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			Praise for The Open-Air Life

			“Whatever you do, get outside! It’s time to reclaim our mind-body health, as well as the lives of our children, from the indoor grind of always-on tech and brain-scattering media. Linda Åkeson McGurk’s gentle but inspiring approach rekindles our faith in the outdoors, whether we’re just sleeping on our own porch or taking a long hike in the woods. With her useful everyday tips, we’re reminded how easy it can be to reconnect ourselves and our families to the instant and deep benefits of nature.”

			—Anu Partanen, author of The Nordic Theory of Everything

			“In The Open-Air Life, Linda Åkeson McGurk takes us on a fascinating journey to explore how nature can enhance our lives. While some of the general concepts are familiar, she adds a unique perspective by introducing us to terminology and customs rooted in strong tradition from her native country, Sweden, and the surrounding Nordic countries. Through poetic storytelling, helpful checklists, and informative illustrations sprinkled throughout the book, she educates and inspires us to step outdoors into the fresh air and bring a number of nature-connection habits into our daily lives no matter where we live, our age, or what language we use to describe them.”

			—Sandi Schwartz, author of Finding Ecohappiness

			“Discover the Nordic secret to unplugging and connecting more deeply with nature: friluftsliv. I highly recommend The Open-Air Life to nature lovers everywhere.”

			—Dr. Qing Li, professor, Nippon Medical School, and author of Forest Bathing

			“Linda McGurk has given us a fine guide to caring for our true nature by connecting to the rest of nature. My hat’s off (but soon to be back on, as I’m going for a hike).”

			—Richard Louv, author of Vitamin N and Last Child in the Woods

			“Reading the prose of Linda Åkeson McGurk is always a reminder to be intentional about connecting with what I know deep in my bones: that going outside is going home. The Open-Air Life is an invitation to claim a way of being in the world that deems time outside as essential as breathing or drinking clean water. Full of practical tips and inspiring stories, this book is an essential guide for anyone who wants to further embrace life in the open air.”

			—Heidi Barr, author of Collisions of Earth and Sky and coauthor of 12 Tiny Things
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				In the lonely seter-corner,

				My abundant catch I take.

				There’s a hearth, and a table,

				And friluftsliv for my thoughts.

				—HENRIK IBSEN
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			—INTRODUCTION—

			on any given workday, i spend most of my time sitting at a desk, in front of a screen, while my phone and email notifications are constantly poking me for attention. I have about fifty-six different website tabs and seventeen Word files open on my laptop while simultaneously fighting Wi-Fi issues and at least a couple of software installations gone wrong. Subconsciously my brain is also processing an incessant flow of mental clutter, from remembering to schedule dental appointments for my daughters to planning what we are going to have for dinner and wondering if I really emptied that load of laundry that I ran two days ago. By the time I wrap up work and the girls come back from school in the afternoon, I often feel like I’m spent, finished, deep-fried.

			I know I’m not alone. In fact, this is the reality for many of us. We do our best to balance the demands of family life, work, and other commitments, but many of us do it in an environment that researchers have found is inherently bad for our mental and physical health—indoors, plugged into our various electronic devices, and with little daily contact with nature. For lack of a better word, an increasing number of us are what neurophysiologist and educator Carla Hannaford has dubbed “SOSOH”—stressed-out, survival-oriented humans.

			Almost 80 percent of the population in the developed world lives in urban areas today, due to a mass migration to the cities that essentially started less than two hundred years ago. That makes our human experience radically different from that of our distant ancestors on the savanna, and even distinctly different from the lives our rural ancestors lived as recently as a few generations ago. But humans have evolved in nature for millennia, and even though we might like to think otherwise, our bodies and brains haven’t changed that much since we lived in caves. We even have internal biological clocks that synchronize with the rhythms of nature, functions that are suppressed by our modern lifestyle. Neither urbanization nor digitalization is likely to go away, so what’s a frazzled modern human being to do?

