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For my Da. With all my love xx
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INTRODUCTION

When I was in my early twenties, all I wanted was people and pavements, music and parties. I loved the variety of London life: the noise, the endless entertainment, the restaurants, the architecture, the fact that my friends were only two minutes away at all times. I had the time of my life.

And I really loved the city, for about ten years. Then slowly, without me even really noticing, I started to become anxious and rudderless and knew that my lifestyle wasn’t making me particularly happy. By burning the candle at both ends, days and nights were merging. My time was spent in an office, barely seeing the light of day or even finding a moment to get outside. I felt like I had no purpose and knew something had to change. I found myself reminiscing more and more about the days spent outside in my childhood.

I grew up in the middle of nowhere in rural Wales – among fields and sheep – and whatever the weather, days were spent in the fresh air with my two brothers. It was what we did from the time we woke until we were dragged inside at dusk.

In the summer we made dens in the woods and swam in the river. We were carefree; insisting on meals outside, we picnicked in the bluebells with friends. We watched our father on his combine harvester. Autumn and winter were the same – we simply wore a few more layers and hoped snow would arrive once the mushroom and blackberry gathering was over. After a decade in London, I was struggling to cope in my city life. So, when my husband Charlie – who was my boyfriend at the time – announced that he was leaving the UK to run a vineyard in the South of France, I made the monumental decision to quit London and join him there. I landed on a chilly, bright morning in March. Like a picture on a postcard, the sea was sparkling and the mountains were snow-capped. The sky went on for miles. My view from the kitchen window became olive trees and vines instead of urban walls. We would fall asleep to the sounds of chatting frogs rather than wailing sirens.

I remember those first few days sitting in the local harbour with the sun on our faces, watching the fishermen coming and going and not quite being able to believe our luck. How could life suddenly be so different? Two days earlier I’d been dragging our tiny dachshund, Alice, around Brompton Cemetery in grey drizzle, getting drenched by passing buses. Now she was running along the beach, barking at waves with the sea breeze in her tail.

A month after arriving, I realized that I could breathe again. My shoulders dropped, the knot in my chest disappeared and I could actually, properly breathe. I was sleeping well, my appetite had returned, my mind was untangling and my anxiety was definitely dissipating. I put this new energy down to the fact that I was spending so much time outside surrounded by nature. Since we were small, my mother had taught us the importance of being healthy and looking after ourselves properly – so I’d always been aware of the need to exercise and eat well – but until this point, I don’t think I had ever consciously realized how strong the link could be between my happiness and the surrounding environment.

The more time I spent outside, the happier I found myself. The happier I became, the more creative and inspired I felt. I became fascinated by this correlation, and began to look deeper into how and why being in nature affects us so immeasurably. This research became poignantly important when our first son was born and I found myself struggling with postnatal depression. I’ve been a worrier for as long as I can remember, but I’d never experienced anything like it before. I didn’t know what to do with myself. For some reason, I couldn’t talk about it – not even to Charlie or my parents. I don’t know if I was subconsciously embarrassed or ashamed or if I didn’t think I’d be able to face their reactions if I did tell them. Like so many others, I pretended I was fine, slapped on a smile and when I was alone, I would cry and cry and cry, hyperventilating with the pain and desperation that I felt.

The hardest part was knowing that I should be happy. I had a divine baby, a wonderful family and fabulous friends, lived in the South of France on a vineyard with my gorgeous husband, and was lucky enough to have no big financial pressures. How dare I feel like this?

It took me a long time to get help; it was a whole year before I got myself to the doctor. I became an expert on the subject of postnatal depression. I researched and read, listened to and watched anything I thought would help. Cookbooks, self-help books, medical essays, Mumsnet, depression forums, Google: it consumed me twenty-four hours a day. But what really helped during this time and gave me a lift were the tiny things, such as turning my face to the sun, absorbing myself in flower arranging or just spending time in nature. I tried to do just one thing a week outside, even if it was a struggle – because I knew it would make me feel a tiny bit better. And when I look back on that time, I realize that it was nature and the outside world that gave me more sustenance than anything else.

