience anything like Tokyo. Every day, millions of people travel in, across, and out of the city. Billions of tiny subconscious decisions and reactions, lives momentarily colliding, inhabiting the same space … then gone, in an instant, to pursue their different paths once more. It is a hectic, often stressful experience, locally known as tsūkin jigoku, or ‘commuter hell’.[4] Arriving at work isn’t any more relaxing. More than one fifth of Japan’s national workforce puts in at least eighty hours of overtime every month, and half the office workers are getting less than six hours of sleep per night. It’s perhaps no surprise that many Japanese embrace daily inemuri, short periods of sleep in public, any chance to grab a brief moment of rest.[5],[6],[7]

Thanks to these punishingly long hours, health problems follow. Research on thousands of Japanese workers has shown that a culture of ‘presenteeism’ – showing up for work despite still being exhausted from previous overwork[8] – can lead to heart palpitations and a shortness of breath, plus a tendency to smoke, eat junk food, and avoid exercise, which all bring their own health issues. Worst of all, in the 1970s, the Japanese became famous for a persistent and tragic phenomenon: karoshi, or ‘death from overwork’.[9] Thousands of supposedly healthy employees, many only in their twenties, have been known to suffer fatal heart attacks, or have been driven to suicide, as a result of long hours and an unhealthy work-life balance[10].

And so, as one of many government attempts to combat these problems, in the 1980s the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries launched shinrin-yoku, a nationwide effort to promote health and rejuvenation[11]. Commonly translated into English as ‘forest bathing’, it promoted the very biophilic idea of nature as a powerful healing force, washing away all the tensions and stresses involved in modern urban Japanese lives[12]. Workers were encouraged to go and spend periods of time in forests and other nature, in pursuit of improved health.

‘“Forest bathing” was coined in 1982. But at this time, it’s just common sense. No scientific evidence. If you go to the beautiful Japanese forest, maybe you can get good power?’ Qing shrugged. ‘Just common sense, no data.’ Essentially, they wanted facts, not just good vibes.

The theory goes like this: we understand the fight-or-flight response, when what is called the ‘sympathetic’ nervous system pumps out hormones like adrenaline and cortisol in response to danger, anxiety or high-pressure situations. Desirable in a one-off event, to help defeat invaders or evade predators. But if this state is persistent, like in a stressful work environment, the human immune system is weakened by the presence of such hormones. Qing proposed studying the hypothesis that walking in the forest can activate what’s called the ‘parasympathetic’ nervous system, which is designed to suppress these hormones, lowering the heart rate, calming the body down, and preventing potential health problems[13]. If true, then logically forest bathing should produce stronger immune systems, and a healthier population. Qing made his presentation to the Japanese forest agency, and was invited to join the team studying the scientific benefits of forest bathing. ‘That was 2004, twenty years ago.’[14]

So began many years of experimentation. He recruited small groups of otherwise-healthy people who regularly experienced high levels of stress because of their busy, important jobs, and took them for a weekend in the forest, far from the office.

He took middle-aged male volunteers from Tokyo on a two-day trip involving a series of walks in remote forests, and compared their blood and urine samples to a separate group that went on a two-day trip to the city of Nagoya, with an equal amount of walking.[15] Specifically, he was looking for ‘natural killer cells’,[16] part of the human immune response that’s responsible for quickly destroying invading pathogens and cancer cells before they can multiply.[17] The results were clear: after the trip, the people who went forest bathing had an average of 50 per cent more natural killer cells than they had started with. The group that visited the city experienced a small increase, nothing like as dramatic. Both groups got more sleep and physical exercise than usual, but it was only the people who spent extensive time among trees who showed a substantial strengthening of their immune system.

Qing repeated the experiment with a small group of Tokyobased female nurses, and found similar results: the more time spent in forests, the more natural killer cells in the blood.[18] Next, with a separate group of overworked men from the city, he found a significant decrease in adrenaline in their urine, another sign of less stress[19]. Another experiment took a group walking for just one day in a forest on the edge of Tokyo: again, natural killer cells increased, while concentrations of adrenaline in their urine, and the stress hormone cortisol in their blood, were both reduced.[20]

Importantly, these benefits appeared to endure, even after the volunteers had returned to their normal city lives. ‘I found that forest bathing can reduce stress hormones, increase the immune function, and …’

He paused for effect, savouring the reveal, ‘… this effect can last for one month!’

Qing’s experiments have consistently backed up the hypothesis that stress can be reduced by spending time in a forest environment. Forest medicine, as he calls it, can prevent cancers, reduce blood pressure and heart disease, improve sleep, and generally boost the immune system to help combat disease better, he argues.[21] It was the central thesis in Qing’s bestselling book Shinrin-Yoku: The Art and Science of Forest Bathing.

‘Oh, this is very good!’ Walking past a large cypress tree, Qing leapt in front of me, hand outstretched. He grabbed one of the branches, full of thin, capillary-like leaves. Sniffing, he plunged his face into the foliage.

I reached over and pulled off a small leaf. Rolled it between my finger and thumb, feeling the texture, soft but sturdy. I held it up to my nose and inhaled. Fragrant, but not overwhelming. ‘I can smell it, but it’s not strong.’

Qing sniffed again, now looking a little unimpressed. ‘Because the tree’s very small.’

