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INTRODUCTION

"The relationship between people and nature must be one of interdependence, otherwise we risk overlooking something that Indigenous peoples have known all along: that we are nature and nature is us, and failing to see this simple truth is what has gotten us into this mess in the first place."

Tonio Sadik, Senior Director, Environment, Lands and Water, Assembly of First Nations (Canada)

PLANTS ARE POWERFUL – RADIANT WITH BEAUTY AND goodness, they represent the abundance that this generous and resilient Earth provides, and I’m on a mission to inspire everyone to get more of them onto our plates, and into our homes and gardens. Our health, and that of the planet, depends on it.

The philosophy of Living Plantfully is founded on the belief that we need a holistic, non-judgemental, label-free approach to phasing out animal products and focusing on plant alternatives in the kitchen and throughout the home. It’s a journey that can be taken in a way that suits each individual or family, by making small changes at your own pace. And most importantly, it should be a joyful and life-enhancing experience too. This book not only explores the benefits of eating more plant-based foods, but also how to infuse every aspect of your life with the amazing properties of plants.

Like many people, I’m worried about climate change. I have young children, and I want their future on this planet to be safe and secure. But I didn’t want to write a scary, pessimistic book about how the future might look if we can’t prevent climate change, because I know that too much doom and gloom can lead to inaction. The world is facing up to some big issues and the scale of the problem often feels overwhelming and impossible for any one person to solve. But when we all make small changes, the collective effects can have a tremendous impact.

I decided we needed a book that would be informative but uplifting, inspiring and hopeful, filled with the promise of a positive way of living that celebrates deliciousness, kindness, health and happiness, while encouraging a form of “gentle activism” by choosing a lifestyle that shows love to our bodies, to our wider communities, to the other living creatures that share our world, and to the environment.

Living Plantfully can help you live your best life, while giving the planet its best chance for the future too.

WHAT IS “LIVING PLANTFULLY”?

If I could distil the core message of this book down to one sentence, it would be this: everything that is naturally good for us, is good for the planet.

The philosopher Schopenhauer said, “health is not everything, but without health, everything is nothing.” It’s also true to say that we are nothing without a healthy planet to inhabit. Reducing our reliance on animal products and growing more plant foods – in the right place, in the right way – will not only improve our health, it will reduce greenhouse gas emissions and enrich the soil for growing a more exciting variety of crops. Rewilding our world by growing more trees and lavishing love on our gardens and green spaces supports biodiversity, reduces carbon levels and creates a more resilient food supply, as well as improving our physical and mental wellbeing.

“Living plantfully” is about so much more than food. While change often starts in the kitchen, becoming more interested in plant-centred health and wellbeing quite naturally goes hand-in-hand with an interest in more natural ways of cleaning, nature-based beauty and self-care, indoor and outdoor gardening, growing herbs and vegetables, foraging for wild foods and spending more time immersed in nature in the great outdoors. In a tech-heavy, stressful and increasingly urban modern world, we can all improve our quality of life by finding time for mindfulness – in whatever form most appeals to us – and making deeper connections with nature in our homes and beyond.

For most of the last decade, I was the editor of Vegetarian Living magazine, the best-selling vegetarian magazine in the UK, where I had the wonderful job of celebrating the best of meat-free cooking and providing ideas and inspiration for living a plant-centred, more sustainable life. I’ve had the privilege of meeting and talking to a great many interesting people, including chefs, restaurateurs, celebrities, gardeners, producers and other champions of food, wellness and green living. From these incredibly knowledgeable and passionate people, I’ve gained a broad view of how nutrition, health and sustainability interconnect in so many ways. It’s been an enlightening journey, discovering a wide range of perspectives on the complex and fascinating issues that affect both people and the planet.

In Living Plantfully, I pull together all the wisdom and knowledge I’ve acquired and shape it into a holistic guide for a healthier, happier life, inviting you to make changes at your own pace and in a way that works for you. There’s no pressure here, and no need to give yourself a label or define yourself by what you eat and how you choose to live. There are many people who don’t connect with the idea of being labelled as a “vegetarian” or “vegan”, but they do care deeply about where their food comes from. They want to improve their wellbeing and their chances of living a long and happy life by eating a healthier, more varied diet. They’re interested in doing their bit to tackle climate change, and they’re keen to make more ethical buying decisions to ensure both people and animals are treated with care and respect.

