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Grappling with phantom pain after having an arm amputated, Tina Hayes found a technique that helped her stop all pain medications and opened up a
new path in life for her.

Hayes moves from pain to wholeness

Forest therapy programs now under
way at Hungry Mother State Park

BY STEPHANIE PORTER-NICHOLS
Staff

Tina Haves knew for yvears that
she would lose her arm. In her
early 40s and suffering compli-
cations from the AVM (arterio-
venous malformation) she was
born with, she was ready. She
asked the doctor to amputate it.

While she expected the phan-
tom pain that often comes with
losing a limb, her need for med-
ication surprised her. Hayes'
doctor told her to expect to take

the nerve pain medication for
the rest of her life.

That prospect didn't sit well
with Hayes, who began search-
ing for another remedy. She
found one - a practice that has
also helped ease her lifelong
battle with anxiety.

Now Hayes wants to share it
with other people. The student
has become the guide.

In her search for alterna-
tive treatments, Hayes came
across the Japanese practice of
Shinrin-Yoku, which translates

to “forest bathing." Also often
called forest therapy, Hayes said
the simplest definition is using
your senses to immerse yourself
in nature.

Haves, who grew up staying
outside from mormming until
dark, decided to try the prac-
tice. Working with her doctor,
she began to decrease her pain
medication dose. Within two
months, she was free of the
medicine.

She also is becoming increas-
ingly free of anxiety. Before
adopting a forest therapy prac-
tice, Hayes said, the knowledge
of a work presentation at the
end of the week would ruin the

entire week for her. At times, she
would cry from the stress and
get sick to her stomach.

She credits forest therapy with
helping her become mindful
and slow down.

Despite losing her arm, Haves
said, “I feel more whole now.”

Hayes was frustrated, how-
ever, that this area wasn't home
to any certified forest therapists.
She remedied that situation.
There’s one now.

Hayes decided, “If [ couldn't
find the guide, I'd be the guide.”

She discovered the Associa-
tion of Nature & Forest Therapy
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(ANFT) and registered for
training. She traveled to
Ohio for intensive studies
and then continued her

ork at home. In March
2016, she earned her certi-
fication.

“Major surgery got me
there. We get so busy and
ive every day just getting
tasks done.... I think it
sometimes takes some-
thing to stop us in our
tracks.”

The world has opened
up to Hayes in new ways.

She’s lived in Southwest

irginia all her life, but,
now, she said, “it’s like 1
just discovered it.”

Like so many others,

hen she was young she
thought this area was bor-
ing and she wanted to
move away. Today, Hayes
said, “it brings me so much
oy
She ticked off mountains
and trails and learning
that the region is a biodi-
ersity hotspot. “South-

est Virginia is one of the
best places where people
should be taking advan-
tage” of the ability to con-
nect with nature.

With her eyes opened to
the natural world, Hayes
joined the Holston Rivers
Chapter of Virginia Master
Naturalists. There, she met
anya Hall, who serves as
the Department of Con-
servation and Recreation’s
advisor to the chapter’s
board. Hall also is chief
ranger for visitor experi-
ence at Hungry Mother
State Park in Marion.

Hayes was interested in
eading a forest therapy
program, and Hall said
she’s “always looking for
new outdoor opportuni-
ties for our guests. I like to

ost diverse programming
so we hit everyone's inter-
est and not just cater to
one type of audience.”
Hall observed the pro-
gram “went over very well,
especially with our more
experienced adults.”
Hall participated in one
of the weekly programs
and “I enjoyed it very
much. I noticed so much
more around me. Instead
of worrying I needed to
get from point A to Point
B, I was able to notice all
the little things around me
that many of us miss in
our busy, noisy days. I was
able to hunt for critters in
the creek as I listened to
the trickling of the water. I
enjoyed a snake catching a
ery large fish (This might
sound scary to some, but
it was very fascinating to

atch nature in one of its
most intimate moments.);
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After recognizing how much forest therapy, also known
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as forest bathing, helped her, Tina
Hayes pursued certification in the practice so she could share the gift with other people.

