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Author’s Note

This book is shaped by both professional learning and personal reflection.

My understanding of place, memory, and belonging has been influenced by my work and studies, where I learned about sense of place as a practical, human experience rather than a theoretical concept. I have seen how environments can steady people, not because they heal or guide, but because they offer familiarity, safety, and space for regulation when life feels unsettled.

This book is also shaped by history, travel, and loss. Standing in places marked by those who came before us, returning to ground once familiar, and confronting absence have all informed how I think about time, continuity, and what it means to live within limits we do not control.

I write from within clear boundaries. My reflections are grounded in Christian faith, and I do not hold beliefs about land or the dead as spiritually present or communicative. At the same time, I approach other ways of understanding place with respect, particularly Indigenous perspectives that emphasise responsibility, restraint, and continuity across generations. These are not beliefs I adopt, but insights I have learned from and reflected on carefully.

This is not a book of instruction or resolution. It does not seek to explain grief, prescribe meaning, or draw conclusions about belief. It is a reflective work that names experiences many people carry quietly — attachment to place, awareness of time, and the persistence of love after loss.

What readers take from these pages will be shaped by their own histories and paths. If the book offers anything, it is recognition rather than answers, and space rather than certainty.

We walk ground already shaped by others,
unaware of how our own steps will be felt in time.
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​The Feeling That Has a Name
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There are places we return to not because they are beautiful, but because something in us settles when we are there. The body softens. The breath slows. Thoughts that felt crowded loosen their grip. We often struggle to explain this pull, describing it vaguely as comfort, familiarity, or peace, without fully understanding why certain places hold us the way they do.

There have been moments when I have arrived somewhere without planning to feel anything, and yet something in me settled before I understood why. A stretch of open land. The edge of water. A quiet road at dusk. No dramatic memory attached. No defining event. Only a subtle easing — as though my body recognised something my mind had not yet named. I have learned to pay attention to those moments, not because they promise answers, but because they reveal attachment.

I learned that this feeling has a name.

In social work, we spoke about sense of place as something deeply human and quietly powerful. It was not presented as a theory to be memorised, but as a lived experience to be recognised. Sense of place describes the emotional bond people form with environments that feel safe, grounding, or familiar — places where the nervous system settles because the body remembers what it means to belong.

For some, that place is the bush. For others, the beach. For some, it is the rhythm and density of a city. These preferences are rarely random. They are shaped by memory, culture, upbringing, and moments in life when we once felt whole, protected, or at ease.

I have seen this play out not only in my own life, but in the lives of others. One client, who struggles deeply with his mental health, finds his greatest sense of calm by the ocean. His country of origin lies by the sea, and although his life has changed in ways he did not choose, the shoreline still offers him something familiar. When he is there, his distress does not vanish — but it softens. His breathing slows. His body remembers peace, even when his mind cannot hold it for long.

There is nothing mystical about this. It is not the ocean doing something to him. It is memory, identity, and regulation working quietly together. The environment becomes a form of support, not because it heals, but because it reminds the body of safety.

Perhaps this is why returning to certain places can also bring sadness.

When we revisit locations we once loved — towns we lived in, streets we walked daily, landscapes tied to earlier versions of ourselves — we sometimes expect comfort and instead encounter grief. The place has not changed as much as we have. Time has passed, and the distance between then and now becomes suddenly visible. What we feel is not nostalgia alone, but the awareness of loss: of years gone, of people absent, of selves that no longer exist.

Sense of place does not only hold peace. It holds truth.

It reveals that we are shaped by where we have been, and that our bodies remember more than we consciously track. It explains why standing in certain locations feels heavier than standing elsewhere, even when nothing obvious has happened there. Places carry meaning because we carry meaning into them — and sometimes that meaning is tender.

This understanding would later help me make sense of moments I had struggled to name. Standing in ancient spaces. Returning to old ground. Visiting graves. Feeling connected without believing in connection. Longing without expectation. Being moved without seeking explanation.

There are boundaries I hold around belief, shaped by faith and conviction. I do not believe places speak, or that the past reaches out to us. But I do believe that being human means carrying memory in our bodies, and that environments can awaken those memories without crossing any spiritual line.

Sense of place does not ask us to believe in anything beyond what we already know to be true: that humans are shaped by time, experience, and attachment. That we respond to familiarity. That we grieve what has passed. That we seek grounding when life feels unstable.

