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Hiking: reflective romp through the woods or
death march? Lately for me, it’'s been the latter.
I'll notice those irritating bear bells ringing
from an oncoming hiker’s backpack and catch
the occasional glimpse of a chipmunk —but
when you're intensely focused on getting to the
top as fast as possible, while documenting the
escapade so your social media peeps don’t miss
out, you tend to miss the point of being in
nature.

So when | caught myself deep in the woods on a recent Sunday
afternoon spreading the fine white powder from a trembling aspen
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over my skin, without feeling the urge to Instagram the experience,
not only was | surprised, | realized | was chilled out, man! Determined
to reconnect myselft with nature, | signed up with Ronna
Schneberger, a Canmore-based guide and naturalist for a spot of
forest bathing.

Unlike karaoke and Pokemon, forest bathing is a Japanese concept
that’s neither loud nor annoying. Known there as Shinrin-yoku, it's a
way to manage stress and come to moments of clarity by combining
hiking, walking meditation and journalling in serene settings.

Japanese businessmen are being sent out of the city to shower in
greenery, and the results are profound. Research shows being outside
in a quiet way can reduce cortisol levels by 12 per cent within 15
minutes, stay outdoors for two-hours and your memory and attention
span increase by 20 per cent. Kick back in the woods for three days
and your cancer-fighting white blood cells increase by 40 per cent.

Yet forest bathing isn’t just for stressed-out executives. Anyone going
through stress, a period of transition or yearning to connect with the
great outdoors but isn't sure how, is a prime candidate for this
enlightening experience.

| begin my forest bathing session standing side by side with a group of
strangers in the woods outside Canmore. Schneberger guides us to
tune into our senses. | don't realize this introduction is a mediation
technique, but | do notice my mind becoming less chatty as the
stillness of the forest washes over us.

Brain waves sufficiently slowed, we begin walking ever so slowly,

spaced about nine metres apart. We are taught to hike with “owl eyes”

— not intensely focused on the trail, but taking in the subtleties
around us. Learning to see with peripheral vision is said to bring on an
alpha brain wave state, a space where creative problem-solving and
generating ideas seems effortless.

The first 10 minutes are challenging, as | try to keep my thoughts off
the latest Caitlyn Jenner headlines, yet surprisingly there is a shift.
Despite the undulating trail, my breath becomes long and even, that
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deep belly breathing yoga instructors are always going on about.

Unbeknownst to me, I've tapped into my parasympathetic system.
Which is apparently a good thing, according to Schneberger. “We're
all so stressed resulting in shallow fight or flight breathing. When the
parasympathetic system kicks in, your breath is longer which means
you're out of stress and in recovery mode.”

And it wasn't just me, fellow forest bather Ann Sunderland noticed an
immediate physical benefit, too. “Despite driving back in heavy traffic,
my blood pressure was significantly reduced from that morning.
Feeling calm stayed with me the rest of the week.”

Besides a deep sense of peace, | tap into something else | rarely feel in
the woods — a sense of safety. Though we are tiptoeing through bear
and cougar country, I'm not at all worried about surprising a predator.
Perhaps that's because the other mammals could sense our energy
and intent. “Stressed people give off forest alarms,” says
Schneberger. “Usually, birds fly away from people in the woods, but
today the nuthatches were sending calm calls.”

We stop every half-hour to try out a new meditation technique. Some
are easy, others more challenging and it's all about finding which
works best for you. Like many lifestyle changes, baby steps is the way
to go, which is what makes forest bathing such a great gateway to a
meditative state. “It's not easy to suddenly meditate and clear your
mind full stop. We work at walking meditation techniques and the
forest does the rest. Sense meditation in nature is a doorway to taking
you deeper,” says Schneberger.

Near the end of our three-kilometre jaunt we settle into a meadow and
pull out our journals to reflect upon this experience. | write fast and
furious and am astounded how clear my thoughts tumble out. Though
| didn't reap the calorie burn a of regular hike, | came away feeling
lighter. | tapped into something more important than a good sweat. |
learned the power of stillness and there's no app for that.
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Reap the benefits on your own

Anyone can try forest bathing, but if you don’t go about it the right
way it's unlikely you'll receive its benefits. Before you begin, follow
these tips.

1. If you can’t get to a forest, surround yourself with as many trees as
possible.

2. Take a moment to tune in with your senses. Close your eyes and listen
to all that's around you for a few minutes. Continue by noticing scents
and the air on your skin. Open your eyes and soften your gaze.

3. Begin walking slowly, about a quarter of your regular speed.

4. Practice deep breathing as you walk: inhaling for five seconds, pausing
and then exhaling for five seconds.

5. Once a breathing pattern is established, try a mindfulness meditation
where you notice something in nature on your inhale and show
appreciation for it with an inner smile upon your exhale.

6. If hiking with others. Search out a serene spot at your destination.
Spend at least 10 minutes by yourself focusing on your senses and
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practising deep breathing — Tips courtesy of Ronna Schneberger

To learn more about being mindful in the mountains visit:
walkwithronna.com

Jody Robbins is a freelance travel writer and blogger. Follow her
adventures on TravelswithBaggage.com

(http://www.travelswithbaggage.com) or on Twitter @Jody Robbins
(https://twitter.com/Jody Robbins).
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