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INTRODUCTION

Many of us are on a quest for self-improvement. We want to increase our mental well-being, our physical state, our productivity and our connection with other people and the natural world. Well, did you know that gardening can make a dramatic difference in our ability to achieve all these goals? The World Health Organization defines good health as, “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. Our sedentary, indoor, modern lifestyles can have a negative impact on our health and well-being, causing physical and mental illness.

American biologist and naturalist, Edward O. Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis suggests that humans possess an innate urge to seek connections with other living things, but we find ourselves increasingly alienated from nature. Nature deficit disorder has been associated with higher rates of stress, anxiety, chronic pain, obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease and many other conditions. For centuries, gardeners have known that their hobby can bring about a profound sense of calm and peace, strengthen and tone the body, inspire creativity and help to keep the mind sharp. Now, scientific research is emerging to support this intuitive understanding of the power of plants and the wider natural environment.

From revealing why growing plants can banish feelings of gloom and boost brain function to explaining how to maximize your garden workout, embrace the mindful aspect of gardening, or grow a community spirit, this book will give you the knowledge you need to realize your garden’s full potential – as well as your own. It’s also packed full of advice on garden design and creative ideas for garden projects and feel-good makes. So what are you waiting for…

Dig in!


PART ONE: DE-STRESS WHILE YOU GARDEN

Did you know that exposure to sunshine, plants and soil microbes can help you dig yourself out of depression? Or that listening to birdsong could boost your mental health? Connecting with nature through gardening can be a powerful antidote to the stresses and strains of modern life, boosting levels of happy hormones, helping you to find mental balance, reducing anxiety and encouraging you to relax and unwind.

Of all our senses, sight has the most immediate impact, but gardens are a feast for all the senses, offering a rich tapestry of sights, sounds, smells, textures and tastes which can help soothe and calm an overactive or troubled mind or invigorate and uplift the spirits. This chapter will teach you how to harness the power of nature to help you to de-stress and will provide you with top tips and creative ideas to turn your garden into a serene and restful sanctuary.

 

 

 

 

CULTIVATE HAPPY HORMONES

The physical act of gardening increases the production of endorphins and dopamine – mood-boosting hormones which help to reduce stress, improve self-esteem, increase motivation, relieve pain and promote an overall sense of well-being. Gardening also significantly reduces levels of the stress hormone, cortisol. A continuously high level of cortisol in the body can increase the risk of mental health issues, headaches and sleep problems. It can also cause concentration and memory impairment, weight gain, reduced immunity, high blood pressure and heart disease. Just spending time in the garden can dramatically improve both your mental and physical health, and there are some simple ways to raise your levels of happy hormones:


	Plan a garden or border revamp or design a seasonal container display. Dopamine is triggered by the expectation of reward, so, by drawing up designs for your garden, you’ll get a double hit of this mood-enhancing hormone, first during the planning and planting stage, and again when the flower buds, fruits or vegetables start to appear.

	Talk or sing to your plants. Scientists are still investigating whether communicating with our plants can make them grow bigger and stronger, but it’s been proven that when we express love and care to them, we release feel-good neurochemicals, including endorphins, oxytocin and serotonin. So, go on, have a chat with your houseplants or serenade your flower beds!



 

 

 

 

FANTASTIC FRACTALS
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Nature is full of single geometric patterns that repeat thousands of times at different magnifications, from the forking branches of trees and leaf vein networks to the spiral whorls of pinecones, flower petals and even cauliflower florets. These patterns are known as fractals, and they have a unique soothing effect on the brain. Research has shown that looking at fractals can decrease stress and mental fatigue by up to 60 per cent and the calming effect is almost instantaneous. Fractals activate the parahippocampus, the region of the brain involved in emotion regulation and memory. They also increase alpha brainwave activity, enhancing the ability to focus and absorb new information, increasing creativity and boosting productivity. You don’t even need to focus on the patterns; just being surrounded by them is enough to improve your mental health. If you can, try to spend at least 10 to 15 minutes in the garden every day and fill your home with fractal-rich houseplants.
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Create a fractal-filled landscape by growing some of these plants in your garden:


	Sunflower (Helianthus annuus)

	Dahlia (Dahlia spp.)