			Enter the Nordic concept of friluftsliv. This garbled collection of syllables with Norwegian roots (roughly pronounced FREE-loofts-leeve) has been translated as “open-air life,” “free-air life,” and “fresh-air life,” but unlike the equally tongue-twisting concept of hygge (“cozy” or “comfortable” in English), few people outside northern Europe seem to know what it means. And actually, not even people from the Nordic countries can agree on an exact definition. The Norwegian government defines friluftsliv as embracing nature and enjoying the outdoors as a way of life, a “possibility of recreation, rejuvenation and restoring balance among living things.” The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency contends that it’s about “spending time outside in natural and cultural landscapes for personal wellness and to experience nature without pressure to achieve or compete.” Swedish American authors and outdoor enthusiasts Roger and Sarah Isberg define it as “simple life,” whereas others have described it as living in harmony with nature. Personally, I think of friluftsliv as a way of returning to our true home.

			Friluftsliv, or open-air life, is where humans and nature intersect and the values that we create in those meetings. Simply put, it’s a way to nurture a personal relationship with nature through direct experiences. How you do it is up to you. Friluftsliv can be as simple as an evening walk around the neighborhood or as advanced as a multiday backpacking expedition in the remote wilderness, or anything in between. It can be enjoyed solo, with a group of family or friends, or together with others through an outdoor organization. It’s about knowing nature, yet it has no curriculum or classroom. Learning comes through hands-on practice and the passing of knowledge and useful skills from peer to peer and from one generation to the next. Although it sometimes involves gear, it doesn’t require it.

			Friluftsliv is a form of outdoor recreation, but not all types of outdoor recreation are considered friluftsliv, at least not in the traditional sense. While outdoor recreation could be any activity that is done outside for fun, including outdoor sports and motorized activities, friluftsliv is noncompetitive and nonmotorized. By those standards, foraging for wild berries, paddling a kayak, and watching birds are all different forms of friluftsliv, while snowmobiling, waterskiing, and running a 10K are not, even though they all take place outside. By the same token, friluftsliv is not the same thing as the Japanese practice of forest bathing, or shinrin-yoku, although both recognize and harness the restorative power of nature. While shinrin-yoku is a form of nature therapy and mindfulness practice centered on the medicinal benefits of spending time among trees, friluftsliv is a broader philosophical lifestyle that spans nature, culture, history, and personal and environmental health.

			In essence, traditional friluftsliv is less a set of activities and more of a culturally learned rhythm that revolves around being outside and experiencing oneness with both nature and the cultural landscape. Just like there is slow food, slow parenting, and slow entertainment, friluftsliv is a form of slow nature. It’s about embracing simplicity, resisting consumerism, and living in a way that is sustainable to both ourselves and the planet. It’s the kind of life that transcends generations and connects us deeply with the land that sustains us. And it is in every respect a rich life.

			When I was growing up in Sweden, friluftsliv was more or less consciously passed down to me from the adults in my life—grandparents, parents, early childhood educators, teachers and other caregivers. When I was little, they made sure I got to play outside every day, rain or shine. They taught me the names of our local plants and wildlife and passed down old stories and legends that made the forests come alive with magic. They gave me the time and space to wade in shallow creeks looking for frog spawn and fill my pockets with rocks and other special treasures. They let me nurture my sense of wonder while observing the frenzied activity of an anthill and trying to grasp the concept of infinity while gazing up at the Milky Way. Thanks to them and the culture I grew up in, the outdoors was the constant backdrop against which my childhood played out.

			By the time I became a teenager, my relationship with nature changed. The woods were no longer a place for play, but somewhere my friends and I would test the boundaries for our burgeoning independence and discover ourselves. At that point, we were not in it so much for the nature experiences as for the opportunity to withdraw from the pressures of school and the prying eyes of our parents. I don’t think I realized it back then, but friluftsliv was the one constant that I was always able to fall back on, a comforting routine for self-care and my antidote to stress and anxiety. And it still is.