‘Okay, so the bigger the tree …?’ ‘… the bigger the smell.’

There are many factors to consider regarding why being in a forest is beneficial for humans. Qing focuses on smell, or our ‘olfactory reception’, what he considers the most primal sense. Smell stimulates the amygdala in our brain that processes emotions and memories,[22] which is why familiar aromas can be such a powerful nostalgic trigger.[23] Plants release what are collectively known as ‘volatile organic compounds’, or VOCs, an effective method of airborne communication.[24] Qing’s work focuses on a specific type of VOC known as ‘phytoncides’,[25] many of which have recognisable scents, like ‘limonene’, which smells of lemon, and ‘pinene’, which has the scent of pine.[26] It’s these phytoncides which give essential oils their strong fragrances. When we breathe in air infused with plant phytoncides, they enter the bloodstream, where they stimulate the production of natural killer cells, Qing theorises. They also have the ability to stimulate the olfactory nerves in the nose, sending electrical signals up to the brain, suppressing the secretion of stress hormones. He and colleagues ran an experiment where they kept a number of middle-aged men in hotel rooms for three nights, using humidifiers to expose them to essential oils from the native hinoki cypress tree. The men experienced a significant reduction in adrenaline after exposure, with an increase in natural killer cells in their blood.[27] Staying in a controlled environment for several days to get these benefits might not be practical for most people, but the good news is that they are available for free, outdoors in the forest.

My question for Qing was, can I, wandering round touching and smelling trees here, in the middle of the city, experience that same immune system-boosting phenomenon as all those subjects in his experiments? His answer was quick, and to the point: no. ‘Completely different!’ He crossed his hands across his chest as he spoke, as though physically erasing any such comparisons. ‘In this park, I say you cannot increase immune function.’

I tried not to show my crushing disappointment. ‘This is … too small?’

‘Too small. Too small the area, and too small the number of trees.’ Touching and smelling trees in an urban park like this, he insisted, simply isn’t the same as spending days in a large, remote forest, as he had done with his participants.

So, what are we doing here? Why, for so many years, has Qing come out here, wandering round, rubbing his hands against bark, professing love for these arboreal giants?

The answer is psychological. ‘This city park,’ Qing pointed firmly at the ground beneath our feet, ‘can reduce your negative emotions. So it’s good for depression, because depression is a mental stress.’ I sensed he was trying to win me back. ‘It cannot boost your immune function. But, it can reduce your mental stress. This is the difference. Big difference.’ He broadened his arms, to demonstrate exactly how big a difference.

‘So, it’s mental, rather than physical?’ ‘Yeah, it’s a psychological effect.’

Brief encounters with urban forests can significantly improve mood and emotional states. They can reduce feelings of hostility and depression,[28] and generally provide a therapeutic balm to alleviate mental health issues.[29] Living near forests has been found to align with lower psychological distress among American adults.[30] Brain scans have revealed healthier, less stressed minds in the heads of older Germans living near urban forests.[31]

‘Nature exposure’ is the name broadly given to brief experiences with natural environments, like passing through an urban forest.[32] It doesn’t need to be as intentional as what Qing and I were doing: nature exposure can be quite passive. An experience that people simply bump into while going about their business, without actually planning for it to happen – or even paying attention while it is happening – is perhaps the best way of understanding the relationship between busy city people and nature.

The main theory as to why nature is good for the mind can be neatly summarised under the ‘back to nature’ idea.[33] It rewinds to the origin of our species. Humans are primates with millions of years of evolution behind us, and during this time we lived in natural environments, the only environments that existed. This is the situation that our brains are hard-wired to be most comfortable in, meaning that nature is emotionally calming on a deep, psychological level.

This evolutionary history also means that organic shapes and patterns in nature are relatively straightforward for our brains to process. We can recognise them effortlessly, having spent millennia perfecting the art. This gives our brains the opportunity, essentially, to take a break. To recharge batteries drained by the intense modern cycle of smartphones, car traffic and other highly stimulating experiences,[34] leaving our minds rested and better equipped to tackle challenges that require high cognitive functioning.[35] Participants in one experiment were sent on a forty-minute walk either through a large forested area on the edge of Salt Lake City, or down a built-up street. The group that completed the nature walk showed a much greater ability to focus their attention and avoid distractions in a subsequent test: their brains had taken a break during their refreshing nature experience, while the others had had to concentrate their full mental capacity on navigating the sidewalks, crossings and other parts of the urban environment they had been exposed to during their forty-minute walk[36].

My own personal interpretation runs something like this: time spent in nature is a conversation in your native language. Light and easy, with little mental effort required to choose your next words. Biophilic environments, seeing leaves, birds, water, it all seems so easy to process, because in the depths of your brain, it is. The modern world, of computers, combustion engines and flashy advertising, is like a second language. Even for bilinguists, trilinguists, or polyglots, it’s difficult to ever become as fluent in another language as in your mother tongue. It’s possible, but, like living in cities, it requires more effort, more processing power in the brain, and ultimately can leave us feeling fatigued.[37]

With this in mind, perhaps there are essentially two types of forest bathing. First, those dramatic chemical changes that come from spending long periods of time in remote forests, and second, the psychological benefits we can get from nature exposure. ‘So, it’s two different activities? When you come here, it’s maybe not helping your body, but it’s good for your mind?’

