Seeds of hope
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THIS IS A TOUGH TIME OF year. You've been back on the work treadmill for weeks, spring still seems impossibly far away and, courtesy of the credit crunch, your assets (as well as your toes) are frozen.
Still, while it's tempting to spend your time thawing out on the sofa, carrying out a few simple tasks in the garden (for example, cutting back shrubs to make room for new spring plants) might boost the spirits more than following your instincts to hibernate.

Don't take our word for it – the therapeutic nature of gardening has been promoted by health experts and horticulturists for years. 

The National Lottery-funded charity and umbrella body, Trellis Scotland, founded in 2006, is dedicated to supporting around 150 local organisations that promote garden health initiatives. Trellis development manager, 37-year-old Fiona Thackeray, who has a masters degree in psychology and has studied with the Royal Horticultural Society, is an enthusiastic advocate of what she calls "horti-therapy" – and she says it's especially important at this time of year.

"Among other things, I think that the rhythms of nature can teach those who are suffering from depression about hope," Thackeray says. "For example, every spring, when people are suffering from Seasonal Affective Disorder and things look bleak, the plants will still push through the soil and that will happen every year, no matter what. This cycle is reassuring, and so is the fact that someone is able to plant a cutting or a seed and it responds – by blossoming."

In the course of her research, she's also stumbled upon some more unusual theories, one of which suggests that soil contains a bacteria, Mycobacterium vaccae, which has been nicknamed the "happy bug". Apparently it influences the serotonin levels in our brains. Then there's the concept of "biophilia", a theory from Pulitzer-winning biologist EO Wilson, that all creatures (including plants) have an affinity due to our shared evolutionary past. Thackeray says Wilson believes that "this bond was essential to human wellbeing and, conversely, deprivation of that contact can actually be bad for us". 

In fact, Thackeray has seen patients with quite severe mental health problems recover after being introduced to horti-therapy – eventually returning to work, or studying to become therapists or horticulturists themselves.

However, if you're still finding it difficult to drag yourself off the couch, don't despair – it seems that just gazing out of your window at a botanical view might provide you with a mild dose of green medicine.

"An environmental psychologist, Professor Robert Ulrich, did a study in the United States, and found that cardiac patients recovered faster if they had a green view, compared to patients who just looked out on to another wall of the hospital," Thackeray says. "Our anti-inflammatory and immunity responses seem to be encouraged by looking at a natural vista. So, even staying in bed and staring out at a scene can be good for us. However, most of the projects that we work on demonstrate that actively putting a seed in the soil and seeing it grow can have even more benefits."

The Coach House Trust (CHT) in Glasgow is just one of the many Scottish groups who have put this idea into practice. This ten-year-old social enterprise initiative is a member of the Trellis network and provides opportunities for people from disadvantaged backgrounds who have a variety of disabilities, including mental health problems and learning disabilities, as well as alcohol and drug addiction. One of their gardening team, Poppy Gibson, works with patients in CHT's green spaces. These areas include an ornamental, triangle-shaped plot and a sculpture space featuring artworks and Alpine bedding. There's even a "market" area, which produces organic vegetables and herbs for local people to buy. 

Thanks to first-hand experience, this is one gardener who can vouch for the health benefits of working outdoors. In order to study for a social work degree, Gibson temporarily left her original horticultural post at CHT around five years ago, only returning at the end of last year. While she was away from her "passion", she suffered from bouts of stress and has also experienced a number of physical illnesses, including a pulmonary embolism, deep vein thrombosis and a heart problem called an endocardiomyopathy. However, now that she's returned to her job as a gardener in the green spaces around the CHT offices, her stress symptoms have disappeared. 

"My job is wonderful, because my 'gardener's head' is put on and any worries and health problems are left behind," Gibson says. "I'm always out and about and focused on what I'm doing. There was pressure on me at my previous job, but gardening came back into my life and blew that away."

This sensation of being able to forget your concerns, Thackeray says, could be explained by the fact that gardening is a "flow activity". Essentially, this is defined as a pastime which allows the participant to become immersed in what they're doing, and eventually to lose track of time. So, brave the chill, get pruning, and you'll be well on the way to letting go of those winter blues – while making your garden beautiful.sm

For more information, visit www.trellis-scotland.org.uk; www.thecht.co.uk

This month, The National Lottery Good Causes is celebrating the £1 billion of Lottery funding that has been invested into projects supporting people's health and wellbeing, including gardening schemes. For information visit: www.lotterygoodcauses.org.ukn For a host of exciting new plant products, visit www.vanmeuwen.com/scotsman 


