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Having discovered that around forty per cent of cancers are preventable, Julia is now determined to speak up for a more personalised approach to healthcare, embracing new science and taking a preventative and integrative approach.

Walk Yourself Happy distils what she’s learned and reveals how we can all adopt happier, healthier lifestyles in the twenty-first century, using nature as our guide. The compelling evidence for better sleep, nutrition, breathing and exercise is explored, along with practical health hacks that we can all adopt, for free.
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Introduction

My name is Julia and I am an addict.

I’m addicted to the natural world. I love looking upwards through a canopy of trees to catch a glimpse of sky, tuning out life’s noisy noise so my ears and head vibrate with birdsong instead, all while inhaling great clouds of fresh air through my nose.

Watching the surge of a full-moon tide thrills me as much as tracing my fingers around the helix of a fallen pine cone on a forest floor. I can’t think of a better smell than the musky odour of earth after rain: the scent of life itself, geosmin.

The BBC current affairs programme Newsnight describes me as ‘the outdoor evangelist Julia Bradbury’, and I guess that’s true. I’ll take the compliment.

But it’s only half the story. I don’t just admire and enjoy nature; my real obsession is walking in it, using its healing powers to strengthen my body and soothe my mind. Walking is one of the simplest and best forms of physical exercise there is – but it is so much more than that.

Solvitur ambulando – literally, ‘it is solved by walking’ – is an idea that has been with us for a long time. St Augustine was preaching about it in the fourth century. Hundreds of years earlier, in 355 BCE, Aristotle founded the Peripatetic School in Athens, delivering philosophy lectures on the move. The nineteenth-century naturalists Henry David Thoreau and Charles Darwin were passionate advocates of walking and thinking, as were philosophers Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche.

I believe there’s a lesson for us all in that as we rise to the challenges of the twenty-first century. In this book, I’m going to give you practical advice on how to build walking and nature into your everyday life, and I’ll explain how seemingly small additions and new habits can have a profound impact on your physical health and emotional well-being.

I’m not a doctor. Well, technically I am Dr Bradbury; I have an honorary doctorate from Sheffield Hallam University for outstanding merit in my work preserving natural landscapes and helping people appreciate them. What I mean is, I’m not a scientist – though in the coming chapters, I’ll be talking to plenty of them. These are people at the forefront of the global quest to understand health and wellness. In Chapter 3, which is about nutrition, Professor Tim Spector tells us all about the gut microbiome and why ‘gut instinct’ really matters. This emerging science suggests that a healthy gut is one of the foundations of good health, impacting on everything from our immune systems to our moods. In Chapter 4, I talk to Professor Russell Foster who explains why sleep is so fundamentally important, how we repair ourselves at night and why prioritising sleep could lengthen our lives. Where does nature fit in to these two chapters you might be thinking? Well, we need healthy soils and rich biodiversity for every mouthful of food we eat and drop of water we drink. As for sleep, our body clocks should be in tune with natural daylight and darkness to optimise our wake/sleep cycle and in turn protect our health.

I might not be an academic like Professor Spector and Professor Foster but I do have decades of lived experience of walking as a curative. I’ve used it to help me through breast cancer and other physical traumas, as well as IVF and miscarriages, grief, mental health issues, and even a broken heart.

During my thirty years of making television shows and writing books, walking has taken me to the furthest corners of the world, introducing me to fascinating people and teaching me about cultures very different from my own.

I’ve trekked along the seaboard of the Indonesian archipelago, through the rainforests of Australia, across the Mongolian desert and over the South African veld. My roots are in Greece, and I’ve walked across a lot of the Greek islands too, digging into my Mama Mou Chrissi’s family history. (By the way, the Greek word peripatetikos, which means ‘of walking’, gives us the English ‘peripatetic’.)

What these very different expeditions had in common was their ability to heal my body, calm my mind and lift my heart. Together, they have helped me formulate my own theories on physical and mental health, finding happiness and being resilient in today’s world.

You don’t need big landscapes or seat-of-the-pants travel adventures to benefit from this kind of ‘green therapy’; it can be found in short periods of time and the smallest of spaces. I call these moments ‘nature snacks’: fleeting moments in the natural world that can revive and nourish.