Qing nodded, enthusiastically. ‘Yeah, yeah. Good for your mind.’

It’s no small thing in a world where mental health is becoming a crisis. Around half the global population is now forecast to experience some form of mental health disorder, such as depression, intense phobias, alcohol abuse, or post-traumatic stress disorder, by the age of seventy-five.[38] And analysis of over 150,000 adults in the UK found that it’s people living in cities who are experiencing the lowest levels of psychological satisfaction.[39] There is evidence that nature can help: a separate UK pilot scheme prescribed nature-based activities to over 8,000 people with mental health needs, and found substantial improvements in happiness and life satisfaction, with drops in depression and anxiety.[40] So while quick visits to small urban forests might not be enough to significantly increase the natural killer cells in the blood, meaningful psychological benefits can still come from various forms of nature exposure.[41]

Having said that, it’s important not to expect too much from forest bathing alone. Despite four decades of government-backed shinrin-yoku in Japan, health problems continue to spread. Stress and anxiety rates haven’t declined. Those long work hours continue to be common practice. Death from overwork, karoshi, remains an occupational hazard.[42]

Some people question the entire concept.[43] Certainly, it’s hard to eliminate the possible role of the placebo effect in forest bathing studies, since it’s difficult to ‘blind’ participants as to whether they are in a forest or not, especially for hours or even days.[44] Also, many of the studies performed by Qing and others involved quite small groups, when larger sample sizes might add credibility to the results. I suspect that, as effective as forest bathing and nature exposure can be, it might simply be asking too much for one-off experiences to be able to undo all the damage inflicted upon someone worried about losing their job unless they can keep up a gruelling eighty-hour workweek. Could this stress-riddled person ever be persuaded to spend their precious free time in a forest? It’s a daunting prospect. Even an objectively calming walk in the woods might be insufficient to entirely overcome the challenges of modern life.

Greenery in cities is not a new idea. The nineteenth century saw many cities set land aside for nature and recreation, like New York’s Central Park, or the Royal Parks of London. Where this gets interesting is exploring exactly what types of green spaces are most appealing to people. There’s a peculiar disparity here: when given the opportunity to choose, people frequently prefer photos of open, flat grassland, instead of unkept, highly biodiverse forests.[45] People really seem to like these lawn-based green spaces.[46] This supports what is termed the ‘savannah hypothesis’, the proposal that it was in the open savannah of East Africa that the ancestors of modern humans first descended from the trees and stood upright, walking on two limbs. That we now have an innate preference for wide and expansive landscapes, with sparse vegetation and clear lines of sight.[47]

But real world experimentation has not been kind to the savannah hypothesis. When people actually visit green spaces, it is biodiversity which engages them, not open spaces. Researchers spent two years tracking the phone usage of hundreds of Danish university students, including where they were geographically. When participants passed through parks and other open grassy recreational spaces, smartphone use went up, even when compared to normal city streets: this was seen as an opportunity to increase both calling and texting. On the other hand, when they entered more biodiverse, forested spaces, there was a sharp drop off in all types of smartphone use.[48] Forests held their attention, sometimes for several hours. A genuine digital detox.

Savannah-style grass cover also doesn’t seem to provide the same health benefits that can come from biodiverse, forested environments. In Vancouver, researchers measured the development of more than 27,000 primary school Canadians, tracking communication skills and emotional maturity, as well as general health and well-being. Kids living in areas of mainly paved surfaces performed on average worst in the tests. Scores among those children living near grass did improve, mildly. But the strongest performance on the development tests came from those living nearest to trees.[49] More nature, more forest … greater childhood development. On the whole, the greatest benefits that people can get from green spaces seem to be when they aren’t too perfect, too formal, too manicured. Just a little bit wild.[50]

Returning to the topic of stress recovery, one Sheffield-based experiment first subjected people to the startling sound of a fire alarm, to get them into a stressed state. They then watched various 360-degree videos filmed in woodlands around Sheffield, with varying degrees of added flowers and other biodiversity. The high level of stress caused by the fire alarm was dampened in the group watching the high-biodiversity videos, and much less so in the group who watched videos of a bare forest floor.[51] Biodiverse urban forests are also better for fighting urban air pollution. Different types of trees are better at filtering different pollutants from the air,[52] so, in general, a diverse patch of trees will purify the surrounding air more than an equivalent patch
that’s all just one species.

Lastly, biodiverse urban forests can act as protection against natural disasters, something Japan knows a lot about. Just before midday on 1 September 1923, the Tokyo-Yokohama region was hit by a 7.9 magnitude earthquake.[53] Over half the brick-built buildings in the city collapsed. The devastation triggered a huge fire, which, with the help of strong winds, tore through traditional wooden homes.[54] Over 100,000 people lost their lives[55]. However, for people who fled to Kiyosumi Park, a small forest garden in the east of the city centre, there was a different fate. Evergreen broadleaf trees provided a protective barrier: when the flames arrived at the park, leaves were burnt, but neither the flames, the strong winds, nor the heat were able to penetrate the thick forest. Over 20,000 lives were saved.[56] It’s valuable information in a world where wildfires in urban areas are expected to become an ever-increasing threat.[57] Another hugely devastating quake, the 9.0 magnitude Great East Japan Earthquake of March 2011, triggered a tsunami that surged up to 10 kilometres inland, killing as many as 20,000 people. In the aftermath, scientists found that more biodiverse coastal forests, with messy root systems from different tree species, had provided a more protective shield against the tsunami than unstable single species forests, easily flattened by the powerful surging water.[58]

In 1868, two and a half centuries of Japanese isolation from the rest of the world was ended by a political revolution and coup d’état.[59] The end of the Edo period came after years of foreign powers trying to force the involvement of the Japanese in international trade and affairs. Japan could no longer refuse to engage with a rapidly globalising world.