This book begins here — not with answers, but with recognition.

With the understanding that before we ever name history, ancestry, or loss, we must first acknowledge the ground beneath our feet.
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Chapter 2
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​Where the Body Remembers Peace
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Long before we learn to describe what calms us, our bodies already know.

When people speak about places they love, they often reach for simple language. It clears my head. I feel calmer there. I can breathe. These descriptions may sound vague, but the experience behind them is not. Something real is happening — something felt before it is understood.

In social work, I learned that certain environments help regulate us not because they solve our problems, but because they remind the body of safety. This is why one person seeks the bush, another the beach, another the quiet order of the country, and another the steady hum of the city. These preferences are deeply personal, shaped by memory, culture, and identity rather than logic.

For one of my clients, the ocean is where this regulation happens most reliably. His mental health challenges are ongoing and complex. There is no single solution, no place that fixes everything. Yet when he is near the sea, something shifts. His body slows. His agitation eases. He becomes more present, more himself. The shoreline mirrors the geography of his childhood, the place where life once felt coherent and whole. Being there does not erase his struggles, but it gives him a pause from them — a moment where peace is possible.

There is nothing supernatural in this. The ocean does not heal him. It does not offer answers or protection. What it offers is familiarity. Rhythm. Space. A sensory environment that his nervous system recognises as safe. The body remembers what it felt like to belong long before the mind begins to explain why.

This is why the environment can function as a form of quiet support. Not as therapy in the formal sense, and not as belief, but as grounding. Nature does not ask us to speak, analyse, or justify ourselves. It allows us to exist without demand. For people carrying distress, trauma, or displacement, that absence of demand can be profoundly regulating.

Yet not all returns to place bring comfort.

Sometimes, revisiting a place we once loved unsettles us instead. A street we walked daily. A town we once called home. A landscape tied to a version of ourselves that no longer exists. We arrive expecting peace and are met instead with sadness. The place feels smaller, or unchanged in ways that highlight how much we have altered. What we encounter is not failure of the place, but the truth of time.

The body remembers peace — but it also remembers loss.

This duality is part of what makes sense of place so powerful. It holds both regulation and grief. It reminds us not only of where we felt safe, but of what has passed. In doing so, it quietly teaches us that comfort and sorrow are not opposites. They often coexist, especially when we stand in places that once mattered deeply.

We do not choose these responses consciously. We do not decide which places will hold us and which will undo us. Our bodies respond before our minds intervene, drawing lines between memory and present experience without explanation. This is why certain locations feel heavy without obvious reason, and why others feel like relief even when nothing has changed externally.

Understanding this reshaped the way I viewed my own responses to place. It allowed me to stop questioning why some environments steadied me while others unsettled me. It gave language to experiences I had previously dismissed as sentimentality. And it prepared me to recognise moments later in life when place would carry more than comfort — when it would carry history, absence, and longing as well.

Where the body remembers peace is not always where the heart rests easily. Sometimes it is where the truth of who we have been, and who we are becoming, rises quietly to the surface.

And sometimes, it is simply where we learn to breathe again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3
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​Stepping Where Others Stepped
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There are moments when a place stops being background and becomes presence.

I experienced this most strongly when I visited Great Zimbabwe. I had read about it beforehand, learned its history, its scale, its significance. I knew it as an archaeological site, a testament to human ingenuity and civilisation. But standing there was different. Knowledge prepared my mind; it did not prepare my body.

As I walked through the stone structures, I became acutely aware of where I was placing my feet. Others had stood here before me — not symbolically, not abstractly, but physically. They had walked these same paths, touched these same stones, lived entire lives within these walls. I was stepping into the residue of ordinary human existence: work, family, conflict, celebration, ageing, death.

What struck me was not a sense of being watched or guided, but a profound awareness of continuity. This place did not feel alive in a mystical sense, but it did not feel empty either. History has weight. It presses gently but persistently on those who stand within it, reminding us that our own lives are brief chapters in a much longer human story.

I found myself wondering not about rituals or beliefs, but about daily life. What it was like to wake here. To argue here. To raise children. To grow old. The questions were not spiritual; they were human. I was standing where others had once been fully alive, unaware that their world would one day become a site of study and
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