The Soulful Garden:
Deepening the Roats of Place
By Christophe Forrest McDowell, Ph.D.
& Tricia Clark-McDowell

A sen=e of place is a desply dignifying component of life N for human, animal, and plant alike.
Increasingly, however, humansare becoming more and more nomedic, with tensof millionsliterally
orphaned each day from ther roots of place. The causes are many: changesin work, family break-up,
illness, crime, war, economic poverty, droughtand natural disasters, or destruction of local natural
hebitat. Thesitudionfor thenaural environmentis no better, asrich, diverse, and often sacred
geography is plundeed for human resources. Y ears ago we coined aword N earthanasiaN  to
describethereentless killing off of this plane® vital natural resources, and to remind usthat ultimately,
both the death of naure and cultural history create a sense of placelessness.

For over twenty years our work has been exclusvely to assist people in reconnecting with the
sanctuay of place. Ourwork isboth philosophical and practical, hdping people with a way of viewing
life and living it with gratitude Repesatedly we have witnessed how people® relationship to their
garden, yard, home, even aroomhas been significantly changed and empowered by elevating ther
perception of such everyday placesto oneof reverence and respect. This calls for both an inne, soulful
devotion, and an outer intent to steward such places asif they were sacred and worthy of our heartfelt
efforts.

Theword steward itself means CGkeeper of the place,Oand this should be enoughto guide our
efforts. But perhgosmore than anything else, the places we keep should reflect a susained devotionto
peace. If we can create peace-filled gardens yards, homes, rooms, amongother such places, we al will
have created little islandsof grace throughot theworld N places that are physcally and
psychologically safe for al bengs Such places, as sanctuaries or refuges for theworld-weary,
woundel, or contemplative spirit, can hdp restore and center our daily lives, alowing peace to root and
regenerate within our soul.

A Place for the Sou

We suffer by ignoting our sense of spirit. Werisk shdlowness when we engagein supeficia
levels of pleasure, desire, consumerism, and media-bites of knowledgeeveryday. Our life degpenswhen
we listen to the highe (or degper) needs of the soul, and this almog always meansa connectionto a
specia place. For example, thefirst sign of peace and hopereturning to Sargjevo at the end of therecent
war in Bosnia, was women going outside and planting their gardensN  a powerful demondration of
rootedness to a plot of earth in oned frontyard.

A place for the soul acknowledges the need and search for Wonde, Healing, and Celebrationin
ourlives. A sudained sense of wonde in a place evokes these qudities: childlikeness, nonjudgnent,
inno@nce, the beginna@ mind, present-moment, spontndty, curiosty, and gratitude The soul®@ nead
for physcal, mental and spiritud healingisfoundin places that are soothing, enfolding, caming,
eneagizing, regenerating. A peaceful setting, for example, encourages a shifting of identity,
convdescence, hope faith, or even surrende into thewoundor shadow side  Celebration becomes
soulful and therapeutic because it bringsaboutan opening of the heart, thefinding of reasonsto be
happy, intimacy with naure, theability to respondto smple beauty, appreciation of small victories, the
oppottunity to validate or affirm one@ lovefor something, expanding prosperity, and an ability to flow
within both light and dark moods

When aplace, such as oned garden or home, becomes charged with the steward@ reverent
intent, it mogt likely will meet the soul® need for wonde, healing, and celebration. Such places become
sacred endosures (temenog and embrace the spirit of the place (animusmundi). They withgand
hardship and defeat, and degpen with energy over time. The beauty is that each of uscan create abord



to aplace both persondly and uniqudy, thereby weaving a vast tapestry of benign consiousess across
the earth.