Living more “plantfully” can achieve all these things, and you don’t have to categorize yourself to do it. Your hierarchy of personal values is yours alone to figure out – whether your priority is to buy organic for health reasons, to prioritize animal welfare by buying vegan products or to reduce your individual carbon footprint. There’s no one ideal way to live or a perfect option in every situation; you just have to go with your gut and make what feels like the best choices for you.

When you give yourself permission to forget about labels and just start focusing on eating and living more mindfully, this can empower you to make healthier choices and form new habits at your own pace, with less pressure and no fear of “failure” or “cheating”, or judgement from friends, family or an online community. You don’t have to make any big announcements or clear your cupboards of “forbidden’ foods”, or take any drastic action at all – just start making some small, gradual changes.

This way of life is not about self-denial or following any set rules, it’s simply about eating a greater abundance of vibrant, delicious plants and connecting with the power of nature in every aspect of your life.

A HEALTHIER LIFE

Meat isn’t entirely to blame for the current global health or climate crises, of course, but if people ate more beetroot than burgers the impact on both would be enormous. There is a well-established link between diet, wellbeing and life expectancy, and the growing availability of nutritionally depleted ultra-processed foods is a major contribution to the rapidly growing problem of obesity, mental health issues, diet-related diseases and premature death in wealthier nations.

Much of this poor health could be avoided with a deliciously simple prescription to eat more nourishing plant foods. Although most diet advice has tended to centre on the ideal balance of macronutrients – carbohydrates, fat and protein – for maintaining a healthy weight and preventing chronic diseases, the science is now telling us to be much more concerned about the micronutrients. It’s those minute quantities of essential vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients that are so rich in plant foods, along with the “missing macronutrient” – fibre – that play such a nuanced role in our general wellbeing, from maintaining a healthy balance in our gut microbiome to reducing the damaging effects of inflammation in our bodies. Simply eating more minimally processed whole plant foods could transform human health on a global level, and it’s far cheaper and simpler to eat more fruit and veg than it is to prop up the population’s failing health with drugs and medical treatment.

Giving up or reducing meat and animal products is not automatically going to improve your health, of course. Whether you choose to be plant-based (adopting a diet exclusively or predominantly consisting of plant foods) or vegan (completely excluding all animal products in both diet and all areas of life) or something “flexitarian” in-between, there are still plenty of opportunities to eat ultra-processed foods or too many refined carbohydrates and sugary foods, as crisps, sweets, chocolate and wine can all be vegan too. It’s also true that balanced diets containing moderate amounts of good-quality meat, fish and dairy can still be healthy.

However, the scientific evidence in favour of a plant-centred lifestyle is compelling. For a better chance of good health and a long life, a diet packed with an abundance of vegetables, fruits, beans, pulses, wholegrains, nuts and seeds is the best medicine. The good news is that you don’t have to feel deprived, because when you take some or all of the meat, eggs and dairy off your plate, you make space for more vibrant, varied and flavoursome foods.

A WEALTHIER LIFE

There’s a widespread belief that eating plant-based foods is more expensive and therefore inaccessible to people on lower incomes, although often this misconception is based on people buying readymade products or fashionable exotic ingredients when they go vegan. Regardless, food bills continue to spiral upward, supermarkets rarely run promotions on fresh produce – while the cheapest deals are for the most nutritionally empty processed products – and a combination of busy lifestyles and endless temptation from convenience foods make it harder to eat well.

However, you can choose how and where to spend your budget to make it go further, making good food and better health a priority for you and your family. Techniques such as batch cooking homemade dishes for your freezer for a fraction of the cost of readymeals makes good sense for everyone, on any budget. If you can spend a bit of time and energy reinventing your recipe repertoire and learning new skills, you’ll naturally find more pleasure in cooking from scratch, and hopefully get excited about trying new ingredients too. Cooking more mindfully also means reducing food waste, which saves you money and helps to reduce global warming.