The leader of this new Japan was the Emperor Meiji, a young man who took the throne in 1867, sitting alongside his wife, Empress Shoken. Meiji took radical steps to modernise the nation, including abolishing the feudal land system. He was an enthusiastic advocate for Western society, resulting in the widespread adoptions of new technologies such as railway lines, telegraph communications and indoor plumbing. He also relocated the nation’s capital from its ancestral home of Kyoto, in the south-west of the main island of Honshu, to the coastal city of Edo, renamed Tokyo.

The death of the emperor in July 1912, and the empress two years later, was a time of great mourning. Memorialisation of the great reformer was demanded. Petitions were signed, proposals were submitted, donations were pledged. Riding a wave of public sentiment, the decision was made to honour the couple with a monumental new shrine within a great forest. As tradition dictated, the emperor was buried in Kyoto. But, having been a long-term resident of Tokyo, a locally based memorial could both honour his memory, and give the growing capital a sacred space that would make it truly worthy of being the focal point of the nation.

To understand the significance of this shrine, as well as Nezu – where I touched trees with Qing – involves some knowledge of an ancient, indigenous faith. Japan has two dominant religions. One, Buddhism, is shared with followers in China, Thailand and Myanmar in a half-billion-strong religious institution.[60] The other one, Shintō, is completely home grown.

Approximately 90 million people – three quarters of Japan’s entire population – are believed to be followers of Shintō. But such a label doesn’t make someone a devoted religious enthusiast. Instead, Shintō comes closer to being an overarching worldview. There are no strict rules, or sacred texts. No sermons, or demands for organised, regular prayer. Yes, Japanese people might pray before Shintō shrines, tossing a coin and asking for good fortune in the year ahead. But that doesn’t mean that they would ever openly declare themselves as ‘Shintōist’. Quite possibly, they might even declare themselves to be officially without a religion. It’s a quiet faith, perhaps more akin to secularists who nevertheless confess to some vague open-mindedness about ‘spirituality’, than to other, more tightly defined forms of religious worship. And Shintō is abundant, with roughly 80,000 Shintō shrines. The compatibility of the two religions is underlined by the fact that many of the Buddhist temples in the country will also host a small Shintō shrine.

Critically, Shintō is heavily infused with nature and the natural world. There’s a reason why a Shintō shrine such as Nezu is also a diverse ecological space for forest bathing: Shintō and nature go hand-in-hand. The 8 million or so deities and divine spirits associated with Shintō are known as kami. In Shintō, family ancestors and those who have passed away become kami, and connection with them can be found through the natural world. Rays of sunshine, huge ocean waves, and swooping flocks of birds: these can all be kami. The more awe-inspiring, the better. Many mountain tops have been adorned with Shintō shrines, being among the most majestic natural spaces on this heavily mountainous archipelago. Spending time in these places, appreciating the splendour of nature, is to connect to the souls of the departed. This is Shintō.[61]

So, to create a new Shintō shrine, there first needs to be some sacred nature.

‘Normally, the forest comes first, and people find the deity there.’

Yoshiko raised her eyebrows, checking I could follow this simple logic. ‘Then they create the torii gate and shrine building. Forest first, shrine next. But in the case of the Meiji shrine, there was no forest here!’

Dr Imaizumi Yoshiko had been waiting for me outside the main torii gate that marks the entrance to Meiji Jingu, the shrine that was eventually built to commemorate Emperor Meiji, on the edge of the city centre. It’s a gigantic gate, immediately obvious to anyone exiting from Harajuku metro station. Yoshiko had a no-nonsense air about her, dressed in jeans and a green waterproof jacket. She turned and led me at a quick pace up a wide path into the forest, confidently striding along as though she owned the place. She certainly knows it well. Yoshiko is a senior research fellow at the on-site Meiji Jingu Intercultural Research Institute, specialising in the history of the Meiji shrine. Among her various accomplishments is also a Shintō priest’s diploma, having completed that training as well.

She and I were stood on the main path that cuts through the middle of a thick, mature forest. The canopy above extended almost out of sight; it was difficult to trace individual branches back to the tree that had sprouted them. Leaves successfully blocked out the sun, only dappled light filled the path we walked on. I wrinkled my nose at a strange mix of unknown smells that floated on the breeze.

A century and a bit ago, it would have been a very different scene. As Yoshiko explained, the Meiji shrine couldn’t be constructed within an existing forest, because there was no sufficiently large forest in Tokyo. And there was no time to grow a new forest from scratch. Instead, a remote plot on the western edge of the city – now a central suburb called Yoyogi – was chosen as the site for the new Meiji shrine. It was essentially barren. Patchy grassland with a handful of shrubs and trees. The landscape was dominated by modern technology: suspended telegraph wires, a number of railway lines, and the odd smoky chimney. It was almost as far from being kami as could be imagined.

