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How to use this ebook



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is in green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


How to use this book

There is guidance and inspiration here for the practised and the novice at both gardening and mindfulness.



The first chapter, What is mindfulness?, describes the concept and background of mindfulness and includes an introductory exercise: studying a flower in all its beauty. The benefits of incorporating mindfulness and gardening into your life are also explained. The next chapter, Mindfulness and gardening, outlines the compatibility and benefits of gardening and mindfulness practice. It then details the basic principles of mindfulness and how to get started, where to practise meditation in the garden and how to set about taking a mindful walk.



A mindful garden suggests design tricks and plants to enhance the possibilities for mindful gardening – those plants that especially stimulate each of the five senses are listed, including suggestions for balcony and indoor gardens. The next two chapters go into more detail about how to apply mindfulness to everyday gardening tasks. Mindful garden practice is more relevant to readers already gardening, and covers the main jobs for each season in turn and how to do them in a more mindful manner. Mindful garden projects are more for the novice gardener, though equally applicable to the more experienced: this chapter offers self-contained small schemes such as creating a mandala and planting a herb garden, with specific growing instructions as well as mindful guidance.



A Shed reminder sheet summarizes the teachings, giving a few pointers to remember. It is designed to be stuck up somewhere you will see it before heading out into the garden. Finally, Further resources gives some suggestions of where to go for more information on both gardening and mindfulness.




Yes, I remember Adlestrop –
The name, because one afternoon
Of heat the express-train drew up there
Unwontedly. It was late June.



The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat.
No one left and no one came
On the bare platform. What I saw
Was Adlestrop – only the name



And willows, willow-herb, and grass,
And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry,
No whit less still and lonely fair
Than the high cloudlets in the sky.



And for that minute a blackbird sang
Close by, and round him, mistier,
Farther and farther, all the birds
Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire.



Edward Thomas,

ADLESTROP




[image: illustration]



CHAPTER 1

What is mindfulness?

The 1914 poem Adlestrop is a perfect example of mindfulness. Imagine the more likely scenario today: the train stops at the station, but who is paying attention? How many of us would be looking not out of the window but at a phone screen, a laptop, or both? We would probably be blocking out the world with headphones as well, and worrying about a meeting that we had earlier in the day or work we still have to do tomorrow. When we get home we do not really remember the journey itself, though we might have registered the annoying fact that the train stopped when it should not have and made us late. How much more pleasant would the trip have been if we had looked out of the window and really seen and heard what was happening around us? We are so busy planning for the future and dwelling on the past that we are forgetting to live in the present. Life is passing us by.



Mindfulness is the solution to this problem. Through exercising the brain, we can teach ourselves to pay attention. It is not by chanting or meditation; it is not a religion, theory or belief; it is simply learning to focus, and such a beneficial practice is supported by many neuroscientists. Mindfulness is a simple concept and easy to learn. We do not even have to set aside dedicated time to become mindful: we can incorporate it into our daily lives, and what better place than in the garden?



Put simply, mindfulness is paying attention. So many of our actions are habitual, and there are so many distractions in modern life, that it is all too easy to adopt autopilot. Conversations with friends or family are only half-listened to because we are thinking about the many things we need to do next, and meals are only half-tasted as we are busy watching a screen.



Mindfulness can also help us deal with unpleasant or negative emotions such as anxiety, stress, grief and depression. In mindfulness practice the aim is not to change feelings or sweep them under the carpet, but rather to accept that this is how we are; there is no reason to berate ourselves for not being “better”. By letting these thoughts come and go, observing them but not getting caught up in them, we can create some distance and realize that the feelings do not define us and that they will not last forever. Think of thoughts as cars on a busy road: being stuck in the middle of that road, dodging the traffic in a panicked and terrifying attempt to stay alive, is the material of nightmares. Far better to sit at the side of the road and just watch the cars go by. We learn how to observe rather than feel these thoughts by continually bringing the focus back to our senses whenever we become distracted.



That is all there is to it. Mindfulness is simply being aware and in a state of alert attention that allows the mind to go quiet. It is purely and simply living in the moment and experiencing it fully – being present. Thoughts and distractions are not pushed away or buried. Instead they are allowed to arise and then the attention is brought back entirely to the senses and the task in hand, giving the mind a rest from the constant chatter and worries and allowing you time to get on with enjoying life. Noticing we have become distracted by our thoughts is in itself being mindful. Meditation is a tool, an exercise, that can be used to practise mindfulness, but it does not define it.
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How to practice mindfulness

There are two basic ways to practise mindfulness. The first is to sit in silence and focus the mind on your breath as it moves in and out of your body (a meditative exercise). Every time you realize that your mind has wandered away from the exercise, distracted perhaps by a noise or thought, your attention is brought back to your breath.