Finally, there’s the simple fact that most plant protein is cheaper than meat. A bag of lentils or chickpeas (garbanzo beans) costs far less than a pack of chicken and again, if you cook from scratch, the food always goes further. If you build on savings by living plantfully in other ways, such as making natural cleaning products and growing your own herbs or vegetables, even in a small way, you’ll start to cut costs even more. Living a simpler, more natural, pared-back life saves money, but also brings so many other rewards.

Cooking beautiful food for friends and family is an expression of love, and it can be a form of self-love – or self-care – too; consider it an investment in your health and wellbeing.

A MORE SUSTAINABLE LIFE

While the most compelling personal motivation for change is the potential to live a longer, happier, healthier life, as an attractive side benefit it could also be a big part of the solution for the climate change crisis.

The latest figures suggest that food production contributes 35% of all manmade greenhouse gas emissions, with meat and dairy causing twice as many emissions as plant foods.1 This means that how we shop for, cook, eat and dispose of food is now recognized to be the single most important factor in our personal eco footprint. It doesn’t mean you have to be completely vegan, but even making small changes to individual eating habits can have a substantial collective impact on preserving the planet’s resources and slowing the pace of climate change. Look at other sustainability initiatives that have been successful, such as encouraging people to switch to reusable water bottles or to turn the central heating down by 1 degree. They are super simple to do, and they also save us money. It’s a win-win situation. Research suggests that if we all switched to a predominantly plant-based diet, greenhouse gas emissions could be reduced by as much as 52%.2 Research analysis by Oxford University scientist Joseph Poore shows that if every family in the UK alone swapped a red meat meal to a plant-based meal just once a week, the environmental impact would be the same as taking 16 million cars off the road. Which is not a bad start. Imagine what we could achieve if four, five or six meals a week were veggie or vegan?

Despite the growing vegan trend, the global appetite for animal products is worryingly insatiable – while the population has doubled in size, consumption of animal products has quadrupled since the 1960s. The Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations predicts that by 2050 world meat production will have almost doubled again, as demand for meat, eggs and dairy products continues to grow.3

If you already have concerns about animal welfare, then you probably know that it’s simply not possible to produce meat, fish, dairy and eggs on this scale in a humane way, without commoditizing and exploiting livestock in large-scale intensive farming systems. There’s also the fact that livestock need to eat too. The world’s cattle alone consume a quantity of food equal to the calorific needs of 8.7 billion people – more than the entire human population on Earth. The vast swathes of land used to graze animals and grow feed could be far better used for growing crops for direct human consumption, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, deforestation and the loss of even more biodiversity.

The consensus among scientists working on environmental issues is that we need a radical global shift toward plant-based eating to help reverse climate change. This is not a fad diet; plants are the food of the future.

A HAPPIER LIFE

Engagement with nature has a particularly potent influence on our mental and physical wellbeing, and simple activities such as growing flowers or vegetables, walking in nature, exercising outdoors and even filling our homes and workspaces with houseplants have all been shown to have scientifically measurable effects on health and happiness.

Plant powers go well beyond those we ingest; they make our world habitable, with trees purifying the air we breathe, sequestering carbon and enriching the atmosphere with oxygen in return, even emitting soothing chemicals that have been shown to lower blood pressure. Just being surrounded by the green, leafy loveliness of plants – both indoors and out – exerts a calming, positive influence.

Gardening, too, has extraordinary healing powers, boosting wellness in countless ways, from producing deliciously nourishing things to eat, to exposing us to the beneficial bacteria in the soil and building a sense of community. The more plants we grow, the more we promote local biodiversity and support healthy ecosystems, while also enjoying the visual and edible delights of a vibrant and productive garden.

Making a deeper connection with nature will enrich your life and strengthen your resolve to live in a kinder, more plant-centred way. Every small step you can take, from showing compassion for animals and the environment by reducing your meat intake, to growing some vegetables or spending more time in nature, is a positive move toward living in a way that benefits people, planet and animals, and your own health and wellbeing.

We all need a bit more awe of nature in our lives – and we don’t have to travel to exotic far-flung destinations to find it. It’s everywhere we look, and everyone can enjoy the incredible bounty that nature provides. Step outside, it’s all yours.