			When you are raised in a friluftsliv culture, you will forever have a little voice inside your head that cajoles you into going outside every day. I’m no exception, but interestingly enough, I became even more committed to the lifestyle after I moved to Indiana and gave birth to my two daughters, Maya and Nora. It was as if an age-old parental instinct to pass on not just my genes but also my fondness for going on rainy-day walks and making bread over the open fire suddenly kicked in and I realized that I had only a short window of opportunity to pass down the ways of my forebears to my children. If I didn’t show them the way, nobody else would, and I was afraid the open-air lifestyle would be forever lost to them. Although I was neither an expert naturalist nor a hard-core adventurer dreaming of bagging big peaks, I decided to make friluftsliv the guiding light of my parenting journey. By letting my daughters whittle sticks, sleep under the stars, and build campfires, I have attempted to anchor them to a beyond-human world that is much greater than themselves. Over the years, I’ve seen their confidence and self-reliance grow, and no matter where in the world they will choose to live when they grow up, I know that the natural world is one they will always feel comfortable in. I like to think of friluftsliv as their secret superpower, one that will give them equal parts strength, happiness, solace, and purpose as they journey through life and love.

			As my daughters grew older, my yearning to share the land of my ancestors with them grew stronger, and in 2016 I brought them to Sweden for nearly six months while researching my first book, There’s No Such Thing as Bad Weather. After living somewhere else for most of my adult life, I saw my homeland with new eyes, and it dawned on me how much I had missed the open-air culture of my youth. Two years later, after a lot of soul-searching, we moved to Sweden permanently, and I embraced friluftsliv with greater fervor than ever. As soon as there was snow on the ground, I brought out the antique cross-country skis that my parents had given me for Christmas the year I turned sixteen, and put in more miles in the tracks that winter than I had in the twenty-five years prior. I greeted the spring by reacquainting myself with the local bird population and taking my daughters to a famous crane-dancing locale. I spent part of the summer soaking up the midnight sun in the Arctic north and savored the fall by hiking through moist evergreen forests, making pine needle tea, and scouting for edible mushrooms.

			Nature also became my saving grace when my personal life slowly began to fall apart. The year after I returned to Sweden, I went through a divorce while at the same time bordering on exhaustion from a toxic work situation. While trying to navigate my new life as a single mom, I often sauntered around among the firs and the beeches near my home, with no particular goal or agenda. Under the tree crowns, it seemed like my mental burden lifted and I found space to breathe, think, and heal. I even walked when I saw my therapist, an avid hiker and outdoorswoman. Opening up about myself and my failed marriage came easy under the open skies, and we walked and talked mile after mile on tiny, rocky trails and dusty country roads.

			Realigning myself with my native culture made me realize that while friluftsliv is a Nordic concept, it holds the potential to benefit all of us, regardless of your culture, religion, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background. Sure, the Nordic countries have some unique circumstances that make them an ideal region for friluftsliv. For one thing, natural areas are abundant, even in big cities. For another, a unique customary law called allemansrätten in Swedish (which literally translates to “every man’s right” but is usually called “the right to roam”) gives everybody in Norway, Sweden, and Finland more or less universal access to the land, whether it is publicly or privately owned. Moreover, friluftsliv enjoys strong cultural and political support, ensuring that the tradition not only lives on, but thrives. Having said that, friluftsliv is more about your mindset and less about a certain location or a specific activity. It’s a calling that can be followed just about anywhere with some green space and a willingness to seek oneness with nature. This book will tell you how. So turn off your phone, forget about the busywork, and do as the Nordic people do—just step outside.
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			—FRILUFTSLIV FOR MY THOUGHTS—
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			if you’re at all familiar with Nordic culture, you may have heard the notion that the people of the North have an innate, almost mythical bond with nature, bestowed upon them by their ancestors hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago. The harsh beauty of the vast unpopulated wilderness areas and the stark contrast between the dark fold of the polar nights in the winter and the perpetual pink glow of the midnight sun in the summer provide the perfect backdrop for this Nordic self-image of a people closely connected with nature. Norse mythology abounds with gods and goddesses that embody the wind, the woods, the rain, the seasons, and the fertility of the soil, which goes to show that nature had a keenly felt presence in people’s lives, not only because it sustained them with firewood, food, medicine, and other essentials, but also because it bridged their earthly existence to the spiritual world. (True to the Nordic people’s penchant for winter sports, there was even a goddess for skiing and snowshoeing—Skaði.) The ancient mountains, glowing skies, and silent forests of the North have also inspired countless legends and folklore tied to the natural world, and at least part of the traditional right to roam is believed to go back to medieval times.