To explore this further, I have teamed up with Sue Stuart-Smith, renowned psychotherapist and author of the best-selling book The Well-Gardened Mind, which analyses the relationship between gardening and mental health. She acts as our resident therapist throughout Walk Yourself Happy, providing exercises and insights designed to help us form better psychological and emotional connections to nature.

In the wake of my 2021 cancer diagnosis, a simple daily walk to my local park gave me courage in the fight of my life. After my mastectomy, I used footsteps as a measure of my recovery. Short, tentative walks around my city garden gave me faith and brought me back to myself.

However, this is not a book about cancer. It is about walking yourself happy and healthy, wherever you find yourself in life, and whatever your situation.

There are inspiring stories from other people who have overcome serious life challenges of their own. You will be uplifted to hear about Louise, a grandmother who went from walking twenty-five steps a day and battling a dependence on prescription painkillers to walking 12,000 steps a day and rediscovering the joys of hiking and sea swimming. You will read about a young actress called Maude who turned her back on superstardom for the sake of her health. She’d starred in a globally successful TV drama, but left show business to seek joy and fulfilment as a meditation guide. Then there’s broadcaster Mike Parry, who got off his hospital bed and walked away from a heart transplant operation – and has been walking ever since.

The thing about walking is that you don’t need fancy kit or lots of money, a check sheet or a team leader. You don’t need a high level of physical fitness or talent. Ego and ambition can be left at home. As for self-belief? That’s what you’re walking towards. To get started, you just lace up your shoes and put one foot in front of the other.

I have dedicated an entire chapter, Chapter 8, to explaining how to get going and keep going. With the help of green exercise expert Hannah Beadle, I guide you through the physical benefits of walking and outline the growing evidence that it can help stave off multiple diseases. In the hope you’ll find it a gateway drug to doing even more exercise, Hannah and I have created a complete outdoor programme for muscle strength and mobility especially for this book.

While you are outside walking, and hopefully doing our exercises, don’t forget to breathe – or rather, don’t forget to breathe properly. In Chapter 5, world-famous breathing expert and author Patrick McKeown tells us how to take a real – and a metaphorical – healing breath every day. If you’re anything like me, you probably breathe too much and not very efficiently, gulping in air, thinking you’re doing a good job. Actually, you’re not getting as much oxygen into your body as you imagine, and that has a downstream impact on your health. This is why yogis have focused on breathwork for thousands of years.

Reading the chapter on breathwork is likely to be both soothing and terrifying. Patrick has created a breathing exercise for you to do while you’re walking, and there is also a breath-holding test to help you gauge your overall health. (Be warned: one of the tables indicates that you are, er … dead.)

Walking is something you do in harmony with nature, and it brings an abundance of benefits, including better sleep, better gut health and better breathing, as I have explained. Chapter 2 will show how it also brings you to a deeper understanding of gratitude, awe and wonder. Here, I speak to British author and journalist Oliver Burkeman about how to make time for these vital emotions, and broadcaster Angela Scanlon about how they finally helped her achieve a work–life balance. Meditation, practising gratitude and finding the time and motivation to be still and quiet are things I’ve learned to do. They have had a genuinely positive impact on my life which is why I want to share them with you.

In summary, I’ll be exploring multiple pillars of good health in this book, while talking to some fascinating people, and explaining how you can make these pillars part of your daily life, too. It’s not daunting, because they come as part of the package when you just walk.

Wild things

Throughout this book, you’ll be reading a lot about why we need nature in our lives, every day. It could be as simple as having a plant in your house and a bird feeder on your balcony … honestly, it doesn’t matter how simple or small the connection, it’s the principle that counts. Nature makes humans feel good.

You know how to engage with it because you were born with something called ‘biophilia’, which is the instinctive need to connect with other forms of life. Like the word ‘peripatetic’, ‘biophilia’ has its roots in Greek, with bio meaning ‘life’, and philia meaning ‘friendship and affinity’.

It translates as ‘love of life’.