Recipes

Scattered throughout the following chapters are some simple recipes and suggestions, and I’ve also provided a list of useful books and other sources of plant-based inspiration in the resources section at the back of this book. You can find more delicious recipes online by visiting my website www.livingplantfully.co.uk


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Divided into three sections – Grow, Cook and Live – each chapter explores a different aspect of living a plant-centred life, opening with a no-pressure goal and providing inspiration for putting plants at the heart and centre of the way you live and eat.

I have opened with Grow, as I believe gardening is the most inclusive of all the plant-based ideas and activities suggested in this book. Anyone can take pleasure in growing, whether that’s a single pot of herbs on a windowsill or joining a community tree-planting project. Growing on any scale is a wonderful way to develop a deeper appreciation for plants and the health benefits they bring as we tend them in the garden and cook with them in the kitchen.

Plants nourish our mental and physical health in so many ways from plot to plate, and the Cook section explores some of the delicious ways we can include more of them in our diet.

Finally, in Live, we discover how to live more plantfully in the home, from self-care and cleaning inspired by nature to the pleasures of nurturing house plants.

At the end of each chapter, I’ve provided signposts to other relevant sections that relate to the issues and ideas mentioned as, inevitably, many are interlinked. This book is designed to be read chronologically, but each chapter is self-contained, too, so it’s also ideal for dipping into when you need advice and inspiration on a particular topic.




1

LET’S ALL BE TREE HUGGERS

"In nature, nothing is perfect and everything is perfect."

Alice Walker

EVERY SIGN OF NATURE AT WORK IS A PRECIOUS GIFT. In winter, on a walk along mud-slicked footpaths, the sight of the first pensive heads of snowdrops peeping through the earth is a watershed moment: spring is stirring underground. Like generations before us, we measure our days by seasonal signs, from blossom buds appearing on boughs above, to swathes of cheery daffodils followed by wood-dwelling bluebells, and later apples clustered in autumnal orchards.

Not all of nature’s work is
 showy, and we can still find pleasure in her smallest intricate details and sensory pleasures – from the textures of craggy crevices on ancient tree trunks, to the colours of delicate fronds of living lichens on rocks, walls, twigs and bark; or the aroma of wild garlic lingering in the woods.

We all need to reconnect with our inner wildness. Humankind’s existence is only a tiny dot on Earth’s vast timeline, and although the proportion of time in which we’ve started separating ourselves from the natural environment through building and industrialization is also relatively tiny and has happened over just a few generations, in terms of evolution – which moves at a much slower pace than advances in technology – we haven’t had time to adapt as a species. This could be one of the reasons we are seeing so many people experiencing mental and physical health problems. For humans – who are as much part of nature as any other living creature – living in a suffocating world of steel and concrete is not our natural state of being.

This book, will explore the myriad ways that a holistic, plant-focused life can enhance your quality of life. While eating more whole plant foods is an important lifestyle change that has almost instant benefits to our wellbeing, the other side of the health equation is exercise, and we now know that a healthy lifestyle should also include some outdoor activity in nature.

Walking anywhere improves blood flow, makes your heart pump more efficiently, helps to maintain bone density and joint health, balances blood sugar levels, boosts energy and tops up your Vitamin D stores, and just half an hour of brisk walking is enough to make a positive impact on your health. It’s now believed to be even more beneficial than a gym session, as research shows that walking in nature reduces blood pressure more than walking on a treadmill or in a busy urban area.

The importance of incidental activity for good health, and specifically longevity, is supported by studies of “Blue Zones”, which first evolved out of research conducted by Gianni Pes and Michel Poulain in Sardinia, where there were an unusually high number of male centenarians (people living beyond 100). One factor people living in Blue Zones – which include places such as Ikaria, Greece and Okinawa, Japan – have in common is that they all walk a lot. While not necessarily doing much, or any, formal exercise, their levels of “natural movement” are high thanks to their often traditional lifestyles (including growing their own vegetables and having no mod cons to do household jobs), and they also have diets low in meat and high in plant foods, beans and pulses in particular. There were other beneficial factors, such as low levels of stress, being in a loving relationship, having a close extended family nearby and having a sense of purpose in their lives, and while this research was not a controlled scientific study, there’s no doubt we can learn a thing or two about diet and exercise from these savvy centenarians who are active in ways that human beings have evolved naturally to be. In this way, we too can live longer and healthier lives.