In order to quickly produce a proper forest in which to construct the new shrine, a mix of young and fully grown mature trees were collected from around Japan, donated by private citizens. In total, 120,000 trees were taken by train to Tokyo, then replanted on the site by a huge team of young volunteers. The first choice for the forest was the Japanese cedar, locally named ‘sugi’, a very popular choice of wood for construction in Japan, close to being a national treasure. But, not viable in Tokyo’s harsh environment, especially with the smoke from nearby industry. In order to ensure the appearance of a healthy, fully fledged forest in time for the opening of the shrine, fast-growing species such as pine and other conifers were relocated and planted instead.[62]

‘These trees are most suitable for the temperature and conditions of this area.’ Yoshiko raised her arm to indicate the environment all around us. ‘This Tokyo area.’

She pulled out a book, and flicked to a page showing a simple but very famous diagram. ‘So it shows a first, second, third and fourth stage.’ She pointed to four sketches, descending down the page, each presenting a simplified vision of a forest profile. The first level symbolised zero years, the date that the forest was first planted. The one below showed the forest fifty years later, followed by one hundred years, and the bottom level, one hundred and fifty years later.

When Dr Honda Seiroku, a German-educated landscape architect and forest specialist from Tokyo University, and his team first sketched out their plans for the ambitious new Meiji shrine, composed of trees from all over Japan, they devised this 150-year plan to create a brand-new, self-sustaining ‘eternal forest’. Yoshiko described him as ‘the founder of Japanese forest engineering’. The idea was that the forest would mature and evolve following its initial planting. Some trees would die, even some entire species. These would then be replaced, in the natural process of succession. The ultimate goal was, by the end of the 150-year timeline, for Meiji Jingu to consist of a lush forest of broad-leaved evergreens, such as oaks and camphors. A fully functioning urban forest, that didn’t require extensive external interventions to keep it alive and healthy.

In November 1920, less than a decade since the emperor’s passing, a packed crowd gathered to witness the unveiling of Meiji Jingu. A sprawling forest, in the centre of what is now one of the world’s most urban environments. Over the past century, it’s been through a lot, including heavy bombardment during the Second World War. But from an ecological perspective, it’s been steadily progressing through these planned phases, exactly as sketched out.

‘We are now moving to the final stage.’ Yoshiko tapped the bottom image, an indication of where the Meiji shrine forest should be, roughly fifty years from now. A couple of surveys over the past century have tracked the progress of the plan. The first general survey took place in 1970, setting a half-century baseline since the forest’s founding. The second survey, with added detail, was published in late 2013.[63] The growth in biodiversity had been dramatic: the first survey recorded a total of 1,101 different species, including trees, fungi, invertebrates, and everything else. By the time of the second survey, this had more than doubled, primarily due to huge numbers of insects, which weren’t counted in the original survey. Nevertheless, even eliminating them showed a significant jump, almost 50 per cent, despite the ongoing urbanisation of the surrounding landscape.

Importantly, the number of individual trees had significantly declined, as the forest matured. There were just 36,000 in the most recent survey, around one third of those originally planted. It sounds like bad news, but it’s all part of the plan. As forecast, the fast-growing conifers that were initially planted have died off, while the slow-growing broad-leaved trees are, after a century of steady growth, finally coming into their own. The forest has many less trees than it did when it first opened, however those that it does have are much larger and more mature.

This is important, because older trees provide major biodiversity benefits to forests. Old-growth trees provide cool microclimates for nesting birds facing a warming climate,[64] and are generally more drought tolerant than younger trees.[65] German statistical analysis has calculated that the ecological value of just one old tree is equivalent to an incredible four hundred young saplings.[66] Appropriately, Shintō has long held deep respect for elderly trees.[67] Such adoration means that Shintō shrines have acted as something of a time capsule for Japan’s ancient woodland, preserving forests lost elsewhere in the country.[68] Many have trees that are a thousand years old or more: mature enough to be given names, with great reverence bestowed upon them.[69]

Yoshiko and I walked on, the satisfying crunch of gravel beneath our feet. We wandered past various tourist shops next to the main shrine, where amulets with specific properties could be purchased, for passing exams, getting a good job, finding a partner, or even protection from traffic accidents. As we walked through another torii gate and back into the forest, Yoshiko pointed out a spot where Shintō followers can bring a new car to be blessed, with a similar traffic safety thought process in mind.

She directed my attention to a man carefully gathering a pile of leaves that had fallen on the main path. Not to dispose of them, but to transport them a few metres to the forest floor.

‘The principle with the fallen leaves is that they return to the soil.’

‘Right. So they can decompose?’

‘Yes, to decompose. Then they create soil.’ Ecological thinking, planned a century ago, still in action.

‘We still learn from the Meiji shrine forest, from how it was created.’ Yoshiko led me away from the shrine, a rhythmic ceremonial drumming slowly being replaced by the creaking of trees all around us. ‘This is an experimental project and still continues. That is why we are doing the surveys. This is useful to the future generations who want to create this kind of forest.’ To what extent the forest planting operations of Tokyo can be replicated around the world depends significantly on local environmental conditions. Cities have uniquely different biomes: those forged in the dry heat of the desert, or the roughly hewn slopes of mountains, are still perfectly capable of creating awe-inspiring landscapes with restorative mental health benefits, without the need for large-scale forest planting campaigns.