The biologist Edward O. Wilson popularised the term in his 1984 book Biophilia, in which he explained how our attraction to nature is genetically predetermined. We appreciate flowers, for example, because they often signal the coming of fruit, a feast for early man. We love blossom today because there is an elemental part of us that still anticipates that pleasure.

Here’s another example. Humans respond to fractals in nature. Fractals are those never-ending patterns found in the whorl of a cloud, the spiral of a seashell, the splayed tail of a peacock and in lightning, ammonites and ferns. Go open your fridge and you might find some in your veggie drawer – on a head of broccoli, for example.

Fractals are why I find myself transported when I’m looking at trees and notice the way the pattern of trunk and branch repeats itself all the way up to the tiniest of twigs scratching the sky.

Even though we don’t understand why, the human eye processes fractals with fluency. They’re aesthetically pleasing to us and have a measurable impact on reducing our stress levels. If you go back 45,000 years, to when our ancestors were making the first rock and cave art for pleasure, they were drawing fractals. Think about the fractals of the Bellis perennis – the common daisy – and you will see there’s nothing common about it.

The problem is that modern life can be brutal, and its burdens are diminishing our biophilia, our sense of belonging in this natural world. Staring at blue screens for huge swathes of the day, being constantly interrupted by noises and notifications, rushing everywhere but not walking anywhere – we are far removed from how we used to live and how we have evolved. We’re more sedentary and spend more time indoors than at any time in human history, and this is dangerous because we need our daily dose of vitamin N (Nature), especially in times of crisis. I do believe that the way we live now, with the twenty-four-hour-a-day demands of work and family life, constitutes a crisis, even if we don’t always call it that.

More than a century ago, as World War One raged, British and German soldiers sought solace from birds in the hedgerows and hares in the fields; they adopted pet ducks, tamed feral cats, improvised fishing trips and grew vegetables in tiny gardens at the ends of their trenches. They practised botany on the front line.

We can learn a lot from that instinctive response, their embracing of nature in a time of threat.

How we live now

‘Biophilia’ was a plea for mankind to be ethical, to conserve wild and beautiful places, and to protect the world’s animals in all their diversity. Edward O. Wilson wanted to tell us that without a robust natural world, we humans can’t prosper. Yes, we need economic security, but we also need clean air, healthy soil, plenty of trees and the vast array of environments Earth has to offer: its deserts, forests, oceans, mountains and icecaps.

I do hope we are waking up to the need to take care of our world, ourselves and each other. The brilliant thing about walking is that it can help you do all three at the same time.

It’s the best form of everyday travel for humans because it creates oneness with nature, camaraderie with friends and a form of intimacy with oneself. It can calm the mind or inspire big dreams; it can invigorate the body and ensure we live better, for longer. We are bipeds for a reason.

So, come with me as I lead the way on the walk of our lifetimes, one where we can walk ourselves happy, one sublime step at a time.
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The Mistress of Worry … Anxiety
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‘Now is the age of anxiety.’

W. H. Auden, The Age of Anxiety



When the poet W. H. Auden died in 1973, half a century before I wrote this, his obituary in the New York Times said his ‘singular voice gave resonance to a troubled age’.

Anxiety is not new, although it is perhaps more prevalent today as we find ourselves buffeted by twenty-first-century life.

We are hurried, harried, hyperconnected and, more often than we’d like, heartsore. Sometimes we can feel helpless and, at our bleakest, hopeless. Anxiety exists across all genders, age groups and sections of society. It is challenging even for those with the kind of power, wealth and fame that would once have been thought to inoculate against it.

Full disclosure: I’m not a particularly anxious person. I don’t get anxious walking into a roomful of strangers, I’ve never had a panic attack and I don’t have any triggers. That doesn’t mean I’ve never felt anxious or that I’m always the confident woman you see onscreen.

Anxiety is a universal experience, and I’ve certainly lived through times where I have felt sick with worry or sadness. On occasions, I’ve felt anxious and ‘shy’ about doing something perfectly normal, like greeting a neighbour on the street (despite not feeling flustered while broadcasting a live show to millions of people). During the first lockdown of the Covid pandemic, I had an inexplicably furious encounter with the iron, which led to two hours of crying. Was that a mini-breakdown, a bout of pandemic-related anxiety about what it meant for our lives? I’m still not sure.