The problem is that many of us are not doing enough of any kind of activity – globally, 1 in 4 adults don’t exercise enough based on the World Health Organization’s recommendation of a minimum of 150 minutes a week – and modern life with its screens and sofa-based entertainments means we aren’t doing a lot of incidental activity in our work or leisure time. With adults in the UK and US averaging 9–10 hours a day of sitting, encouraging everyone to build a daily walk into their routine could go a long way toward improving overall physical and mental wellness and life expectancy.

“Sitting is the new smoking” has become an oft-quoted slogan to put the fear of sloth into us. It’s true that sitting for long periods of time is thought to slow our metabolism, which affects the body’s ability to regulate blood sugar and blood pressure, and break down body fat, even if we do a workout every day. Regular, frequent interruptions such as standing up or walking around for a few minutes can help by switching on your muscles and your metabolism just enough to reduce levels of blood sugar and fat and counteract other negative effects of being sedentary. But don’t get overly anxious if you do have a sedentary job – it’s all about balance. Studies show that leisure-time sitting has a stronger link with poor health than sitting for work, so just make sure that when you’re not working, you’re being active – especially if your job means spending long hours sitting at a desk – whether that’s formal exercise, an outdoor walk, or just keeping busy around the house and garden.

The simplest way to combine the amazing benefits of exercise and being in nature is to be active in an outdoor space. This could be a walk, doing some gardening or moving your workout or yoga session to your local park. The wonderful thing about exercising outdoors is that anyone can do it and it requires no expensive equipment or monthly membership fee.

FIVE REASONS TO GO FOR A WALK IN THE WILD

It might feel counter-intuitive to go for a walk when you’re feeling tired, lacking in energy or in a low mood, but it’s often the best thing you can do to make yourself feel better. If you need more motivation, here are five evidence-backed reasons for finding time for a daily walk. If you can’t readily access a green space or countryside in the time you have available – a brisk walk anywhere still has many health benefits.

1 TO MAKE YOU FEEL HAPPIER

Walking generates a feel-good effect. It's so powerful that walking not only improves self-esteem, relieves anxiety and reduces stress, it can cut your risk of becoming depressed by 30%.1 Walking boosts your mood by increasing blood flow and circulation throughout your body and brain, which has a positive effect on your central nervous system, or your hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which regulates your stress response. As you walk, you are actively calming your nerves and reducing your stress levels, which in turn has many positive benefits for wellbeing, beyond just making you feel happier.

2 TO GET A HEALTHY DOSE OF MICROBES

It's not just gardening that exposes us to beneficial bacteria (see chapter 3 for more on this), research suggests that going for a walk outside in a green space – including urban locations such as city parks – increases the diversity of bacteria found in the nose and on the skin.2 This microbial transfer from the environment may have a beneficial impact on your microbiome and support both your gut health and immunity.

3 TO SLEEP BETTER

Being outside in natural light helps to regulate our sleep patterns. When the sun sets, it helps our brains to release the right levels of melatonin to get a good-quality sleep. Walking first thing in the morning is particularly beneficial as exposure to daylight soon after you wake up reduces your melatonin production first thing, helping you feel wide awake and setting you up for a more productive day.

4 TO BOOST YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM AND REDUCE INFLAMMATION

A regular dose of just 20 minutes of physical activity such as brisk walking has been shown to stimulate the immune system and produce an anti-inflammatory response at cellular level. When your brain and sympathetic nervous system are activated by exercise (including accelerated heart rate and raised blood pressure), hormones are released into the blood stream, in turn triggering an immunological response. This includes the production of many cytokines (proteins) including TNF, which is an important regulator of inflammation, and which also helps boost immune responses.3 Although inflammation is part of your body's natural defence system and is designed to defend against attack from viruses and other invaders, chronic inflammation can be very damaging to health and is associated with several serious conditions such as type-2 diabetes – so this is a great reason to get your trainers on.