Having said that, many people around the world have conducted similar endeavours. When European colonisers first arrived in Brazil, they embarked upon an immense logging operation for native brazilwood trees, whose hard, crimson timber made it an extremely valuable commodity.[70] Even after brazilwood became essentially extinct, the steep slopes around Rio de Janeiro continued to be cleared for profitable coffee plantations. By the mid 1800s, the absence of forest was causing harm downslope, such as the drying up of local rivers. Emperor Dom Pedro II decreed that a new forest should be planted to reverse the damage. Foreign trees like eucalyptus and jackfruit were planted, as well as a mix of native varieties, overwhelmingly by slave labour.[71] By the twentieth century, common marmosets, capuchin monkeys and other wildlife began being reintroduced to the forest,[72] and the Floresta da Tijuca, or Tijuca Forest, was officially recognised as a national park in 1961.[73] Reforestation has continued into this century, when government schemes beginning in the 1980s planted millions of native trees, turning the barren hillsides around Sugarloaf Mountain and Christ the Redeemer into dense tropical vegetation.[74] And prior to the early 1930s, the raised land to the west of Lisbon, Portugal, was arid, with minimal vegetation. Thanks to a major replanting effort – heavily dependent on both fast-growing foreign species such as eucalyptus, and the hard work of prisoners from the nearby jail – the thriving Parque Florestal de Monsanto arose. Over ten square kilometres of forest, home to 250,000 trees, was created in what has since become more or less the centre of the Portuguese capital.[75]

Creating the Meiji forest required having hundreds of thousands of fully grown trees, and a vast area of land available in the centre of what is now a packed metropolis. Not an easily replicated national effort. What can modern cities do, without such large open spaces to reforest, and such immense national resources to draw upon?

My taxi pulled up at the entrance of Yokohama National University. The road was dominated by a mix of trees on both sides, casting cooling shadows on masked students walking with heavy backpacks in the heat of the day.

‘In Meiji Shintō shrine, a hundred years ago, they planted big trees, transported from other areas.’
I nodded, knowing this. ‘Yes, they were already fully grown.’ ‘But here, only small.’

I tilted my neck, looking out of the taxi window to see the canopy of trees surrounding us. They certainly weren’t small now. Sharing the taxi with me was Dr Fujiwara Kazue, recently retired professor at Yokohama City University. She was a splash of colour as we stepped out: blue jeans, lime-green jacket, lemon-yellow handbag. To top off the ensemble, a rosé-pink summer hat, complete with bow. I’d never felt more monochromatic in my life.

‘So, these trees, they all grew here?’ I flip-flopped my hand from left to right, indicating the thick forest that rose above our heads. ‘This was all nothing …?’

‘This area, nothing.’ Kazue shook her head. ‘Nothing.’ ‘So, how do you feel now when you see it like this?’ She beamed. ‘Yeah, I’m proud.’

To understand where such pride comes from, I first needed to know the story of Dr Miyawaki. Miyawaki Akira was born in January 1928, in a mountainous region of Okayama province, western Japan.[76] It was a difficult upbringing. Young Akira saw his older brothers sent to fight in the Second World War. But his father decided that his role, as the youngest son, was to look after the family farm. This required an agricultural education, and so he moved to post-war Tokyo for his studies. Miyawaki’s initial interest was in the niche topic of weeds: as a boy, he observed people in his rural community scrambling around on steep slopes, clearing weeds from the fields. His compatriots never showed much interest in his weed research. But in the late 1950s, he was given a grant to study in north-west Germany. It was here that his interest began shifting from weeds to trees. His superior, Professor Tüxen, director of the Federal Institute for Vegetation Mapping, spoke constantly about understanding the ‘potential natural vegetation’ of a landscape. In other words, if humans had never arrived, what would the profile of a local native forest look like?[77]

Answering this question about his homeland became Miyawaki’s professional obsession. Returning to Japan, he and his team traipsed through every landscape he could find in the archipelago, conducting fieldwork surveys and collecting massive amounts of data – those ancient trees preserved inside sacred Shintō shrines were especially helpful – to better understand Japan’s native ecology. Potential natural vegetation was key to his thinking: what would a natural forest of native trees look like?

Miyawaki’s unique thought was, how could he speed up this process? Once he knew the profile of the forest that the natural succession of species would eventually create, could he jump ahead? Instead of sitting back and waiting for early colonisers to develop a bare site, being replaced by later arrivals, who are then themselves replaced, and so on and so on, Miyawaki proposed jumping to the final stage without going through the steps in-between. The Miyawaki method had been born.

It’s an evolution of what had taken place at the Meiji shrine more than half a century earlier. Identifying the forest profile best suited to Tokyo’s environment had been key to deciding which trees should be planted at the new shrine. But that had involved the relocation of tens of thousands of fully grown trees. Miyawaki wanted to grow new forests from scratch. His genius was in reverse engineering the process of forest succession. First, identify what the final forest profile should look like. Then, work backwards, with a clear plan dictating which young trees should be planted in order to get there. It’s the difference between cooking while following a recipe, with a specific dish in mind at the end, and just randomly throwing ingredients together, in the hope that they will, eventually, over time, form a coherent meal.