The other method works in exactly the same way except that the practice is active and incorporated into an everyday task. While performing habitual actions, such as mowing the lawn, you tether your attention to a particular sense: for example, the feeling as you walk up and down on the grass.
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Rosa ‘Paul’s Himalayan Musk’ (rose)



The benefits of mindfulness and gardening

TURNING OFF AUTOPILOT

It may seem counterintuitive to take time out to contemplate life, but if we do not we are more liable to waste it. Battling on, without really noticing anything else, becomes a mindset and a detrimental one at that. It is how we can sit at a desk for hours, manfully trying to finish a piece of work, and not notice until we finish just how very tired, hungry, cold and stiff we are. Chopping logs with a blunt axe, and thinking there is no time to stop and sharpen it, is a slow and painful business. By taking a break to sharpen the axe, and refuel, we can go back to the task feeling stronger and do it faster and better – and finish sooner. Mindfulness allows us to sit down mentally for a moment, and gives both the mind and body a break.



Adopting autopilot can help us to get through the day, but we lose so many opportunities to enjoy life that way. By introducing mindfulness to our lives, we can truly engage with our friends and family, truly taste that amazing meal that we have saved up for, truly see the sights on our once-in-a-lifetime holiday. When we experience them fully, with our senses rather than our thoughts, we also remember them more clearly.



“One of the most tragic things I know about human nature is that all of us tend to put off living. We are all dreaming about some magical rose garden over the horizon instead of enjoying the roses blooming under our window.”



Dale Carnegie,

WRITER



DIMINISHING THE EFFECTS OF NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

Mindfulness can also teach us how to turn down the volume of our internal critic. It is all too easy for worries and negative emotions to spiral out of control, but by observing our thoughts as they come and go, without judgment, we learn that we are not our thoughts. It is all too easy to seek refuge from painful feelings in external distractions – comfort eating, retail therapy, alcohol – without ever addressing the root cause. Looking at these emotions candidly can be difficult, but mindfulness teaches us to view our faults with kindness: in other words, not to criticize ourselves for having self-critical thoughts, not to worry about being worried, or to get stressed about being stressed. We can break the cycle, change the way we relate to our negative emotions, and therefore reduce their effects. This also helps to declutter the mind, so that when we do think about something we can focus on it entirely, more productively and creatively.



MINDFULNESS AS MEDICINE

The positive effects of mindfulness on a range of stress-related illnesses have resulted in it being approved by major national health services in some countries across the world in the form of mindfulness based-cognitive therapy. Numerous studies have shown its benefits in managing illnesses such as depression and in reducing incidences of stress and anxiety. Mindfulness based-cognitive therapy has also been shown to improve focus, creativity and relationships.



REAPING THE BENEFITS

Gardening and being outdoors also have many proven benefits, not just to the body but also to the mind. Of course, this is by no means news – the Victorians had farms in the grounds of their mental health institutions in which the patients could work, while the benefits of gardening for the mentally ill was documented in the US as far back as 1798 – but what many gardeners have always known is now being backed up by hard evidence from clinical studies. A report into the health and wellbeing benefits of allotment gardening found that the gardeners had better self-esteem and general health, as well as lower levels of depression and fatigue, than the non-gardeners. The Ecominds projects run by the UK mental health charity Mind gave 12,000 people with mental health problems the opportunity to get active outdoors; 70 per cent of these people experienced significant increases in mental wellbeing by the time they had finished their project. The American Horticultural Therapy Association (AHTA) was formed in 1973, and now oversees the provision of gardening therapy in a wide range of settings, while in the UK the National Health Service (NHS) is also now starting to pilot prescribing gardening, as well as mindfulness, as a means of making people feel better. Across the world, there is a growing awareness that mental health problems carry a huge social and economic cost, and that medicine (pills) can treat only a small percentage of the problem. Social prescribing, as it is called, addresses the rest of the patient’s life.