5 TO DEVELOP YOUR NEXT BIG IDEA

Many of the great philosophers, from Aristotle to Kierkegaard, believed that they did their best thinking while walking. With each step, blood flow to the brain increases, and this helps improve your memory, cognitive function and can prevent against decline as you age. The positive sensory stimulation of walking in nature can release those creative juices, too, and experts suggest that if you can find time to walk in the morning, perhaps before work, you can also boost your energy and mental clarity for the whole day. As the philosopher Nietzsche once wrote, “All truly great thoughts are conceived by walking.”

THE NATURE CURE

There’s a particularly powerful synergy between walking and being in nature that operates on a physical, mental and even spiritual level. Connecting with nature is hugely important for mental wellbeing. At a time when the UK charity Mind reports that 1 in 4 people every year will experience a mental health issue, one simple and low-cost way of managing these conditions, or even just enhancing our general sense of wellbeing, is to top up our nature exposure.

You may have heard of “nature deficit disorder”, which, while not being an officially recognized psychological condition, is a concept that has gained traction since writer Richard Louv coined the term in his book, Last Child in the Woods. Louv’s argument was that we are all spending more time indoors, especially children, and that this makes us feel alienated from nature or more likely to suffer from problems such as low moods or poor concentration.

Spending just a few hours every week outdoors in green spaces is the way to redress the balance. A recent study of 20,000 people, led by researchers from the University of Exeter, discovered that two hours a week spent in nature is the benchmark for enjoying the benefits of better health and psychological wellbeing.4 These benefits applied to all participants, regardless of age, gender and socio-economic background, and even those with disabilities or pre-existing health conditions. Crucially, these 120 minutes can be spread across several shorter outings and applied to any nature-rich settings, such as town parks, the beach or woodlands, proving you don’t have to do long treks in the wilderness to reap the rewards.

The idea that spending time in nature can create a happier society has even been quantified financially in a recent study from the UK’s Forest Research, which reports that walks in UK woodlands save the National Health Service £185 million a year in mental health treatment costs, while street trees cut a further £16 million a year from the NHS antidepressant bill.5

One way to further top up your happiness levels is to take weekly “awe walks”, where you make a conscious effort to shift your focus outward instead of inward, soaking up the sights, sounds and even smells of nature you experience on the way. You know that feeling when you stand at the top of a mountain and feel as though the whole world is at your feet, or find yourself alone on a beach in winter and experience the exhilaration of the waves crashing onto the shore? Coming face to face with nature’s power and magnificence is the moment we understand our place in the universe and it helps us learn to look beyond ourselves and our own daily worries. Scientists have discovered that experiencing a sense of awe in nature – that awareness of something larger than the self – leads to feeling more optimistic and coping better with stress, as well as boosting positive emotions such as gratitude and compassion.6 Researchers conducting the study in California even reported that, for the people participating, the smiles on their selfies were bigger after taking an awe walk, even if taking just one 15-minute walk a week.

If you fancy trying it, plan a regular outing to somewhere that inspires awe – it doesn’t have to be Niagara Falls to have an effect, it could just be a glorious view of the countryside from a high vantage point, or experiencing a spectacular sunset. Use your awe walk as an opportunity to make new discoveries. The point is to switch off the buzzing in your brain and bring a sense of pure childlike wonder to your appreciation of nature. When you stop and really soak in every detail of your surroundings, you can’t help but see, feel and hear just how awesome nature really is – and it does help to put your own problems into perspective.

MINDFUL MOMENTS

While brisk walking is beneficial for physical and mental health, it’s also good to slow down the pace sometimes, and introduce a deeper element of mindfulness to your time spent outdoors, appreciating the smallest details of nature’s creation, as well as the bigger “wow” moments. You’ve probably heard of “forest bathing” or shinrin-yoku, a physiological and psychological exercise that originated in Japan in the 1980s as a natural antidote to over-exposure to urban environments and technology, and also to inspire people to reconnect with and protect the country’s forests. But how is “forest bathing” any different to just taking a walk in the woods?