The nourishment I took from my natural surroundings makes sense, given the fact that connecting with nature is part of our DNA. We are programmed to be part of the natural world. We need to be surrounded and immersed in it to flourish. Equally, if we are removed or taken away from it we will begin to suffer. This concept is known as ‘biophilia’, and it was originally conceived by the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm in the 1960s. The term is taken from the Greek word meaning ‘love of life and the living world’, referring to our primal urge to connect with the natural world.1

In this book, I’ll share my research and ideas about how you, too, can feel calmer, grounded and more joyful. I’ll show you how immersing yourself in nature can increase your creativity and create curiosity. I’m aware that happiness doesn’t just happen overnight – it’s very much a cumulative process – but I’m also in the camp that believes every little bit helps. Whether it’s tiny things like going for a walk with friends, bringing plants into your home, picnicking in the bluebells, or creative projects such as making your own festive wreath, allowing yourself to recognize the benefits might be the first step.
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The Wild Journal is designed to be interactive and is spread out over the course of a year. There are pages for your own notes so you can fill in your reflections, plans and dreams. The chapters are split into seasons and in each one you will find inspirational ideas for craft projects, recipes, outings, exercises, floral arrangements, walks and home-styling, all using natural materials. None of these ideas requires huge amounts of money, time or effort – or even the need for a garden or outside space – so whatever your situation, there is hopefully something to bring you closer to nature.

Willow
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I FEEL IMMENSE JOY and excitement at the first signs of spring. Joy, relief and excitement.

Relief that the short, dark days are nearly over and excitement about what lies ahead. Spring arrives with its reassuring procession of colour and scent that literally wakes us up with a life-giving jolt. It’s as if someone has put the light on and turned up the volume. Birds start singing out, the days grow longer and lighter and, suddenly, there are flowers! Primroses come first, followed by a reassuring sequence of daffodils, pussy willow, forsythia, tree blossom, magnolia, tulips . . .

I haven’t always loved yellow, but the welcome arrival of primroses and daffodils followed by forsythia helps me appreciate and embrace the colour as a much longed-for sign of spring. And then there are the greens, when the trees turn from a Narnia to A Midsummer Night’s Dream palette of translucent limes that deepen as spring advances.

Simply being outside is an incredible tonic for the mind and body when spring arrives. I love nothing more than when it is suddenly warm enough to throw open the windows or sit outside in the sun for my morning cup of coffee. Being able to leave the house without a coat; watching the birds flitting about, building their nests; the spring bulbs peeking their heads above ground. With the arrival of the spring equinox and longer days, this season is a time to move forward.

Write down your first impressions of spring
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SPRING PLANTING

There is so much to do in the garden as spring arrives. Whether you have a fully fledged garden or just a few windowsill containers, spring is the time to pay attention to all things green.

I can’t underestimate how it pays to be organized with your planting at this time of year. I’ve tried to fly by the seat of my pants many a time and it doesn’t end well! It’s also important not to be over-ambitious; stick to a few small projects at a time so you don’t get overwhelmed.

In addition to the advantages of being out in the fresh air, there are so many health-giving benefits of gardening. Keen gardeners often say they feel grounded working in their soil, and with good reason – studies show that soil contains a bacterium called Mycobacterium vaccae, which has been shown to act as a natural antidepressant, stimulating serotonin production that can help boost feelings of relaxation.2 Spring is the time for therapeutic weeding and seed planting. As a beginner to seed growing, try starting with something simple like sweet peas or sunflowers. It’s hard to believe how little effort it takes to produce these sky-scraping sunflowers and sweet-scented, blousy blooms.

SOWING SEEDS

As a florist, I’m embarrassed that sowing seeds is still a relatively new thing to me. I did it for the first time last year and was instantly hooked. I can’t get over the magic of growing something from (basically) nothing, then out of the blue having hundreds of new babies to love and nurture and share. You can sow seeds all year round – each flower and vegetable likes to be sown at different times – but I think of spring as my seed-sowing time.

I start them off inside and then move them outside when it’s warmer. Invariably you have too many to plant out, so at this point, you can also share the seedlings with other people. It’s good to acclimatize seedlings gently to being outside – a process known as ‘hardening off’, which means keeping them inside at night until all threat of frost is over, then letting them enjoy daytime warmth and sun. It is devastating to discover your seeds have shrivelled. Plants have a handy habit of catching up with their growing schedules once the weather gets warmer, so there is never any gain by being an eager beaver and planting out too soon.

I’ve just finished off my sowing for this season and am already hovering over them like a stalker, desperate for them to start sprouting. Five minutes is a little too early for any sign of life but cosmos (Cosmos bipinnatus ‘Purity’), for example, can start to show itself in as little as three days. Some, however, can take much longer – up to a month – so don’t worry or give up if they don’t appear immediately.