			Even so, the idea of consciously using nature for rest and recreation in the way we today call friluftsliv is less than two hundred years old and was indirectly a consequence of the Age of Enlightenment, when the leading philosopher of the time, René Descartes, famously claimed, “Man is ruler and owner of nature.” Descartes’s worldview paved the way for the Industrial Revolution, which would forever change people’s relationship with nature and started the downward spiral of environmental degradation that we are still living with today. The urbanization that followed alienated people from the woods, the mountains, and the farm fields that had sustained them for millennia. Like all big movements, industrialism triggered a countermovement, Romanticism. The devotees of Romanticism, typically found among artists and intellectuals in the upper echelons of society, glorified nature and saw it as the ultimate source of spiritual rejuvenation. The only problem was that these wealthy people had no natural connection to the land—they were not hunters, fishermen, or farmers—so they had to create one. They did it by escaping the cities to relax and explore nature in the countryside, where they laid the foundation of what later would be known as friluftsliv.

			Later, in the 1930s, when the working class got more disposable income and time off, they, too, joined the waves of mostly wealthy men from the cities who up until then had flocked to the ocean, the mountains, the forests, and the open pastures. Maybe the blue-collar workers, just like their wealthier fellow countrymen, felt an inner craving for fresh air, relaxation, and mental restoration. But they were also the target for a deliberate government campaign to implement friluftsliv among the broad population. In 1919, the Swedish government, like the governments of many other European countries, finally responded to long-standing demands of labor unions by adopting a new law that limited the workweek to forty-eight hours, and the politicians were deeply concerned that the workers would spend all this newly granted free time the “wrong” way. What if they were consumed by junk culture and resorted to dubious activities like dancing and drinking? Or worse, simply languished when they had nothing useful with which to fill their time? Friluftsliv was cast as the antidote that would keep the country’s working class physically active and healthy. The military, too, had a vested interest in a strong and healthy population that could defend the nation against threats, and it saw friluftsliv as a means to this end.

			The socialization into a physically active, nature-connected lifestyle started in childhood, as friluftsliv was introduced as a mandatory part of PE classes. By the end of the 1930s, the term “free time” had essentially become synonymous with friluftsliv, and new green spaces, city parks, and nature preserves were created to accommodate the new pastime. With that, the government did with friluftsliv what IKEA later would do with upscale furniture design: democratized it by making it available to everybody.

			The word friluftsliv was coined not by the Swedish government, however, but by famed Norwegian playwright and poet Henrik Ibsen, who first used it in his poem “On the Heights” in 1859, at a time when he struggled with depression. The poem depicts a farmer’s son who is at a crossroads, trying to decide whether to take over the family farm in the village, which is what is expected of him, or to follow his inner voice and lead a life as a free hunter in the highlands. The protagonist sets out on a transformative one-year trek through the mountains and eventually chooses the freedom of the wild over the stable life as a farmer in the village, which he comes to view as a prison, both for humans and animals. Scholars believe the poem reflected Ibsen’s own longing for nature and a problem-free life in the mountains, where he felt liberated from society’s norms and the expectations of others. He summed up his feelings in the word friluftsliv—a compound of the Norwegian and Swedish words for “free,” “air,” and “life.”

			The meaning of friluftsliv has evolved since Ibsen’s days and will likely continue to change as the lifestyle gains more followers. Historically speaking, open-air life was strictly associated with activities that people engaged in during their free time. Today the lines are more blurred. In the Nordic countries, friluftsliv has made its way into the preschool curriculum and workplace team-building events, as well as paved the way for various forms of nature therapy and countless new professions within the realm of ecotourism. Also, in the past decades, traditional friluftsliv activities like hiking, cross-country skiing, and bushcraft have been joined by a slew of niche outdoor pursuits like forest yoga, nature parkour, forest bathing, and gourmet campfire cooking. Simultaneously, a more sports-inspired and gear-heavy faction of friluftsliv has emerged, focusing more on individual adventures through activities like rock climbing, mountain biking, and trail running.