At work, I can look back on anxious times, like the time I became entangled in a tabloid story that nearly ruined my career, or when I had a damaging internal dispute with a boss who had control over my professional future. In private, I faced a personally devastating diagnosis of endometriosis in my thirties, jeopardising my chances of becoming a mother.

At the time, I perceived these as challenging life events but now, knowing what I do, I can see they were much more than that and I was suffering bouts of anxiety throughout each of them. So what did I do? Well, on one occasion I packed a rucksack for a once-in-a-lifetime expedition to Iceland’s volcanic uplands at a time when I was praying I was pregnant. It was another example of my failure to nail my work–life balance – the thing that brings us all true harmony. Without acknowledging it, this was one of the greatest sources of anxiety that I have ever known.

I will tell you about those difficult days – and how I coped – a little later.

What is anxiety?

We will all face distressing, anxiety-inducing times in our lives. Hopefully, none will embed themselves in our psyches and lead to a full-blown anxiety disorder, but it’s sensible for us to understand what anxiety is, so we can recognise it in ourselves and others.

So, how do we define anxiety? Neuroscience tells us it’s marked by excessive fear and avoidance, often in response to specific objects or situations. It could be experienced by a teenager turning over an exam paper, a forty-something divorcee starting to date again, or you asking for that pay rise you know you deserve.

The key thing is that it’s a fear response in the absence of true danger.

Sue Stuart-Smith is the resident psychotherapist who’s here to help me with Walk Yourself Happy. She shares my belief in the healing power of nature. She is married to the garden designer Tom Stuart-Smith, and their shared life’s work can be seen in the Barn Gardens in Serge Hill, Hertfordshire, where they have lived since the 1980s. Tom was actually born in Serge Hill, which has been in his family for a century.

Deep roots, indeed.

I asked her for her expert definition of anxiety. Sue tells us:


Anxiety is a normal response to stress. Most of us will feel anxious and worried in the face of threatening or stressful situations, and in many instances, it would be a serious disadvantage not to. In evolutionary terms, anxiety is a survival tool because it acts like a signal, prompting us to act in the face of danger. This is our fight-or-flight response, which is coordinated by the amygdala, the fear centre located deep within the brain.

The fight-or-flight response involves activation of our sympathetic nervous system with immediate release of adrenaline, which prepares us to react by raising our heart rate and blood pressure, releasing glucose and speeding up our breathing. Following on from this, if the threat persists, the stress hormone cortisol is released. In most circumstances, once danger has passed, our bodies recover through the restorative effects of the parasympathetic, or rest-and-digest, system.

Problems arise when our fear response is either disproportionate or prolonged, so there is no recovery time. When we are unable to relax or ‘switch off’, anxiety easily becomes a vicious circle. The more anxious we feel, the more we overthink situations and envisage worst-case scenarios. This, in turn, feeds anxiety and is exhausting. When the mind is overactive and full of trepidation like this, we inevitably find it hard to focus and function productively. When this happens, our threshold for coping with life can diminish to such an extent that everyday hassles we would normally cope with can start to feel like insurmountable obstacles.

Apart from the hallmark feelings of dread and worry, anxiety can manifest itself in different ways. Some people find themselves becoming unusually irritable, others feel low and tearful. Some feel too nauseous to eat, while others take refuge in the comfort of food. At night, it can be hard to switch off and difficulties getting to sleep and staying asleep are common. But insomnia is not always a problem; some people find themselves sleeping excessively, yet find on waking that they feel unrefreshed.

The effects of anxiety can be experienced mainly in the body or mainly in the mind, or a mixture of the two. Panic attacks, for example, are a bodily manifestation of anxiety that typically seem to come out of nowhere. A pounding heartbeat is accompanied by trembling, sweating and sometimes fainting, alongside a feeling of doom. Attacks like this inevitably lead to a fear of them happening again, and they are so unpleasant that most people feel compelled to avoid situations in which they’ve occurred. By contrast, generalised anxiety is characterised by ever-present and uncontrollable worries about many different aspects of life.