For flowers, I love lots of:

Sweet peas (Lathyrus odoratus) – great for beginners

Californian poppies (Eschscholzia californica) and Iceland poppies (Papaver nudicuale)

Love-in-a-mist (Nigella damascena), ‘Persian jewels’

Cosmos (Cosmos bipinnatus), ‘Purity’ and ‘Sensation’

Cosmos (Cosmos sulphureus)

Bullwort (Ammi Majus) ‘Graceland’

Lime green tobacco plants (Nicotiana alata)

For foliage, I love:

Honeywort (Cerinthe major) ‘Purpurascens’

Oblong spurge (Euphorbia oblongata)

Bells of Ireland (Mollucella laevis)

Lady’s mantle (Alchemilla Mollis)

Dill (Anethum graveolens)

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

Seed trays or pots

Seed compost

Seeds

Polythene bag, pane of glass or propagator (a propagator sounds like a luxury, but I promise you it is the most rewarding investment)

Labels (it is ridiculously easy to forget what’s what when the seedlings emerge – I use wooden lolly sticks)

USEFUL EXTRAS

Plant pots (for when seedlings are ready to be separated out)

Tin (to store your unused seeds and keep them dry for next year)

1. Fill small pots or seed trays with seed compost. Lightly water it.

2. Depending on the variety, some seeds need to be poked gently into little holes in the compost; others, like cosmos, rest on the surface. For seeds that need holes, use your finger or a pencil to make the holes to the right depth for your seeds – see your seed packet for specific details.

3. It helps to pour the seeds first into one hand and then allocate them with the fingers of your other hand, either poking them in or scattering.

4. Cover the seeds with a little more compost and dampen them very gently. No flooding, please!

5. If you’re sowing into pots, you can encourage germination by putting a clear polythene bag over the pot, made airtight with an elastic band or string. Snip some tiny ventilation holes into the bag and remove it as soon as there are signs of life. If you are using a seed tray, growth can be speeded up by putting a pane of clean, clear glass over the surface to create a mini greenhouse. If you’re using a propagator, place the tray inside and close the lid and when your seeds appear turn off the heat source, otherwise they grow too fast and become too spindly. Check your pots regularly for signs of life. Different seeds germinate at different times and some can take up to 21 days. Make sure the soil is damp but never saturated.

6. Remove the cover as soon as the seedlings emerge, and grow them indoors on a cool, non-draughty windowsill, away from direct sunlight.

7. When they are at least 2.5cm (1in) tall, and there is a good root structure, transfer them into individual bigger pots so they can bulk up. A simple way to check if they are ready is to tip the pot upside down into the palm of your hand and if you see a good root system, then it’s time to separate the seedlings into individual pots.
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TIPS [image: image]

If you’re planning to plant the seedlings in the garden, beware of doing it too soon. After all that effort, nothing is more depressing than seeing your precious seedlings struggle with the elements.

It is
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EMOTIONAL TOOLBOX










MY EMOTIONAL TOOLBOX
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WHAT’S IN YOUR EMOTIONAL TOOLBOX?
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BLOSSOM SPOTTING






SPRING CLEAN


HOW TO REDUCE AIR POLLUTION INSIDE OUR HOMES









INDOOR PLANTS THAT PURIFY









MAKING A SPRING BULB BASKET
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WHAT YOU’LL NEED
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FIVE-MINUTE ENERGY FIX: SINGING
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CHOOSING VASES








ALTERNATIVE VASE IDEAS



	Footed bowls
	Vintage mustard pots



	Ceramic pitchers and jugs
	Shells



	Enamel spice tins
	Teapots



	Vintage marmalade pots
	Milk bottles



	Wooden crates
	Olive oil cans



	Science beakers
	Pretty old watering cans



	Jelly/gelatine moulds
	Colanders



	Baskets
	Empty glass bath-oil bottles



	Scooped-out cabbages and pumpkins
	Milk churns
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BEING MINDFUL











CELEBRATING SPRING and FRIENDSHIP
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WALKING
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SPRING BRANCHES
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WILD GARLIC



Wild garlic pesto
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INDOOR HERB GARDEN
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OUR MOST USED HERBS
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ON YOUR BIKE



WHY BICYCLING IS THE BUSINESS










MIMOSA DAY
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BLUEBELL SEASON
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BLUEBELL LORE
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