Gardening, like mindfulness, is a way of finding a sense of calm in an otherwise chaotic world. It offers a simpler existence, an antidote to the generally sedentary and virtual lives we lead, even if it is practised for only a few minutes. Both gardening and mindfulness forge a connection to the world around us – to nature, wildlife and people – which can bring pleasure and peace. Working the soil is so ingrained in our evolution and psyche that even those who have never gardened can find familiarity and comfort in tending to plants and the earth. The physical exercise releases endorphins (happy chemicals) in our brain. Social interaction – with fellow allotment holders and neighbours over the garden fence or through garden clubs – and giving away produce and plants to friends and family all promote good mental health. The New Economics Foundation has defined five evidence-based ways to mental wellbeing: connection with others; being more active; keeping learning; giving to others; and taking notice of the world. Gardening fulfils all five of these criteria, with ease.

Mindfulness: some background

MINDFULNESS AND SPIRITUALITY

Although there is no need or obligation to include any religion in our learning to be mindful, mindfulness has many of its origins in the meditations of Buddhist monks. These monks use silent contemplation as one means of achieving enlightenment, and the practical aspects of that meditation – that is, how actually to do it – are very similar to mindfulness exercises.



The Buddhists’ philosophical meditations may seem a world apart from down-to-earth practical gardening, but the religion has a strong link with the natural world, and many of its teachings are practical and applicable even if you do not subscribe to the whole religion. Buddhists use the symbol of the lotus (Nelumbo) flower to illustrate that, even in a muddy swamp, there can be pure unblemished beauty, and they also adopt the metaphor of the sky to explain the mind. The true nature of the mind is pure. From time to time, or perhaps all the time, it can be obscured by clouds of negative emotions and thoughts, but the sky is not the clouds. The sky is still there behind the clouds, blue, pure and free, and all we have to do is clear the clouds away.



It is all too easy to ascribe our feelings to external causes. Mankind is in perpetual pursuit of happiness, yet at our advanced stage of civilization why have we yet to achieve it? We seem to be lonelier, more anxious and unhappier than ever. The answer, of course, is that money cannot buy us happiness. Studies of lottery winners have proved that. Once our basic needs are accounted for – a roof over our heads, food in our bellies – everything else just becomes so much nonsense. The more we acquire, the less satisfied we are. Our old car, house or spouse were not intrinsically boring – we were just bored with them.
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Gerbera (Transvaal daisies)



It may seem to be stating the obvious, but our mind is central to our experience of life. Three people dropped at the starting line of a marathon could have three different attitudes: one might want to run, seeing the challenge; one might be scared of the potential for injury or embarrassment; and one just might not see the point of running where there is no actual need to. Their attitudes are framed purely and solely by their own minds, a product of past experiences and behaviour reinforced by repetition and habit over the years. If we have a tendency to be grumpy, we will be grumpy. We can blame the grumpiness on a bad day at work, the bus being late or on not having enough lunch, but the fact is that we will always find something to be grumpy about, and seek someone else to blame for it.



Buddhism teaches that we need to look not outside but inside, so that we can start to seek contentment and enlightenment by taking action to address the root causes of our unhapiness or problems. We can avoid blaming others for our own discontent, and potentially avoid vast expense trying to buy our way to happiness. Mindful meditation helps us to see the more troubling aspects of our minds without apology or condemnation, and to forge new ways of thinking by simply focusing on the present.



MODERN NEUROSCIENCE

“Neurons that fire together, wire together” is the mantra of the neuroscientists. Our brains are far from fixed organs, because they are evolving and changing all the time; this trait is known as neuroplasticity. Thus the brain is always mouldable and can be taught new skills – it just takes time, patience and practice. Old, negative, destructive patterns of thinking exist because they are routes often travelled in the mind and are thus short cuts. For example, if we take a short cut over the lawn to the shed rather than using the path, a line will be worn in the grass. When the same short cut over the lawn is taken over many years, the main path may have become so overgrown that it is impossible to find. However, the great strength of neuroplasticity is also its fatal weakness: because the brain is plastic we do not have to follow the short cut across the lawn. Instead we can choose to go along the path, and the more times we do this, the more the grass grows back over the short cut and eventually returns to pristine lawn. Meanwhile the path has become the default route.



Thus all actions we take make an imprint on our mind. The more often we do something, the more often those neurons fire together and the stronger the wiring between them.



Many neuroscientists would argue that it is more interesting and more relevant to our everyday lives to be able to map and understand the brain, in the way that we already do our bodies, than it is to learn about outer space. What we already know is that the evolution of the human brain has not been as advanced in some areas as others. There are two systems that run parallel in the brain: the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems.
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The former is our default position, and unfortunately it is the one that controls our response to emergencies – our fight/flight/freeze button. The sympathetic nervous system also distributes hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol (the stress hormone) through our bodies and, because of a glitch in our programming, all too often can get stuck in a feedback loop whereby we unconsciously believe we are in a state of constant emergency, while consciously we are getting stressed about being stressed. Long-term exposure to cortisol in this way increases the heart rate and blood pressure, and suppresses the digestive and reproductive systems (in a fight or flight situation, these are low priorities). It also weakens the brain, especially in the areas of memory, which is why we cannot remember anything when we are stressed. Perhaps most importantly cortisol suppresses the immune system, making us not only more susceptible to minor infections such as colds and flu, but also predisposing us toward a raft of major illnesses from heart disease, diabetes and obesity to mental disorders and dementia.