The Soulful Garden

As places go, the garden perhaps has the mogt archetypd valueto the soul@ connection to the
physcal realm. Almog every culture has a creation myth that interfaces humanswith the naural realm.
But the garden aso depicts themog basic human desire to use and manipulate nature, for better or
worse. The Garden Indugry today isthesingle largest and mos econorically stable recreation indugry
in sodety. Butforthemod pat it ismilitaristic in intent and devoid of soul. Unfortunaely, many of us
have been taughttha there are enemies and pests afoot in our garden needing great control, lest our
basic need for human domnance and survival bequestioned. Yet, agardenis morethan aplacefor
humansor to practice earthanasia. It isaplace for co-creation and partnership between numerous
species (humansbeing jus ong and natural forces, a collective of interrelated wills and spirits passing
togaher throughthe seasons

A gaden is apowerful starting point for practicing compassionde earthkeeping. Itisan
oppotunity to get in toudh with what we call The Spirit
of thePlace. A sense of spirit is evoked when we envision the potential of our garden to satisfy our
soul® need for wonde, healing, and celebration. Our vision suggests a sustained devotion to the
garden, and our demondration of gratitudefor theoppotunity to garden. With our repeated partnership,
the garden becomes infused with auniquelife force, a persondity or pesona Asasancuay, it emits
its characteristic qudities to visitors, who themselves get in touch with their own soul® need for
wonde, healing, and celebration.

A gaden aso attunes usto what we call The Geography of Place. Here we become aware of the
practical sideof our stewardship connectionto place: attuningto the specia qudities, smells,
topogiphy, lighting, mood, magic, animals, and history of thelandsape Aswe despen in our soulful
connection to place, we should desire to know its history and our rolein furthering the legacy of the soil
and natural hebitat. Each season we garden, we can choo to add to our garden@ history of peace
ingead of control or conflict. We can learn howto read time other than by a clodk, and how to be
resourceful withoutalways consuming. We can learn more aboutour physcal capabilities, moods and
attitudes. We will face self-esteem issues and our successes and failures. All this because of our
commitment to asmall plot of geography.

A gaden, by thevery qudity of its separateness from larger or wilder naure, and because it is
endosed, amog always ges usin touch with wha we call The Aesthetics of Place. We may ask
ourself, Qs thisthetypeof place where | want to spend my time or afternoon€O When we seek
sanctuary in our garden as adesirable refugewithin theworld, we are dealing with a highe motive for
gardening than mere output or beauty. The magndism of a place to bevisited, worked, or played inisa
measure of its attractiveness to thesoul. The Soulful Garden answers these three questions Does it
have aesthetic appeal? Doesit touch my soul? Asanatural habitat, does it embrace theneedsof a
diversity of wildlife and vegetation?

Aslongime gardeners committed to seeing our garden as a sanctuary for the soul and naure, we
have created at |east seven design elements that empower our stewardship (as detailed in our book The
Sanctuary Garden, Firesde Books 1999. Theseindude creating an enfolding entrance, celebrating
water, utilizing the psychological effects of color and lighting, providing sitting features, honaing
naural features such aswood,rocks, and wind, enchanting with secular and/or sacred garden art and
altars, and providing habitat for wildlife.

These design elements have universal and uniquédy bioregiond appeal. They also serve asthe
founddion onwhich to create soulful gardenstha evoke wonde, healing, and celebration. Such



gadenscan besaid to bebath physca and psychdogical. Let usbriefly share howafew people are
doing thiswith their gardens

A Peace Garden

Aswe have suggested, perhgpsthemod desirable yet elusve of al human needsis tha of
peace. Butto feel peace within, we often need to feel a sense of peace without This may well trandate
into the creation and nurturing of a degp sense of place or sacred space. Even while creating such a
space involves avery persond and inward exploration of the avenues and expressionsof peace as we
feel it in ourown life, subeequently we are asked to allow tha vision to take a physcal form within our
home or garden. Our sincere intentionswill lead theway.

A peace garden clearly is notaboutprodudion or pefection N both have been overrated in
gadenstoday. Rather, it speaks to the constiousact and attitudind shift of both letting go and Slowing
down, difficult thoughtha may beat times. While we may struggle for yearsin our effortsto unravel,
strand by strand, the complex web of programmed thinking and rigid cultural standardsthat block our
attainment of inne peace, smply sitting for atimein a beautiful place can quickly refresh our soul.
This offers oneimportant clue as to what we(e aiming for: a place tha encourages usto bevery till.