			If you search the one million plus friluftsliv tags on Instagram, you will inevitably find droves of stunning images of lone hikers standing on cliffs overlooking the magnificent Norwegian fjords, waking up in tents amid spectacular sunrises in the mountains, or being dazzled by the otherworldly northern lights of Swedish Lapland (known by the native Sami population as Sápmi). But living an open-air life is far more profound and all-encompassing than taking the perfect selfie by an iconic destination. It’s the pleasure of going for a brisk walk right before the storm, feeling the sun on your forehead on a chilly spring day, and making food over an open fire in the company of good friends. It’s the joy of devouring a fistful of plump berries straight from the plant and the excitement over making the first snow angels of the season—the down-to-earth, everyday outdoor moments that may or may not make it into our social media feeds.

			This book will focus on the traditional or novel forms of friluftsliv that align with its original slow nature ethos. It is for those who long to get away from the noise, stress, crowds, pollution, must-haves and must-dos, and—more recently—the incessant pinging of our smartphones. Those who strive to live simpler, more sustainable lives, deeply connected with nature.

			Scholars sometimes debate whether a concept that is so closely associated with the landscape, traditions, and culture of the Nordic countries can be applied in a relevant way somewhere else. I say it’s needed in the world now more than ever. The ideas behind friluftsliv are universal and timeless, even though the expression of the practice may change over time or be adapted to fit the local culture. Across the world, our lives have become increasingly removed from nature, and we lead lives that are not sustainable, neither for our own health nor for the planet. Open-air life could be our ticket to change. Or as Nils Faarlund, a Norwegian mountaineer and prominent friluftsliv guide, put it, “Our present culture is on a collision course with nature. Friluftsliv is one of a number of ways that could help us avoid this collision. It’s a way of bringing us back to a contact with what we have already lost.”

			Through friluftsliv we seek to connect with something that is real and pure, the ways of our ancestors, and our most basic survival instincts. In nature, we can peel away the demands of modern life and simply focus on existing. With this simplicity comes freedom.
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			THE TEN CORE PRINCIPLES OF FRILUFTSLIV
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				1. BE ONE WITH NATURE.

				Friluftsliv stems from the notion that nature is the true home of humans, and that the natural world is for us to carefully maintain, not to exploit and destroy. By nurturing our connection with the natural and cultural landscape, we experience a spiritual oneness with the world around us and understand that what we do to the environment we ultimately do to ourselves.
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				2. DON’T MIND THE WEATHER (OR THE SEASON).

				The open-air lifestyle challenges us to be active outdoors in all types of weather. By living life the friluftsliv way, you align yourself with the cyclical changes of the Earth rather than the linear calendar and celebrate the positives of all the seasons. Once you make getting outside a part of your daily rhythm, the seasonal changes will become an inseparable part of your inner fabric.
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				3. USE YOUR BODY.

				Friluftsliv is about feeling pleasure and contentment from using your body in the natural and cultural landscape, alone or with others. While not all open-air activities are strenuous, challenging yourself physically outside is considered key to maintaining good health, developing resilience, and achieving a harmonious state of mind. Plus, it makes the reward of resting all the sweeter.
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				4. APPRECIATE YOUR NEARBY NATURE.

				Getting a change of scenery is an important aspect of friluftsliv, but you don’t have to venture deep into the wilderness to achieve a nature-connected lifestyle. Being active outside in your local community every day will help you develop a sense of place and has a much greater impact on your health than going to a wilderness area once every year. Minimizing travel also aligns with the environmental ethos of friluftsliv.
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				5. LEARN USEFUL SKILLS.