There are a few key principles. The soil must be rich and nutritious. Originally, Miyawaki tried to grow forests in situ, straight from seeds. But he soon realised that it was much easier to adopt the saplings technique, where baby trees grown safely in a nursery were transported to the location, then planted. These should be placed more or less at random, mimicking the scattering of nature itself, instead of in neat rows. He also stressed the importance of density, at least three saplings per square metre: producing meshed, intertwined root systems that become highly supportive of one another. This method stimulates unusually fast growth, as those densely packed young trees compete for resources, racing to gain access to sunshine and water ahead of their neighbours. After a few years of gentle maintenance, simply stand back, and watch them grow![78]

It underlines a very important ecological principle: species biodiversity creates ecosystem stability.[79] The more diverse an environment is – the more trees, flowers, animals, insects, fish, microbes, whatever it may be that lives there – the more resilient and stable we would expect it to be.[80] Low-biodiversity environments, say, plantations of only one type of tree, are just so much easier to kill off with extreme weather or new diseases.[81] This is as true for urban forests as for any other.[82] Highly biodiverse forests are also better at absorbing carbon from the atmosphere,[83] and storing it in the soil, up to 70 per cent more than a forest of just one type of tree.[84]

The forest at the entrance to Yokohama National University was planted during the late 1970s, one of Miyawaki’s earliest experimentations with this new concept. This land used to be a literal golf course. Kazue, in her colourful get-up, showed me a photo from prior to the planting, a picture of an open sky looking down on the same road, with only a few bushes either side. Surveys from the early 1990s found that the initial 50-centimetre saplings had grown into trees of six, seven … even eight metres tall.[85] Clearly, the trees had since continued this impressive growth.

Kazue observed all of this as one of Miyawaki’s early students, starting in the 1960s. ‘When I became his student, I didn’t know any plant names.’ She cackled with laughter.

‘No?’

‘No, nothing!’ But she learned fast. Soon she was being entrusted with many important jobs as part of his ongoing studies. Eventually, after time spent studying in Europe, she became an associate professor here at Yokohama National University, where she stayed for many decades before making the short hop across to Yokohama City University, a short distance to the south, until her recent retirement.

Kazue commanded the area around her, marching with authority across the street, forcing drivers to stop. ‘You see there are dropped leaves and branches cut down?’ She pointed at organic detritus lying on the forest floor, as I scurried behind her. ‘They are very important for soil, for animals, for food.’ Just like at the Meiji shrine, I thought. Kazue strode along the treeline as we slowly entered the forest, admiring the height. She indicated one tall, pale trunked tree. ‘This one is Miyawaki’s favourite tree, Tabunoki.’ Tabunoki is sometimes called the Japanese bay tree. Young leaves turn from ruby red to bright green, while the small yellow flowers that sprout in spring produce groupings of dark purple berries. Dr Miyawaki was such a fan of this particular tree, native to East Asia, that he would lead volunteers in chants of ‘Tabunoki! Tabunoki!’ to get them fired up before planting.

I felt surprisingly emotional, hopeful, after seeing my first Miyawaki forest, or, at least, the first that I knew to be a Miyawaki forest. They don’t immediately stand out for being especially unique or beautiful. But having someone point at a huge, thick, dense patch of trees, and to be told that it grew in just the last few years, is quite stunning. I had to admit to Kazue, if I’d been dropped here, with no context, and asked about this environment, my instinct would be that the forest had been here first, and the land cleared for the construction of the road and buildings later on. But like at the Meiji shrine, it was the other way around.

‘You like it?’ Her expression suggested that it mattered to her that I did.

‘Oh yes. Normally you just see it very organised: tree, tree, tree …’ I pointed at imaginary plots, painting a picture of trees lined up in a row.

Her expression turned sour, highly disapproving of the scene I’d just described. ‘Yes, that’s landscaping.’ She almost spat the word out.

The main thing, Kazue emphasised, was that the twenty-four different tree species planted were specially selected by Miyawaki as the ideal species for the forest that he wanted to grow, according to the potential natural vegetation of the environment. The biodiversity around us was all planned.

We walked on through the campus, Kazue pointing out Miyawaki forests, large and small, planted in recent decades. Taking a left turn, sunlight disappeared. A huge canopy loomed above our heads, with trees thirty, forty metres tall. I saw a barely visible white wall hidden among the thick foliage, with tall panes of glass, and a lone blue bicycle propped up outside. A building had been swallowed up by tree trunks growing all around.

This was the former Institute of Environmental Science and Technology, one of Miyawaki’s first plantations at the university, from May 1976. Oak, camphor and, of course, tabunoki. Within a year, the saplings were almost the height of Miyawaki himself. By the mid 1990s, they were already 12 metres tall. Trunk diameters had expanded, from mere millimetres, to a beltbusting 20 centimetres. Kazue pointed to an information board showing data on the trees that have died since planting: it was a lot. But that’s okay, she insisted. The Miyawaki method allows for, and even encourages, competition. Creating the conditions for the forest to self-select the strongest trees – those that will survive to today, almost half a century later.