So what does a peace garden look like? The answer, of course, liesin the heart of its creator.

Y et there are certain key features tha we may want to consder, touchgones if youwill. A comfortable,
private, and quiet place to sit away from distractionsand out of view of others; gentle water sounds if
desired, to screen out noise and soothetheweary soul; lovey flowers in a soft, pastel pdette to quiet the
busy mind; sweet fragrances; an ingiring piece of garden art. Ones degpest intuition comes into play
here as thevision unfolds

Theconaept of peace to Lauraand Jon, for example, has meant creating asanctuary for wildlife
and avariety of adopied domestic animals, aswell asfor humans Thusthey felt theneed for leaving
much of ther forty acres undisturbed, allowing blackberries, brush, and wild woodsto remain with only
an unobtusgve pah here and there for passing through. Closer to ther hous, easily viewed fromther
back windows and deck, they have created awonderful peace garden. Blueflowers, silver foliage and
graceful ornamental grasses have a serene and quieting effect, with occasiond areas of white and yellow
to lift the spirits. Homemadetrellises give stature to the garden and supply popukr perchesfor birds
while wooden QyuadiangOadd whimsy and an air of protection. Here thevisitor is magneically drawn,
freeto sit undisturbed or to have a goodtalk with adear one surroundel by the gentle healing energies
of both wild and thoughtully cultivated naiure. Onecan find joy in such a place knowing tha the
animals are being well cared for in this graceful setting tha simply gets better with time. And more
recently, since Lauralearned tha she has lung cancer, the Peace garden has become her place of choice
to seek courage and solace within.

Jacky @ peace garden was developed off the patio of her urban backyard in Wiscongn with two
purposes in mind: welcoming wildlife and sitting quietly in contemplation of the beauty of naure.
Unde the graciouscanopyof large oaks and maples, where squirrels play, she has created a pondand
waterfall lined with shade-loving plants. The many hours she spent hauling rocks, digging, and planting
there have been rewarded many times over by her enjoyment of sitting in appreciation of the breezesin
thetrees, the soothing water sounds andthelovdy birdstha bathein the pond.

In the sunnier aresas, lilacs thrive and brightly flowering herbsand perennials such as echinacea,
iris, candytuft, and golden condlower surroundvariousbird houses and feeders on poles. Mog
recently, Jacky has added a small stream that meanders throughthelush grassinto thepond. 1t@ a
simple, serene setting tha continues to evolve gracefully withoutgetting outof handinits
ambitiousess. There mug always remain time for writing, contemplation, and the observation of life
unfolding moment by moment, day into night



The Healing Garden

TheHealing Garden addresses the congant need to regenerate the bodymindirit and to re-
establish persond wellness. Beit physcal illness or recovery, a sense of psychological woundeiness or
trauma, or even adepression of the spirit, envisioning our garden as a potential healing haven is as
powerful for thesoul asis ourneed for peace. Often, asthegardener isbeng heded, thelandisbeng
hedled as well.

Pat had never been interested in gardening until, in her early sixties, her husand divorced her
and moved away. Devastated, yet unwillingto give up, sheturned to naure to rebuild her sense of trugt
and hope Longwalksonthebeach yielded countess treasures of driftwood, rocks, and shdls. These
became the ingpiration and framework for ever-expanding flower beds a ddicate shadegarden, and a
raised bed for vegeables lined with shdls (with adriftwood peatrellis). Findly, asmall sittingareawas
created that could accommodae Pat and the new friendstha now began to comeinto her life as Pat(3
joy and enthusasm returned. Her modest, coastal garden healed her as perhgps nothing else could have,
not by offering her an expensve therapist or thelatest self-hdp bookto read, but by allowing her soul
roomto moum her loss andreframe alife of beauty and self-confidence, simplicity and purpo<.