	Rose (Rosa spp.)

	Boston fern (Nephrolepis exaltata “Bostoniensis”)

	Mexican fleabane (Erigeron karvinskianus)

	Houseleek (Sempervivum spp.)

	Echeveria (Echeveria spp.)

	Globe artichoke (Cynara cardunculus)

	Romanesco cauliflower (Brassica oleracea var. botrytis “Romanesco”)

	Sacred lotus (Nelumbo nucifera)

	Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare)

	Japanese maple (Acer palmatum spp.)





 

 

 

 

THE BENEFITS OF BIRDSONG

There are few sounds more joyful than birds in full chorus, but birdsong is more than just pleasant background noise. Research shows that it can calm and comfort us during times of crisis and offers relief from stress and mental fatigue. It’s believed that this healing effect may occur due to our evolution. For our ancestors, birdsong signalled safety, as birds don’t sing when there are predators prowling nearby. Today, the trills and tweets are still a reassuring sound, promoting positivity. Another theory suggests that listening to birdsong gives the brain a break from cognitive challenges, helping us to relax and de-stress. There’s no doubt that birdwatching encourages a mindful connection with nature and a recent study found that listening to birdsong can actually improve our mental well-being for up to eight hours. Scientists have also found a correlation between happiness and the number of species present in residential areas. So, if you’re keen to benefit from some bird therapy, tempt a greater diversity to visit your garden by providing them with a selection of feeders, locations to drink and bathe, and safe places to nest and roost. Then sit outside or throw open a window and enjoy the chorus of calming cooing calls and mood-boosting melodic songs.


Of the nearly 10,000 species of bird in the world, these are just some of the songsters you can seek:


	Blackbird

	Robin

	Blackcap

	Wood thrush

	House wren

	Northern mockingbird

	Northern cardinal

	Spotted dove





 

 

 

 

GARDENING GOAL

MAKE A TEACUP BIRD FEEDER

Entice birds into your garden with a unique upcycled teacup and saucer bird feeder. Charity shops, thrift stores and flea markets are great places to find beautiful but inexpensive vintage china to use for this project.
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YOU’LL NEED:


A china teacup and saucer

Strong adhesive suitable for ceramics

Thick garden twine

Bird food (a mixture of sunflower seeds, fat pellets and mealworms will attract a wide range of different species)



METHOD:


	Wash the teacup and saucer and dry thoroughly.

	Decide where to position the teacup on the saucer to ensure that it will hang nicely.

	Squeeze a line of adhesive onto the outside of the cup, directly opposite the handle.

	Positioning the teacup on its side with the handle pointing straight up, carefully press the cup onto the saucer. You may need to prop it in place while the adhesive dries.

	Once the adhesive has set, thread a length of garden twine through the teacup’s handle and secure it with a double knot. Tie another double knot at the other end of the twine to create a loop.

	Hang your feeder from a branch and fill the cup and saucer with bird seed. If possible, position it so that you can watch the visiting birds through your window or from an outdoor seat.



 

 

 

 

MY GARDEN BIRD LIST
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Now that you’ve created a bird-friendly garden, find a relaxing spot to do some birdwatching and keep a record of the species that you see or hear (if you need some help with identification, download a birdsong app):











 

 

 

 


TOP TIP

Keep bird tables, bird baths, feeders and the surrounding ground clean to prevent the spread of disease. Clear away bird droppings and mouldy food, as these can harbour harmful viruses, bacteria and fungi. Wash feeders regularly in hot, soapy water, rinse well and leave them to dry before refilling. Water containers should be scrubbed and rinsed out daily. Some diseases carried by wild birds can be transmitted to people or pets, so always use separate cleaning utensils, wear gloves, and wash your hands thoroughly once you’ve finished.