Other forms of anxiety, such as phobias, are more specific and triggered by certain situations, such as encountering spiders or experiencing heights. Some phobias have profoundly restrictive effects on everyday life. Agoraphobia involves a fear of unfamiliar settings and typically leads to avoidance of public transport and crowded as well as open spaces. Social anxiety, likewise, can cause isolation, because an intense fear of being ridiculed or rejected leads to an avoidance of social situations.

To some extent, depression and anxiety go hand in hand, and although they are distinct, they frequently occur together. Whatever the type of anxiety someone is suffering from, if it is interfering with everyday life, it is important to seek help.



A pandemic of anxiety

You might have thought the Covid pandemic would have seriously impacted our anxiety levels, but there’s increasing evidence that it didn’t do quite as much damage as initially suggested (although we are of course yet to know the true long-term consequences). A review of 137 separate studies from around the world, carried out by researchers at McGill University in Canada and published in the British Medical Journal, said many doom-laden predictions of a spike in anxiety cases and small-scale investigations simply went around the world on repeat.

The real issue is not Covid – it’s twenty-first-century life.

According to the charity Anxiety UK, twenty-one per cent of us were already suffering ‘high’ anxiety levels in 2019, a year before Covid hit. And it’s not just the UK; in the United States, according to a recent epidemiological study, the lifetime prevalence of any anxiety disorder is 28.8 per cent.1

As a partner, colleague, friend and family member, it’s on my radar. And, as the mother of three young children, I’m also particularly concerned about the exponential rise of teen anxiety. I don’t have all the answers, but I do know that nature soothes and heals, and that being in it banks a goodness and strength we can draw on when we need to.

A walk in nature walks the soul back home

As I said earlier, anxiety has wrong-footed me. Unsurprisingly, for someone who grew up wanting to recreate their happy childhood with a family of their own, it came at a time I was struggling with infertility.

I had been commissioned to do one of the walks of my lifetime, through the volcanic highlands of Iceland, along the sixty-kilometre Landmannalaugar trail. I’ve been walking since I was a little girl, in the Lakes, the Peak District, along the Cornish cliffs and over the South Downs, in Scotland and Wales, and across the flatlands of the Norfolk coast.

Iceland, however, was in another league; this would be a trek through the fire and ice of a mythologised landscape. Professionally, it was significant too. It was a pivotal moment in my career; I was making a documentary that was a shift in direction away from the Sunday-night prime-time series that had made my name.

But it wasn’t this gamble with the Bradbury brand, or the industry eyes scrutinising it, that was making me anxious. What was making me feel sick and scared was a pregnancy test, bought at a pharmacy in London and tucked into a secret pocket of my enormous backpack.

I had previously undergone keyhole surgery for the endometriosis that had stopped me getting pregnant. This was the month I hoped I might finally have a baby on the way. Of course, I could not tell my crew that, on the day I would be striding towards a famous volcano on camera, I was going to have to stop to pee on a pregnancy test. Nor could I share the moment with my partner, who, while he would never say ‘Julia, don’t go!’ was at home, privately wishing I had a desk job.

If you are wondering whether you are pregnant and Option A is to put your feet up and have a cuppa, while Option B is to go on an expedition involving cliff edges, icy rapid crossings and helicopters, then the risk assessment is always going to say: Don’t do Option B.

Too late. I was already up a volcano.

Today, the more I know about anxiety, the more I wonder if taking this all-consuming challenge was a way of avoiding the fact that I might not be able to get pregnant at all?

Then aged thirty-eight, I was desperate for motherhood, but I had to balance my baby hunger against a job I loved, and that would sustain me no matter what. That’s why I found myself trying to have both, and doing a pregnancy test in an isolated shepherd’s hut. I hid in the long-drop toilet, partly exposed to the elements, and waited for two minutes.

They felt like the longest 120 seconds of my life.

Sadly, the blue line stayed stubbornly single. There was no second line indicating a positive test. I wasn’t pregnant. There was no baby.

I could feel anxiety seeding inside me. Was I ever going to fall pregnant? Would my body, with all that I asked of it, be allowed to do this most natural of things? Was childlessness the price I had to pay for pursuing my passion projects?