There arethose who fedl adegp sense of woundealness from thedestruction of theforests and
watershedsthroughoutthis county and theworld. They may begin by planting and stewarding oneor
more trees, in thar own yard or elsewhere, and/or creating awater feature in their backyard that attracts
wildlife. Even aonetree garden shadingawell used bench can behighly therapeutic. Similarly, those
hedling from abusve relationshipsor stressful work environments may find rel ease and renewal through
a preoccupaion with flowers, plants, soil, or even types of garden themes.

TheJhot Marga Sanctuary was created throughour Cortesia Sanctuary Project to providethe
safe space tha Miaand he husand felt lacking in ther fast paced lifein Washington D.C, where they
all butworked themselvesto death. On amere ore tenth of an acre, onthecrest of a hill in asmall
Southern Oregoncommunity, they created a meditation garden by reclaiming alarge abandonel rock
gaden behindthehous. They treasure thehours of peace and quiet they have enjoyed there, the pefect
antidote to Qhe ugliness that has been created in our soda structure andtheillness and intense
negaivity of our recent urban lifestyleQ

Mia and Don hold group meditationsnow in their renovaed 1911style home and continueto
develop theremainde of thar propety to complement thelargeold trees and the purpose of thehome
itself. QAll themembers of our groupfind thisto be a place of joy, love, and peace,Osay Mia
reflectively. O often spend theentire day in silence, whether in contemplation or working the soil in the
garden, and this wondeful place aways feedsmy soul.O

The Exuberant Garden

There is another type of garden whose theme is often repeated. We like to call it the Exhubeant
Garden. Of dl thetypes of gardenswe have seen in our travels, theexubeaant garden, always ddightful
to encountr, is perhgpsthe mos common. And not surprisingly, perhgps thepersond life stories of the
creators of these gardensare more often than nat full of pain and suffering, even tragedy. But always,
thereistheneed to findthejoyinlife in spite of all its chdlenges, and so theresilient human spirit rises
to thechdlenge

Jann had longsuffered from chronic fatigue syndrome and a hog of related conditions Asthere
were many days when she could barely get out of bed, working anomal job became more and more
chdlenging. When, in desperation, Jann suddenly left the Bay areafor a small town in the Northwest,
buying arun-down little house with agravel frontyard and no back yard, something degp within her
began to awaken. Theclean air and the quiet began to revive her spirit and he weary body roused itself
somehow to trangorm this pipsquesk yard into a place more fitting to her new sense of goodnes. The



gravel was pangakingly replaced with rich soil and a bevy of the brightest flowers you could ever hope
to see was lovingly planted into every nookand cranny. Theflowers spilled over the quant picket fence
and aroundstumps and planters and out into the street. Passersby were captivated.

Eventudly Jann panted her hous lavende and put up purple and white striped awningsto
match her ever-expanding flowers. And suddenly therest of thenaeghbohoodbegan to wake up too. If
shecould doit, why couldn® they? Seeds, dahlia bulbsand other perennials were divided and shared
freely. Piles of compod were made or broughtin for any to use. Watering responsbilities were passed
back and forth as vacationscame and went. Clearly, Jann trandormed her neghbahoodand the people
init. Atthesametime, her exuberant spirit was freed fromits cage of depresson. When her symptoms
begin to return fromtime to time, sherests up, butnever so longtha sheforgets what really isthe
source of her energy and zest for life.

There are other types of soulful gardenstoo, which space does not permit usto cover, al
beautifully reflective of the creativity and aspiration inheent in the human spirit. Over and over, we
have been deeply toudhed by the power of such places, however hunble or small, to heal and enliven
thar keepe's, restoring their innoence, trug, andther desper sense of purpos. For thos, andthereare
many, to whomthe conaept of home or a sense of place is vagueor non-existent, we can only wish for
them a bit of earth somewhere into which they can sink their handsand thar woundel heart. Through
thetimeless act of tilling and planting, weeding and watering, theroadts of place are rebom, the soil and
the soul entwine and become fertile, and the heart findsa gloriousreason to celebrate once agan the
miracle of life.
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