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T
he Japanese practice of “bathing in 

the forest” means simply being in the 

forest, absorbing your surroundings and 

improving your well-being. There are 

three certified forest therapy guides who practise 

this near the Niagara Escarpment in Canada.

BEING IN THE MOMENT: 

Forest Bathing along the 
Niagara Escarpment

BY SARAH EARLEY

 Forest bathing begins with 
“pleasures of presence,” an 
invitation to bring awareness to the 
senses. Short Hills Provincial Park, 
PHOTO BY JONATHAN SEILING.



26 Niagara Escarpment Views  •  spring 2019 spring 2019  •  Niagara Escarpment Views 27

W
e all know how 
good being 
in nature can 
make us feel. 

It can ease our stress and 
worry, help us relax and think 
more clearly. The sounds of 
the forest, the scent of the 
trees and breathing the fresh, 
clean air can restore our 
mood, and leave us feeling 
refreshed and rejuvenated. 
Have you ever wondered why 

you feel better after taking a 
walk along a forested trail? 

According to Qing Li, 
author of Forest Bathing: 
How Trees Can Help You Find 
Health and Happiness, the 
health secrets of trees seem to 
lie in two things: the higher 
concentration of oxygen 
that exists in a forest, as 
compared to an urban setting 
and the presence of plant 
chemicals called phytoncides. 

Phytoncides are the natural 
oils that a plant produces as 
part of its defence system 
against pests and parasites. 
These oils help humans too. 
While you walk along a 
forested trail and breathe in 
these natural compounds, 
your body responds in a 
positive way. Physiological 
stresses are reduced because 
cortisol levels decrease while 
heart rates and blood pressure 

 Participants doing the 
“camera and mirror” 
exercise in Bruce 
Peninsula Park. PHOTO BY 
ROB KLEA.

 The “sit spot”’ 
invitation is the 
suggestion to find  
a spot to sit quietly  
and observe what is 
happening around you.  
Kagawong River Trail,  
PHOTO BY SARAH EARLEY.

 Noticing the sounds 
the river makes, on the 

Kagawong River Trail. 
PHOTO BY SARAH EARLEY.
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also lower. Research has 
documented higher numbers 
of immune and cancer-fighting 
cells along with notable 
decreases in blood-glucose 
levels in diabetic patients. 

Therapeutic Benefits 
When I experienced forest 
bathing for the first time, I 
found myself relieved of the 
heavy feelings of grief I had 
been carrying after losing my 
mother. A simple invitation 
to move a rock from one 
location to another “gifted” 
me a new way of connecting 
to loved ones that have 
passed, and helped me move 
through my feelings of grief.

“Being mindful in the forest 
can be really renewing for 
people,” says Melissa Bolinger 
Seiling of Niagara Nature 
and Forest Therapy. Many 
studies have also indicated 
that spending time in nature 
can reduce stress, anxiety, 
depression and anger; and 
boost overall well-being. 

Rob Klea, owner and 
founder of New Trail 
Forest Therapy based out of 
Tobermory, works as a forest 
therapy guide with youth who 
have had life experiences that 
affect their ability to function 
in their everyday lives. He is 
convinced that forest bathing 
has a positive impact on focus, 
even for children with ADHD. 

I myself have seen a 
student with ADHD stop 
being disruptive when 
outdoors in nature. He 
became engaged in the 
learning, motivated, focused 
and often took a leadership 
role with his classmates.

The Japanese call being 
in the forest “Shinrin-yoku.” 
Shinrin means “forest” and 
yoku means “bath.” So shinrin-
yoku means bathing in the 
forest atmosphere, or taking in 
the forest through our senses. 
This practice was developed 
in Japan during the 1980s and 
has become the foundation of 
preventative health care and 
healing in Japanese medicine. 

As a practice, forest 
bathing has spread worldwide. 
In North America, the 

California-based Association 
of Nature and Forest Therapy 
(ANFT) is working to train 
certified forest therapy guides 
around the world. The cost of 
training through the ANFT is 
about $3,500 U.S. for an eight-
day training course followed 
by a six-month apprenticeship 
during which time guides-in-
training are mentored as they 
develop their own personal 
guiding practice and continue 
to develop their connection to 
nature. To date the ANFT has 
trained more than 600 guides 
worldwide and 67 guides 
in Canada, of which there 
are currently three certified 
forest therapy guides that 
lead walks along the Niagara 
Escarpment in Ontario.