Want to try forest therapy?

>>Check out this article at www.swvatoday.com

to watch a video featuring Tina Hayes leading an

introduction to forest therapy.

>>Email Hayes at 4ecohealth@gmail.com.

>>Visit www.natureandforesttherapy.org =
- >>Visit https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/

: -_.hungry—mother |

and [ enjoyed feeling the
slight breeze in the shade
of towering trees.”

Last year, Carrie Sparks,
a recognized regional ex-
pert in edible, herbal and
medicinal plants, joined
Hayes for one program
and kept going back every
week.

Sparks had read about
forest bathing in multiple
magazines and decided to
give it a try. She loved the
program’s ability to get
participants to use all their
senses to be aware of what
was around them. She
too focused on easing her
pace. Even when going to
the park, Sparks said, she
would hurry from the car
to a picnic shelter or to the
beach.

Forest therapy, she said,
encourages participants to
take in the world around
them deliberately. “It helps
you be in touch with right
now, not yesterday or to-
morrow.”

In one of last year’s ses-
sions, Sparks said she
watched a Baltimore Ori-
ole land in a tree. “I would
have never seen it if Id
been walking along.”

Sparks began taking dif-
ferent friends with her to
each session to introduce
them to forest bathing,
which she defined as “just
bathing it in.”

She’s looking forward to
the program once again
being offered at Hungry
Mother, though, Sparks
said, she realized that she
could do forest therapy
most anywhere, even in
her backyard.

Hayes emphasized that
it can be done anywhere
someone can connect with
nature even if it’s sitting on
a porch or simply studying
a plantin a hospital.

Hayes was also quick
to point out that in forest
therapy, the forest is the
therapist. “The guides just
open the door.”

The Bristol resident has
also offered forest therapy
programs in Russell Coun-
ty and for People Inc. She
said the program can not
only be good for those
suffering with a physical,
mental or emotional prob-
lem, but also for those who
want to take preventative
action. She said the pro-
gram can be beneficial
for those going through

cancer treatment, PTSD,
addiction and numerous
other challenges - even
stress and anxiety stem-
ming from the COVID-19
pandemic and the coun-

try’s unrest.
Forest therapy requires
three components: be-

ing in nature, using your
senses, and slowness or
stillness.

Hayes pointed to the
ANFT website - https://
www.natureandforest-
therapy.org/, which offers
links to numerous studies
finding benefits to forest
therapy.

Those studies suggest
forest therapy can ease
stress, depression and
anxiety, and lower blood
pressure, while boosting
focus, creativity, immune
function and the activity
of natural killer cells that
help destroy certain tumor
cells and viruses. “It’s one
of the simplest things you
can do for your health,”
Hayes said.

To maintain benefits, the
ANFT recommends peo-
ple practice forest therapy
for about two hours a week
and that time can be done
in small increments.

Due to the relaxation and
de-stressing nature of the
program, Hall said, Hun-
ary Mother will be offering
forest therapy on Thurs-
day evenings (7 p.m.) at no
charge. “We want to try it
at night when people are
ready to settle down for
the evening and relax right
before bed,” she said.

Forest therapy tradition-
ally includes a tea ceremo-
ny featuring tea made of
local plants, such as dan-
delion or spicebush, but,
due COVID-19, that won't
be included at this time.

The program is open
to people of all abilities.
Hayes noted that one par-
ticipant was confined to a
wheelchair and was able to
join in.

For herself, Hayes said,
“I'm enjoying the journey.”
She reduced her work
hours to focus more on of-
fering forest therapy. “I've
learned its OK to slow
down.”

She’s also learned that
awe-inspiring moments
can come from the sim-
plest actions “you get to
watch like a single leaf fall-
ing off a tree.”
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WATCH: Forest therapy helps woman move
from pain to wholeness
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