 

 

 

 


TREE THERAPY

Shinrin-yoku or forest bathing is a traditional Japanese relaxation practice. It’s about being calm and quiet among trees, observing nature while breathing deeply. Recent research concluded that forest bathing can significantly reduce levels of the stress hormone cortisol, lower blood pressure and slow the heart rate. Also, trees secrete chemicals known as phytoncides, which boost our immune system function when breathed in. The good news is you don’t need acres of woodland. Spending time beneath the leafy canopy of a single tree can be equally beneficial.

Here’s how to treat yourself to some tree therapy:


	Turn off your mobile phone and fully immerse yourself in the sensory experience.

	Choose somewhere quiet to sit or lie down and engage in mindful observation. Notice small details – glimpses of birds flitting through branches, clouds scudding overhead or a beetle climbing the trunk. Breathe deeply. Consider how you feel.

	Listen to the sounds of birdsong, rustling leaves and creaking branches, or the soft patter of rain on leaves.

	Search for fractals in the branches and veins of leaves (see page 12 for more on the stress-busting power of fabulous fractals).

	Smell the tree resin, the damp earth, or the sweet scent of bluebells.

	If the mood takes you, stand up and hug the tree. Feel the strength of its trunk and the different textures of bark beneath your fingertips. Just like embracing another person, hugging a tree releases oxytocin, the cuddle hormone that makes us feel warm and fuzzy.





 

 

 

 

TREEMENDOUS TREES
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A Chinese proverb states: “The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. The second-best time is now.” If you have space in your garden for at least one tree, and if you choose the right variety, you could be relaxing beneath its boughs in just a few years.


HOW TO PLANT A TREE


	Dig a hole the same depth, but three times as wide as the tree’s root ball.

	Loosen the root ball and stand the tree in a bucket of water to soak for at least half an hour if already moist and up to two hours if it is dry.

	Place into the hole, so the top of the root ball is level with the surface of the soil.

	Backfill the hole, making sure there are no air pockets around the roots. Firm the tree in, ensuring it’s still standing straight.

	Water well and add a layer of mulch.





Whether you have a balcony, compact courtyard garden, or sprawling acres, there’s a tree for you. Here are six top contenders:


	Acer – Slow-growing and petite, with spectacular colour-changing foliage.

	Magnolia – Has magnificent goblet- or star-shaped flowers, which appear in early spring.

	Birch – Has tactile peeling silver bark and delicate light-filtering leaves.

	Crab apple – Compact, with beautiful spring blossom, followed by edible fruit.

	Rowan – Has frothy white blossom and vibrant edible berries beloved by birds.

	Sweet gum – Elegant, with attractive fissured bark and colourful autumn foliage.



 

 

 

 

SHINE ON

Gardening provides the perfect opportunity to get outside and soak up some rays! Depending on where in the world you live, between 10–30 minutes of sun exposure on bare skin, several times a week, is recommended to ensure that you get enough vitamin D. A top tip to judge whether it’s the optimal time of day to maximize vitamin D production is to look at your shadow – if it’s the same height as you, or shorter, then your body will be able to manufacture vitamin D, but, if it’s longer than you are tall, the sun isn’t high enough in the sky to stimulate production.

Vitamin D is known as the “sunshine vitamin” for good reason. While small amounts can be absorbed from foods such as oily fish, red meat, egg yolks and mushrooms, exposure to direct sunlight is the most effective way for the body to produce it. A healthy dose has many benefits:

If you’re going to spend a prolonged time outdoors, it’s important to be sun safe by moving into the shade, applying sunscreen and covering up with suitable clothing.
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	Increases the absorption of calcium and phosphate, which optimizes tooth and bone health, and reduces the risk of stress fractures and osteoporosis

	Supports muscle function

	Decreases the risk of heart disease

	Boosts immune function and the ability to fight diseases

	Helps to regulate mood and reduce the risk of depression





 