The parasympathetic nervous system is the one that signals to the brain that it can relax, that something was a false alarm and that there is nothing to be scared of. Heart rate and blood pressure are lower and the body’s energy is rerouted back into the brain and other major organs, as it should be. Obviously this is a preferable place to be, but, because we are unconsciously still always looking out for a predator or other source of trouble, our brain defaults to panic mode and, being stressed, we default to autopilot just to get through the day. We need to work at regulating our brains and steering them more toward the parasympathetic than the sympathetic nervous system. This is possible through mindfulness, because by noticing what is happening in our minds we can train them to know that the possibility of a sabre-toothed tiger in the office is pretty unlikely.
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This wild flower meadow includes poppies (Papaver rhoeas), ox-eye daisies (Leucanthemum vulgare) and cornflowers (Centaurea cyanus)



Practice and persistence

By taking time in our day to practise mindfulness we are able to rehearse coming off autopilot and not getting caught up in our thoughts. The more we do so, the easier it becomes, and we can fully experience life rather than letting it pass by while we think about something else. The aim is not to change the mind. The mind, after only a few short attempts at mindfulness, will start to change itself (this has been shown by neuroscientists performing brain scans on people before, after and even during mindfulness practice). In this, and in most other aspects of mindfulness, it can therefore be seen that both the Buddhist and the scientific approaches are much the same.



It takes only a few minutes of mindful practice every day to start rerouting our brains, but even finding time to do this as meditation can be difficult for many people. The answer therefore is to incorporate the mindfulness practice into everyday life, and the garden is an ideal location for this. The focus on the breath is replaced with one on the task at hand and the experience of the senses. Every time the attention wanders, there is a sight, smell, sound, touch or taste in the garden to bring the mind back to the here and now. Unfortunately, it is the brain’s natural state to be easily distracted (always checking around for that predator), so it takes time and effort to teach it to focus, especially in the face of modern technology, which feeds that distraction all too easily. However, the more often we notice that our mind has wandered, and bring the focus back onto the senses or breath, the stronger that muscle in our brain gets. For the brain is a muscle, and it needs a regular workout to keep it in shape. As Hercule Poirot would have it, we must “exercise ze leetle grey cells”.



Mindfulness is an easy fix for many of our problems, but it is not a quick fix. Like creating a beautiful garden from a muddy field, it takes time and persistence. If, in that garden, we water the weeds and not the flowers, it is the weeds that will grow. The same is true of our positive and negative actions and thoughts: the more we cultivate the negativity, the faster and stronger it will grow. Strengthening the mind helps us cope better with whatever life throws our way.



All too often it takes a near-miss accident, terminal diagnosis or other horrible life event to prompt us to realize that we want to live our lives differently. Mindfulness is not necessarily going to make you want to change your life, but it will enable you to experience it to the full. Some proponents of mindfulness suggest that as a race we are careering toward mental disaster. Whether or not you believe that to be true, there is no time like the present. Do not think that you will start living once you get to the end of your to-do list; instead start incorporating mindfulness into your daily routine now and notice the difference it makes.
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The study of a flower

Use this exercise as an initial introduction to mindfulness, and as a restful contemplation whenever you feel you need it.



Start by choosing a flower: it could be any flower you particularly like, or else one that you happen to have around. Ideally the flower would still be on the plant in the garden, but a cut flower is just as effective here. The flower need not be the finest example in the garden – the point of the exercise is to bring your attention solely onto the flower and really notice it in all its glory, whatever it looks like.



Find somewhere to sit – perhaps a shady spot in the garden, at the kitchen table or on the floor – and make yourself comfortable. Ensure you will not be interrupted; leave your phone in another room and turn off the radio and TV if appropriate. Read through the rest of the exercise and then put the book to one side as you contemplate the flower. You do not need to refer back to it to make sure you are doing it right; the sole purpose is to spend a little time looking properly at the flower, keeping the focus on what you are experiencing.



The suggested things to look for are pointers only and use the sense of sight as the main anchor for the mind.
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