Getting Out There
Taking part in a guided walk 
can cost from $40 to $70 per 
person depending on the 
location, the guide and the 
number of participants. You 
might be wondering why you 
would need a guide when 
you can simply walk through 
the forest on your own. 

“It is true,” says Melissa, 
“If you can truly slow down. 
However, often our brains 
take over, we begin thinking 
and ruminating which takes 
us away from the present 
moment.” A guide helps the 
participant to slow down, 
facilitating the letting go 
of the thinking brain and 
allowing the participant 
to simply “be” and fully 
immerse in the experience. 

 Responding to an invitation to create ephemeral earth art on Kagawong River Trail. PHOTO BY SARAH EARLEY.

 Guides may play 
instruments like the flute 
or singing bowls to signal 
participants that it is time 
to ‘come back’. Kagawong 

River Trail. 
PHOTO BY SARAH EARLEY.

Forests Ontario is pleased to offer new members 10 free tree seedlings 
next spring. Your trees will be available for pick-up from select nurseries 
across the province. Planting these trees on your property will help  
give all Ontarians the gift of a healthy natural environment and address 
the challenges of climate change. 

Calling all  
tree lovers! 

Become a member of Forests Ontario  
today to support tomorrow’s forests.

Your Member Fee Includes:

10 FREE TREE  
SEEDLINGS

ONE YEAR  
SUBSCRIPTION 

DISCOUNTS 

Join today! Visit forestsontario.ca or call 1.877.646.1193.

that you can plant on your property!

to Our Forest, Forests Ontario’s quarterly magazine.

to select workshops and events, including  
Forests Ontario’s Annual Conference. 
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“It’s not about getting 
exercise, nor is it about 
learning about nature. 
It’s about being in the 
moment and absorbing your 
surroundings,” Melissa adds.

The focus of a forest bath 
is not to cover distance as 
you may when you are out 
for a hike, but to really slow 

down. At the end of the 
guided experience you may 
have walked only half a km.

While guided forest 
therapy walks have a standard 
sequence in the way that they 
unfold, they can look quite 
different depending on the 
surroundings and the guide. 
On a few of her walks Melissa 

has asked her participants 
to select a stone. She then 
invites them to allow their 
stone to “hold” their worries 
and distracting thoughts so 
that they can fully engage in 
their forest bathing experience 
without any preoccupations. 

Guided walks can last 
between two to three hours. 

During this time the guide 
will offer an evolving series of 
invitations designed to help 
participants slow down and 
open their senses. You might 
be invited to inhale the scent 
of fallen leaves as you crush 
them between your hands 
or to simply notice the birds 
as they flit from tree to tree. 

The experience ends with 
a Japanese tea ceremony - 
wildcrafted tea, infused with 
native plants harvested along 
the trail with the first cup 
being offered to the forest 
as a way of giving thanks. 

Shinrin-yoku. Forest 
bathing. Forest Therapy. 
No matter what you call 

the practice, the goal is 
to slow down and to be 
in the moment. 

Sarah Earley is a forest therapy 
guide and land-based educator 
who lives on Manitoulin 
Island where she lives a life 
in connection with nature. 

 Tea Ceremony on the shore 
of Georgian Bay in Fathom Five 
National Marine Park. 
PHOTO BY ROB KLEA.

 As you move along the trail, you will be invited to notice what is 
in motion. Bruce Peninsula National Park. PHOTO BY ROB KLEA.

 As you move along the trail, you will be invited to notice what is 
in motion. Bruce Peninsula National Park. PHOTO BY ROB KLEA.
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Spacious raised bungalow with top 
quality fi nish throughout. Features 
include slate, hardwood & tile 
fl ooring, top quality fi eld stone 
fi replace, fantastic open layout 
for entertaining, guest studio, 
guest cottage, composite roofi ng, 
huge decks, manicured lot & over 
the top exceptional views. Ideal 
location with 232 ft shoreline 
surrounded by local nature 
conservancy lands offering un-
paralleled privacy. Truly exceptional 
four season cottage or home! 
$485,000. J.A. Rolston Ltd., 
Brokerage 1-800-461-0123 
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HIDDEN GEM ON NORTH CHANNEL OF LAKE HURON