 

 

 

BEAT THE WINTER BLUES

Gardening can also help to combat seasonal affective disorder (SAD), a type of depression that is often more severe during autumn and winter. SAD affects people in different ways, but common symptoms include depression, lethargy, irritability, sleep problems, overeating and feeling unsociable. Wrapping up warm and venturing outside to plant bare-root trees and shrubs, rake leaves, or tidy up containers, will maximize your exposure to sunlight, but even indoor gardening can be beneficial if you’re tending plants positioned on a windowsill or next to patio doors. The physical activity of gardening releases endorphins, which can alleviate SAD symptoms.

 

 

 

 

FEEL-GOOD FACT

Did you know that a single teaspoon of soil can contain up to one billion bacteria? Some of these microorganisms do more than just nourish plants. Scientists have discovered that the “friendly” soil microbe, Mycobacterium vaccae, has anti-inflammatory and immune-regulating properties and can stimulate the production of the neurotransmitter serotonin, which increases happiness and reduces anxiety and depression. It’s believed that these mood-boosting bacteria may be inhaled when the soil is disturbed by digging, absorbed through the skin, or ingested in trace amounts when we eat homegrown fruit and vegetables – an excellent reason to get your hands dirty!
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Keep Calm and Garden On

Gardening offers many opportunities to engage in activities which can redirect our mental focus away from anxiety-inducing stimuli and negative thoughts. Rhythmic, repetitive motions have a meditative effect, calming the brain. Tasks like mowing





























	Choose a level, sunny location with well-drained but moisture-retentive soil.

	Push the canes or poles securely into the ground to form a circle large enough to sit inside.

	Space them evenly, leaving a gap for the entrance.

	Gather the canes or poles together crossing them over around 20 cm (8 in.) from the top to create a tepee shape and secure them with twine.

	Wrap the structure with chicken wire, securing it with twine.

	Sow two seeds or plants at the base of each cane or pole and water in.

	Protect the seedlings from slugs using a non-toxic barrier (see page 88).

	As the plants grow, encourage them to climb the chicken wire, gently tying them in with twine. Water regularly. Once the sweet pea flower buds begin to appear, start feeding every two weeks with a high potash fertilizer, e.g. tomato or comfrey feed.

	Frequently picking the blooms will encourage the plants to keep flowering for as long as possible.











	Sight – Consider colour, visual texture, shape and movement. Create layers of interest by planting larger, architectural plants at the back of displays and smaller, more delicate plants at the front.

	Sound – Think about growing flowers to attract songbirds and buzzing bees, and plants that will create soft swishing sounds when the wind blows through their foliage. Introduce water features and windchimes to enhance natural noises and create a calming atmosphere.

	Touch – Include lots of tactile plants. The fuzzy, felty foliage of lamb’s ear or silver sage are irresistible to stroke, while you’ll want to run your fingers through witchgrass’s decorative plumes.

	Taste – There are so many delectable plants to grow, from mouth-watering alpine strawberries to crisp cucumbers and pungent herbs to spicy edible flowers like nasturtiums and calendulas. Be adventurous!

	Smell – It’s impossible to pass a lavender bush or scented-leaf geranium without crushing the foliage to inhale the floral aromas, so place sweet-smelling plants towards the front of your borders and use them to line paths.



















	Aquilegia “Lime Sorbet”

	Bells of Ireland

	Chrysanthemum “Froggy”

	Clematis “Green Passion”

	Hellebore “Green Marble”

	Hydrangea “Limelight”

	Tulip “Spring Green”

	Zinnia “Envy”



























	Place the squares together, right sides facing in and sew around three sides, leaving a 2-cm ([image: ]in.) border.

	Turn the pillow inside out and fill with a mixture of dried lavender and stuffing.

	Fold over the top of the pillow and sew shut.

	Wrap the ribbon around the pillow and tie it in a bow.
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