				You don’t need to be able to tie twenty-five different knots or light a fire using flint stones to fully enjoy friluftsliv. Just have a genuine curiosity about the natural world and a desire to learn useful skills through hands-on experience. Open-air life gives you an opportunity to grow confidence through greater self-reliance but also get a deeper knowledge of yourself and your role in the beyond-human world.
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				6. KEEP IT SIMPLE

				Simplicity and frugality are part of the purpose of open-air life, so try to resist the temptation of overconsuming outdoor gear. Having some basic outdoor clothes and knowing how to layer them is necessary to protect you against inclement weather, but keeping a garage full of state-of-the-art equipment is not a requirement for friluftsliv and won’t necessarily bring you closer to nature.
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				7. DO NOT COMPETE.

				Open-air life is a chance for you to challenge yourself to get out of your comfort zone and experience nature in new ways, but it’s not a race. The minute you introduce competition into the equation, you’re shifting the focus away from your experience in the natural world, thereby changing the character of your interactions with it and losing the undemanding qualities of friluftsliv that make it so beneficial.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				8. DISCONNECT TO CONNECT.

				In a society that idolizes having a packed schedule and always being online and available, friluftsliv is an invitation to turn off the distractions and just be grounded in the present moment. By putting away the electronic devices and activating all our senses outside, we take the edge off the prevailing stress-inducing culture and allow ourselves to tune into nature, ourselves, and our loved ones.
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				9. PROPEL YOURSELF.

				Getting to a nature area sometimes requires motorized transportation, but friluftsliv doesn’t start until the engine is turned off. By walking, biking, skiing, skating, paddling, pedaling, swimming, or propelling yourself by other means, you immerse yourself in the landscape and learn how to navigate it firsthand, whereas motorized vehicles tend to disturb wildlife and put a barrier between you and nature.
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				10. NURTURE YOUR SENSE OF WONDER.

				Traditional friluftsliv is about finding joy in everyday nature experiences rather than chasing temporary adrenaline rushes from extreme activities that may harm the environment. It hones your ability to feel awed by bringing out your inner child and letting you see the world through their eyes. When you feel contentment and peace from looking up at the night sky or into the glowing embers of a campfire, you know you’re home.
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			part i

			AIR
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				In nature there is peace and quiet, where the air is clean and where fresh winds blow that can cool you down and chase away tiring thoughts.

				—BOKEN OM FRILUFTSLIF (THE BOOK OF FRILUFTSLIV)
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			Of all the things we need to stay alive, air is the one we can’t manage without for the shortest time. It’s also the only element privileged enough to be a part of the name friluftsliv, or “open-air life.” No surprise there, since fresh air was a prized commodity in the cities during the heyday of industrialization, when there was little control of pollution and the streets often lay heavy with smoke. Fresh air, along with rest and nourishing food, was also a common way to fight diseases like tuberculosis and the Spanish flu, at a time when medicines and doctors were scarce.

			The longing for fresh air was real and people found it in the forest, by the ocean, and among quaint country pastures. But the open-air life was more than breathing in a specific mixture of oxygen, nitrogen, and other gases; it became a symbol of a lifestyle that used to be, one connected with nature, unlike the unnatural, noisy, and dirty indoor environment associated with the factories and life in the cities.

			Today, pollution control has made for cleaner cities, and medical interventions have greatly improved our chances of surviving disease, but in the Nordic countries, fresh air remains a symbol of freedom, slow living, and good health. That is why parents here leave their babies outside to nap all year round, children at preschool play outside for hours every day, and adults savor every possibility to sneak outdoors, even in less than perfect weather. In Sweden, getting outside on a daily basis is considered an act of essential self-care, and in Norway, office buildings clear out after lunch on Fridays, as an afternoon hike is the near-universal way to hail the weekend.

			Health care has improved significantly in the past century, but fresh air is still providing physical, mental, and spiritual rejuvenation to the people. In fact, the Nordic governments even acknowledge the open-air lifestyle as key to preventing disease. Go figure—promoting friluftsliv to improve public health is a bargain when you consider the human and financial cost of having a person on sick leave. With an open-air lifestyle, you can give yourself a dose of preventive health care all year round—virtually for free.