Finally, Kazue showed me another small forest, on the other side of the building. Here, the land had been completely left alone: no saplings, no maintenance. Without the Miyawaki magic, it was utter chaos. A mess of thin white bamboo and Japanese knotweed dominated, strangling the life out of other plants. Barely a handful of trees appeared to have been able to fight their way through the thick undergrowth, but even those were short, thin and weak. Only Miyawaki had hit the sweet spot.

I found myself thinking about the idiom that a society works when old men plant trees whose shade they know they will never sit beneath. Ironically, Dr Miyawaki Akira certainly sat beneath plenty of forests that he was personally involved in creating. Even after a cerebral haemorrhage in 2015, he continued travelling around in his wheelchair, giving moral support and guidance to his disciples. Over time, his movements became increasingly restricted, especially once the pandemic began. Dr Miyawaki passed away in July 2021, at the age of ninety-three. His death was followed by an outpouring of sadness and gratitude from forest enthusiasts around the world. Many of his closest followers now recognise the day of his death, July 16, as ‘Tabunoki Day’, the time to celebrate his life and achievements.

‘Dr Miyawaki would always say that if you have one metre space, that’s enough to make a forest.’ Mio held her arms out, to remind me how small one metre is. ‘And we actually did make one like that. It’s really close to my workplace, I sometimes go there on my lunchbreaks.’

This sounded unbelievable. ‘I want to see a one-metre forest!’ Urata Mio is an editor at Kodansha, a big-name publisher, specialising in health and gardening. Having met on a forest maintenance trip outside the city, she encouraged me to visit her in Bunkyō, north-central Tokyo, so she could show me this one-metre forest. We walked away from her office, up a tiny, steep alley beneath a busy highway, then, turning left, down an equally narrow street, with grey and beige apartment blocks on each side, just two or three storeys high. Not for the first time, I reflected on how compact and ‘human-sized’ so much of Japan’s urbanism is. Bikes sat outside most homes. The sound of traffic fell away.

‘So, here we are, approaching Dokkyo Junior and Senior High School Forest, right in front of you.’

My eyes were drawn to a line of trees on the left, alongside a sports field surrounded by large metal fencing. At first glance it appeared to be an everyday bush. But the more we observed – peering into the undergrowth, Mio shoving her hand into the earth as though feeling information from the texture – the more the characteristics of a teeny tiny forest became apparent. It had a diverse mix of species, not just the tallest trees, but also small plants along the forest floor. Just like I’d seen in Meiji and Yokohama, a dense layer of decaying leaves sat on the ground. And all so narrow! One metre might have been generous: at points it shrank to just forty or fifty centimetres.

Mio explained that, with retirement looming, the school headmaster had wanted to plant a Miyawaki forest within the school premises. ‘He read about Dr Miyawaki’s forest-making techniques and stories. Here was this man deeply inspired. And he looked around, but he doesn’t find any space to make a forest.’ I looked around myself. There really wasn’t, the buildings were squashed together, with only the thin passageway we stood in enabling pedestrians to navigate their way through the buildings.

‘So he thinks “Okay, this concrete block.”’ Mio indicated the foot-high grey concrete base of the forest. ‘This whole thing used to rise high up, as high as that fence …’ She pointed to the top of the poles that held up the fencing of the sports field.

‘Just a concrete wall?’

Mio nodded. ‘Huge concrete wall. So he said, “Okay, I will tear this down. And create space between the fence and the road, to make a forest.” And that’s exactly what he did!’ She laughed. ‘Isn’t it crazy?’

The forest was planted by the local school students, beginning in February 2011. Fresh earth was prepared with discarded rice straw and bamboo. Then the kids grabbed their saplings and a shovel, and began digging into the soil. The most prominent tree, comprising a quarter of the canopy, was the bamboo-leaf oak, thin, pale-green young leaves maturing and darkening as we headed into summer. Alongside this and other oaks was a flowering cherry tree, a mix of small trees and shrubs and, obviously, tabunoki. Mio gave me the numbers: 370 individual trees, containing 42 different species, in a space barely wider than the average windowsill. And the height: I estimated the tree canopy to be ten to fifteen metres tall, Mio argued for a more modest ten metres. Growing at something like one metre per year.

Miyawaki’s remarkable legacy is visible in many projects just like this one in Tokyo: mini forests and biodiverse ‘pocket parks’ squeezed in wherever space can be found within the urban landscape.[86] There are planting groups all across Japan, such as Inochi no Mori 2020, the group that Mio represents. Inspired by Miyawaki’s ideas, they get together to collaborate on maintaining existing Miyawaki forests, as well as finding opportunities to plant new ones. It’s one reason why Japan’s total forest cover – once stripped for timber to fuel a rapidly growing, industrialising, and modernising nation – has remained steady, with the area of planted forest more than doubling since the 1950s.[87]

Miyawaki’s ideas have gone global. In China, Miyawaki first participated in the regeneration of forests in the 1980s, such as around the Pudong district of Shanghai. By the early 2000s, thick vegetation towered over his head. In Nairobi, Kenya, much of the city’s forest consisted of non-native trees planted by British settlers during the colonial period. Under the guidance of Miyawaki and Kazue, both Ngong Road forest and Karura forest were replanted with species native to East Africa. Many Indian cities have embraced the Miyawaki technique: a Miyawaki forest at Bangalore airport appeared almost overnight, 50,000 trees where once there was just arid earth.[88] Even since his passing, new Miyawaki forests continue to
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