I should say here I understand and respect anyone’s decision to be child-free. But that wasn’t me. We dearly wanted to be parents, and this was devastating.

The drama of the scenery reflected the turmoil inside me. I could not sit still or calm my heart, even with deep breathing. My body was burning with an anxious energy I could barely contain.

If you’d asked me what I wanted at that precise moment, I’d have said, ‘An exorcism.’

I’d known I would have to take the test and where, and I had also known, in theory, that it might be negative. However, the fact of it, in my hand, brought the balance of my life – and my future – into the sharpest focus. With my camera crew waiting and a shooting schedule to keep, I had no choice but to step out into the crisp Icelandic morning.

What followed was the perfect example of how landscapes can reset our personal view of ourselves. I let myself see that I was part of a huge vista of mountains, icy streams, steaming hillsides and bubbling, sulphurous mud pools. I acknowledged that even this grandeur was just a tiny part of our universe and that I was no more than a speck within it. Against the vastness and beauty of that idea, my problems seemed smaller, less complicated, more manageable.

It felt like the end of an intense few months, but it did not feel like the end of hope.

Over the hours that followed, in the natural craziness of those icy uplands, I hiked my heart out. I knew that, if I allowed it, nature would heal me. I’d let the sheer physicality of the next twenty kilometres exhaust me, devoting those hours of climbing, scrambling and slipping to processing what had just happened.

Inside, desolation gave way at first to a sense of perspective and then to a warming positivity. I was only midway through my walk, my big adventure, my big deal. That meant, surely, the best was yet to come.

It was a metaphor for the rest of my life.

By the close of that day, when I crawled, exhausted, into my sleeping bag, I felt a lightness that had been missing for months. In walking, I was reminded of all the things my body could do; the toughness of the terrain reaffirmed my body’s capability and its strength. The enormity of the space allowed me to feel that I was just travelling through, not at my journey’s end.

I could go home, trusting myself to try again.

I would go on to have my son naturally. One miscarriage and four rounds of IVF treatment later, my twin daughters arrived.

I’ve been a mother for more than a decade now, but anxiety still makes an unwelcome appearance in my life from time to time – something that comes as no surprise to Sue. I asked her why anxiety is so prevalent now.


We live in an age of anxiety and there is, in truth, a lot to be anxious about. A long period of austerity, coupled with the economic and social aftermath of the pandemic, has created a sense of the precariousness of life. At the same time, global situations such as the war in Ukraine and climate change also weigh heavily on us. These are all situations that can leave us feeling powerless and insecure.

Over the last decade or so, studies show that anxiety has undoubtedly been on the rise. A large increase was recorded following the financial crash of 2008, and levels have remained high ever since, particularly among women and young people. Anxiety is the most commonly experienced of all the mental health disorders, with one in four people suffering from it at some point in their lives.2

Some of this rise may be because people feel more able to acknowledge their struggle with mental health, but there are also social and lifestyle factors that are playing a part. These include rising levels of loneliness and financial insecurity, coupled with a culture of overwork.

Social media is often blamed for its damaging effects on self-esteem and for the compulsive habits it encourages, detracting from other, healthier aspects of life. Digital technology in general makes it hard for us to ‘switch off’, and as a result, the differentiation between work time and downtime, daytime and night-time has been lost. This leads to a disruption of our basic biological rhythms and makes it harder to recover from stress.

We are embedded in a culture of speed in which, for the most part, the quicker things happen, the better. This unremitting pace of life has led to a devaluing of the slower rhythms of natural time, and in various ways we are encouraged to defy our biological limits. One of the reasons walking can be so helpful for us is that travelling by foot simply forces us to slow down.



Air apparent

How can we heal ourselves, quell those anxious feelings and make space for the happiness and equilibrium we deserve? I achieved it in Iceland, but there’s more to it than just a pretty view. It’s about the science of fresh air and daylight, and the immersion of our senses of touch, taste, sight, smell and hearing.

As Sue says in her book The Well-Gardened Mind, Florence Nightingale was on to something way back in the nineteenth century. In her Notes on Nursing, published in 1859, the nursing pioneer underlined the importance of fresh air: ‘Always air from the air without, and that, too, through those windows through which the air comes freshest.’