			The air is free

			when covid-19 hit and turned life on its head in 2020, some countries implemented drastic measures to prevent the spread of the virus. The most severe restrictions even banned people from leaving their homes, except for fulfilling the most urgent needs like buying food and medicines, turning normally bustling cities into virtual ghost towns. In many places, the restrictions encompassed outdoor venues as well. From London to Louisiana, parks, playgrounds, and beaches closed, leaving few options for outdoor recreation. In the Nordic countries, the strategies to fight the virus varied, from a widespread lockdown in Denmark to mostly voluntary measures in Sweden, but even throughout the worst of the crisis, one space remained open: nature. Not only were parks and nature areas open, but people were encouraged to use them, as long as they didn’t have an active infection and kept a safe distance from those in other households.

			
				
					
						

					Friluftsliv gives us breathing room in a busy world. Friluftsliv gives us an experience of freedom.

					—børge dahle, norwegian author and open-air life advocate

					
						

				

			
			In Iceland, the social distancing measures that temporarily stopped people from hugging each other prompted forest rangers in the Hallormsstaður National Forest to encourage the Icelanders to come out and hug a tree instead. “We recommend that people spend time outside during these difficult times. Why not enjoy the forest and hug the trees and just soak up the energy from this area,” forest ranger Bergrún Arna Þorsteinsdóttir told the local paper RÚV about the initiative, which ended up making international headlines.

			Meanwhile in Sweden, a company developed a free app for pairing up strangers to go on walks together (no more than two people at once and safely distanced, of course). The app quickly became popular, not only among lonely retirees but also among people working from home and twenty- and thirtysomethings who substituted nature walks for their normal weekend bar crawls.

			Thanks to the friluftsliv tradition, the habit of outdoor recreation was already well established when the pandemic was a fact in the Nordic countries. When gyms closed and indoor gatherings were restricted, people simply started to do more of what they were already doing, namely exercising and meeting up with family and friends outdoors. The interest in outdoor pursuits like hiking and camping also soared to new heights during the pandemic, and outdoor retailers were having a field day as new friluftsliv fans stocked up on gear. As a sign of the times, the camping stove was selected as the Christmas present of the year in Sweden in 2020.

			Friluftsliv offered more than pockets of freedom to socialize safely and maintain some sense of normalcy. When the magnitude and severity of the pandemic became clear, the open-air life was there as a cultural resource to lean on for support, in part because that is what people here expect from nature, and believing is healing. This goes for global crises like a pandemic as well as personal hardships. For example, one study showed that being in nature is the third most common coping strategy for Swedes who have lost a child, after talking to others about their grief and contemplating the meaning of life in solitude. Also in Sweden, spending time in nature is one of the most important strategies for handling a cancer diagnosis.

			Recognizing the importance of friluftsliv for both mental and physical health, the Nordic governments did not dissuade people from spending time outdoors, not even during the worst waves of the pandemic. Outside, it was easier to keep a safe distance, and besides, it was known from fighting anything from the common winter sniffles to the Spanish flu that the sun and the fresh air would help diffuse the spread of airborne particles. While COVID-19 was a novel and, in many ways, unpredictable virus, several studies later confirmed what common sense and previous experience already indicated: The chances of contracting COVID-19 are far greater indoors than outdoors. Just how much greater is still up for debate, but a Japanese study put the number at nineteen times greater, and a Chinese study showed that none of the people in the cohort had contracted the disease outdoors.

			But as the World Health Organization has defined it in recent years, health is much more than the absence of disease, and rather a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being. Similarly, friluftsliv is about more than being outside. It’s a holistic lifestyle that revolves around the idea that nature is our true home and that by spending time in the natural and cultural landscape, we will experience harmony and develop a feeling of oneness with nature. By far the easiest way of doing that is on foot.