“It’s completely different,” says Sonya Dibbin, a forest bathing practitioner and founder of Adore Your Outdoors in Hampshire. “Forest bathing is all about deepening your connection with nature by moving slowly, being peaceful, pressing pause and engaging your senses. There’s a lot of stillness involved – I often recommend people lie on the forest floor during our sessions.”

The most important difference between a walk and forest bathing is that it’s not exercise, it’s a mindfulness practice. During forest bathing, you don’t travel very far, there’s no goal of hitting 10,000 steps or raising your heart rate into the cardio zone, everything is very, very slow. Silence, stillness and no distracting chit-chat are important for really engaging with the forest surroundings.

“People find it amazing that they can spend ten minutes looking at a hazel leaf and they get very absorbed in noticing the veins, the textures, the colours,” says Sonya. “All this detail goes unnoticed on a conventional brisk walk where exercise is the goal. Our forest bathing sessions run for three hours because the scientific evidence shows that to be physiologically beneficial – in other words, to induce a reduction in the production of cortisol, the stress hormone – we must spend at least two hours mindfully immersed in nature.”

As for tree hugging, Sonya says it does sometimes happen on her courses. “I just think that we’ve got into a right old pickle as a society when hugging a tree is seen as something laughable and you’d be ridiculed for it, but it’s seen as perfectly fine to spend 95% of our lives indoors connected to technology, doing things that aren’t healthy for us,” she says. “It’s crazy really. But I do think we’ve turned a corner, attitudes are definitely changing.”

A BREATH OF FRESH AIR

As anyone who enjoys a stroll in the woods will know, there’s nothing like taking a deep breath of air among the trees; it has a distinctive aroma of earthy hummus from the soil and a clean freshness that is unique to woodland. “Forest air is the epitome of healthy air,” says Peter Wohlleben, in his fascinating book The Hidden Life of Trees. “People who want to take a deep breath of fresh air or engage in physical activity in a particularly agreeable atmosphere step out into the forest. … The air truly is considerably cleaner under the trees, because the trees act as huge air filters.”

If we didn’t already know that trees are incredibly beneficial for our health, they also filter particles of pollutants, such as soot, dust, acids, toxic hydrocarbons and nitrogen compounds from the air and keep them trapped in their canopy, well away from our lungs. Trees also release oxygen when water and the carbon dioxide they breathe in are broken down during photosynthesis and, particularly during the daytime in the summer months, they can release around 29 tons of oxygen per square mile of woodland. We breathe in nearly two pounds of oxygen every 24 hours, which is why a walk in the woods literally feels like a breath of fresh air. But trees – especially conifers – also emit phytoncides, which are defensive chemicals that fight off harmful pests that might damage the tree. Phytoncides have antibiotic properties, and these chemicals create that unique, heady, forest scent – an aroma that becomes especially powerful on hot summer days.

In an intriguing example of how natural defensive compounds produced by plants can benefit human health, research suggests that we may benefit physiologically from inhaling phytoncides. “As we breathe in the phytoncides they are proven to lower our heart rate and reduce heart rate variability, so they bring a sense of calm,” says Sonya. “They also increase the number and activity of white blood cells that help us fight off everything from cancer to viruses. You are genuinely boosting your immune system by breathing in the forest air.”

Research has shown, though, that when you are walking through the woods at a fast pace with your heart pumping, you don’t get the full benefits. These come from being slow, from inhaling and exhaling deeply and consciously, mindfully connecting with the forest. You enjoy these benefits when you leave the forest, too, as your stress levels remain lower for days afterwards.

So, on busy days, remind yourself that it’s not self-indulgent to carve out a little time for connecting with the wild world. The more time you spend in nature, the more you appreciate the beautiful balance and synergy of this Earth and the importance of nurturing it, and it will also do your own wellbeing a power of good.


MINDFUL MANDALA-MAKING

Sonya suggests a natural gratitude exercise, which involves creating a mandala using found materials, and this is something you could do in the forest or at home in your garden. “I recommend thinking of something that you’re feeling grateful for. It might be the place you’re in, the weather or someone wonderful in your life. Then use natural materials to build them a gift,” she says.