Nightingale also noticed that patients recovered faster when attention was paid to their surroundings. ‘People say the effect [of their surroundings] is only on the mind. It is no such thing. The effect is on the body, too. Little as we do know about the way in which we are affected by form, colour and light, we do know this, that they have an actual physical effect.’ (Even today we’re still not completely sure how this works but the emerging science of quantum biology may soon provide us with answers. In a nutshell it means we might one day be able to control physiological processes by using the quantum properties of biological matter.)

Yet natural light, our environment and fresh air were all officially identified back in the 1800s as vital to human health – and, more significantly, as helpful tools in our recovery from illness, both mental and physical.


[image: image] Robin’s story: The power of flowers

Robin Hanbury-Tenison was eighty-four when he contracted coronavirus in 2020 and was given a five per cent chance of survival. ‘I went down badly with Covid in March, and my family was told to expect the worst. I was in intensive care for five weeks and in hospital for seven. I should have died, at my age. But the wonderful doctors pulled me through,’ he says.

It was a remarkable and unexpected turnaround, but Robin puts his recovery down to nature (as well as his doctors). He said the moment he knew he was going to live was when he was wheeled into the healing garden at Derriford Hospital in Plymouth. ‘I opened my eyes, saw the sunshine, the flowers, and that was when I was certain my life had been saved by the healing power of nature. From then on, everything picked up.’

Robin is an extraordinary man, and that shouldn’t be discounted from his story. A renowned explorer, he made a landmark crossing of South America at its widest point in 1958, and led a Royal Geographical Society expedition to Borneo in 1977, which was dedicated to the preservation of the Mulu rainforest. He’s campaigned for decades to safeguard the Amazon and the rights of indigenous and tribal peoples through Survival International, which he co-founded.

Clearly, he’s someone who’s been connected to nature all his life – and when he needed it, nature saved him.

Robin was so grateful for his second chance that he set up a GoFundMe page because, in his opinion, ‘every hospital in Britain should have a healing garden attached to the intensive care unit’.

After he was discharged, Robin could barely walk five yards with a Zimmer frame, but he set himself the challenge of climbing Cornwall’s highest peak, Brown Willy, to kick-start the fund. Five months after he crawled out of hospital, and with Storm Alex blowing, he planted a Cornish flag on the summit, 420 metres above sea level.

That’s the healing power of nature right there: Robin’s flag marked the spot. (He has since raised more than £150,000 and funded a hospital healing garden in his home county of Cornwall.)



Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only the light can do that

There is no doubt in my mind that being surrounded by the glories of nature in Iceland helped me deal with my infertility, but there was something else at play, too: daylight and sunshine.

We know that daylight is an essential component of our overall health, and it’s instrumental in altering our mood. For many, like me (I’m half Greek) it’s a source of happiness and well-being.

The science of the sun has long been understood by humans. The Babylonian king Hammurabi advised priests to use sunlight in the treatment of illness almost 4,000 years ago. Ancient Egyptians worshipped Ra, a falcon-headed god who carried the sun disc on his headdress. Greek physicians who worked with Hippocrates recommended it for the restoration of health, and we know what Florence Nightingale’s thoughts were on the subject.

You won’t find a cameraperson or photographer who doesn’t want to film or take pictures in Iceland, because the light there is so magical. Its location in the North Atlantic, between Greenland and Norway, just south of the Arctic Circle, means it has some of the most beautiful and unusual light patterns in the world. And there I was, bathing in that loveliness for six days straight.

In her book Chasing the Sun: The New Science of Sunlight and How it Shapes our Bodies and Minds, the award-winning science journalist Linda Geddes writes about the circadian rhythms that govern our bodies, explaining that these internal body clocks are regulated by light. Whether they are instructing our immune cells in their fight against disease, or dictating our response to food, or telling our bodies when to be alert and when to rest, our master clock is keeping time with daylight, so exposure to the daily light–dark cycle is one of the most fundamental things we can do to support our health.

When your circadian rhythm is disrupted, it can contribute to a variety of chronic
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