			Have shoes, will walk

			when the concept of friluftsliv first emerged, it was more or less synonymous with hiking and cross-country skiing. It was a pastime of the elites, with daring Norwegian adventurers like Roald Amundsen and Fridtjof Nansen as the ultimate role models. But over time, the friluftsliv tradition evolved to become more accessible to ordinary people, and today, going for a walk near one’s home is by far the most common way of getting outside in the Nordic countries. It may not earn you a spot in the history books, like being the first to reach the South Pole, like Amundsen, or crossing Greenland on skis, like Nansen, but it’s a whole lot easier to combine with a family and the reality of a nine-to-five job. Walking is free, it can be done practically anywhere, and it requires minimal gear and preparation.

			Moving your feet, whether you’re ascending a mountain, walking laps around a park, or strolling mindlessly in the forest, is a powerful antidote to many of the leading illnesses of our time and even has the potential to extend our lives.

			
				
				

				According to the British report Walking Works, which includes an extensive review of research on physical activity, there is strong evidence that walking regularly reduces the risk of serious conditions like

				
						
						all-cause mortality by 20 to 35 percent

					

						
						coronary heart disease and stroke by 20 to 35 percent

					

						
						type 2 diabetes by 35 to 50 percent

					

						
						colon cancer by 30 to 50 percent

					

						
						breast cancer by 20 percent

					

						
						depression by 20 to 30 percent

					

				

				There is also some evidence that walking decreases your risk of

				
						
						hip fracture by 36 to 68 percent

					

						
						Alzheimer’s disease by 40 to 45 percent

					

				

				
				

			
			And we’re not talking about hard-core power walks to reap the benefits of physical activity outdoors—a study of almost 140,000 people found that even walking for less than two hours per week can lower your risk of dying, compared with those who get no activity at all. Blue Zones, an organization that promotes health and longevity by drawing lessons from the cultures with the longest life spans, puts it this way: “The world’s longest-lived people don’t pump iron, run marathons, or join gyms. Instead, they live in environments that constantly nudge them into moving without thinking about it . . . And they walk every single day. Almost everywhere.”

			The best part? Unlike pharmaceuticals, walking has no side effects.

			If walking is as close to a magic bullet for good health as it gets, why have so many people in the Western world come to view it as something you only do if your car is broken down? Part of the problem is obviously that poor city planning in many places basically forces pedestrians off the streets. I also believe that part of the answer is found in the separation of humans and nature, and the separation of walking from a social, natural, and cultural context. The statistics speak for themselves, but they don’t speak to our hearts. For most of us, it’s no longer necessary to walk to feed ourselves, worship, entertain ourselves, or socialize. Many of us don’t even need to exert much physical energy to earn a living but spend most of our days at a desk. What friluftsliv does is put mindless as well as purposeful movement back into our everyday lives and into a meaningful context. Not primarily to avoid disease, even though that is a consequence of it, but to feel joy.

			
				
				

				Thanks to the tradition of the open-air life, nearly 90 percent of Swedes walk for leisure. In Norway, close to 93 percent walk
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			The many ways of walking

			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				

				WHY MORNING WALKS MATTER MORE

				
				
				

			
			Management by walking

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				HOW TO MASTER THE WALK-AND-TALK MEETING

				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				

			
			In sickness and in health

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Out on a trip, never grouchy

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				MATPAKKE

				
				
				

				TURGLEDE

				
				
				
				

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Is happiness a little cabin without running water?

			
			
						

			
				
				
			

			
						

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				GET A TASTE OF HYTTE BLISS

				
				
				

			
			A brief history of Nordic nature worship

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				TROLLSKOG
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			Church and friluftsliv

			
			
				
						

				
				
				
						

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				RITUALS IN THE OUTDOORS

				
				
				

			
			Sleep, restored
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			FOUR WAYS OF SLEEPING OUTSIDE
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			Fifty-two nights of fresh air

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				

				SAMPLE PACKING LIST FOR BACKPACKING OR WILD CAMPING

				
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				

			Camping adventures close to home

			
			
			
			
				
				

				FIVE FABULOUS CAMPING HACKS

				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				

			
			Three forms of friluftsliv

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			The silence within

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Five friluftsliv tips to really hear nature

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
				

				THE FRILUFTSLIV CODE OF SILENCE
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