Mandalas can be incredibly intricate artworks, but your mandala could be a simple and beautiful arrangement of stones, shells, leaves, pinecones, twigs, driftwood or anything you find in abundance around you. Just start the piece even if you don’t know what it will end up being – you will find your creativity flows and the mandala will emerge naturally.

When you’ve finished your design, allow yourself some time to reflect on your experience, and take a photo to capture your creation. Significantly, you will leave it in place for others to enjoy or the natural world to relocate or redesign. “There are a couple of important lessons involved; it’s not just the finished result – the journey is also important, and acceptance that the things we put in place in our lives may not last forever. And that’s okay,” says Sonya.



TEN WAYS TO INSPIRE YOUR DAILY WALKING PRACTICE

There’s always an excuse not to go out for a walk – it’s raining, you’ve got a report to write, the kitchen needs cleaning. If you’re not in the habit of going for daily walks, knowing all the reasons you should is not nearly as motivating as going out because you want to. If you can find that reason to go that makes your heart sing, soon you’ll move heaven and earth to make time for your daily walks.

1 MARKING THE SEASONS

The predictability of the seasons can be comforting, especially during difficult times, so make a point of marking seasonal events by, for example, going to find the first bluebells or rediscovering the joy of conker collecting. Recording your sightings and photographs in a journal or on social media helps you stay in touch with the seasonal cycles, and you can enjoy your nature diary even when you don’t have time to go out for a walk.

2 REDISCOVERING CHILDHOOD PLEASURES

Do things the six-year-old you loved to do. Walk barefoot in the grass, crunch through autumn leaves, play Poohsticks, paddle in a stream, learn to identify wildflowers and draw your finds or, yes, hug a tree.

3 COMMUNITY SPIRIT

Get a friend or family member to come along. Join a walking group, take up an outdoor walking-based activity, such as golf or Nordic walking, group hikes or power walking, all of which will improve your social life, be a good form of exercise and provide a healthy dose of “Vitamin G” (G stands for green).

4 DISCOVER YOUR PASSION

Not everyone enjoys a walk just for a walk’s sake. Finding a purpose for the walks can help. A daily walk to a quiet spot for sketching or writing a journal can unleash your creative potential.

5 GET THE FAMILY INVOLVED

Dog walking (you can “borrow” a dog through organizations that match busy owners with dog lovers, or volunteer to walk dogs at rescue centres if you don’t have your own) or engaging activities such as geocaching can make family walks in nature more appealing, especially to older children.

6 FACTOR IN TIME TO PLAY

Simple additions to a family walk, such as taking along a fishing net for pond dipping or sketchbooks for bark rubbing, playing Eye Spy, or collecting leaves for scrapbooking or crafts, can make it feel more purposeful. Buying a field guide and learning to identify tree species or bird calls as a family is so satisfying and something children will never forget as they grow up.

7 FORAGING AND FEASTING

As the seasons change, go looking for wild foods, such as blackberries or apples; there’s such joy in the hunt. Find foraging inspiration in chapter 12.

8 SIT QUIETLY

On your walks, take time to sit peacefully and enjoy a mindful moment. Tune into the sounds and sights around you, from the trills and chirps of birdsong to raindrops glistening on a spider’s web or a squirrel darting about among the trees. Breathe deeply, inhale those phytoncides and release any anxiety and stress.

9 MAKE A WALK YOUR TEA BREAK

When you’re ready to take a break from work, take your tea or coffee in a flask or travel cup and walk to your closest green space, even if it’s just a park bench. Drink your tea outdoors, soak up the fresh air and head back to your desk feeling invigorated. Even 10 minutes each way is a 20-minute walk that you’ve squeezed into the day.

10 WINDOW WATCHING

When a walk really isn’t possible, set aside 10 minutes to gaze out of the window or step into an outdoor space. Let the sound of the wind rustling in the trees provide a moment of calm and clarity. If you don’t have a view of nature, look up – the sight of clouds scudding across the sky is so soothing. The predominant colour of nature – green – has been shown to be good for wellbeing, so if you really can’t get away from your desk, spend some time tending to your houseplants or
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