
Paradise Gardening – raw vegan permaculture at Ecoforest

This article explores the subject of ‘healthy mind and healthy body’. Within it I will address 3 key questions. 

Firstly, how can I judge what the positive evolutionary way forward is on these issues? 

Secondly, what is Ecoforest and what does it mean in practice?  

And thirdly why is Ecoforest the response that I and others have chosen? 

To deal with the first question first we have to consider ‘what is a healthy mind and body?’, and ‘how can we learn from nature and evolution to answer this question?’

Our mind and consciousness is built from and emanates from the physical body. Body and mind are inextricably linked. They are one. Consider the implications for the human mind and body of the famous “Pottenger’s Cats” experiment, conducted by the American physican Dr Francis M Pottenger. In this experiment a large number of cats were fed cooked food. They were one of three groups all eating exactly the same foods, except one group ate it cooked, one ate it raw and one ate it with added supplements. After 2 generations the cooked food cats were suffering cancers and serious degenerative diseases in middle age. After 3 generations of cooked food the cats were being born with these serious degenerative diseases. At this point the cooked food cats could no longer reproduce - they either were sterile or aborted. And so … there was no fourth generation. No fourth generation. (The raw food cats stayed perfectly healthy … whilst the cats with added supplements suffered from illness!)

For generations now, and particularly in the last 30 to 40 years – most particularly in the USA and the more wealthy western European nations - it is clear that as humans we have built, fuelled and maintained our physical body with highly processed foods, that largely contain unnatural materials. These ‘foods’ consist of materials which our body is simply unable to recognise as natural. It is unable to build a healthy body and mind out of these unnatural, denatured materials. So, we have built, fuelled and maintained our brain, body and nervous system out of highly processed, denatured and toxic materials. And this is clearly affecting human health, raising levels of disease and reducing our fertility rates. So, then I have to ask: logically, would these unnatural materials also effect the nature and functioning of our consciousness? What effect would that have from one generation to the next?

If we only experience existence through a damaged, or unnatural, or ‘sub-optimally constructed, fuelled and maintained’ consciousness system, then how would we know if our mind, consciousness and body were functioning well below the natural optimum? It’s like building a racing car, computer or a rocket out of cardboard. It might look good if it’s all we’ve ever known but it just ain’t going to work anything like the real thing!

I feel that we need to recognise that we are coming from a position of ill-health if we are to gain true natural health in our bodies. My guess is that most of you would agree with that, yes? Similarly, to me the first step towards a healthy mind requires that we recognise that we are all what a friend of mind has called ‘damaged geniuses’. We are all emotionally and psychologically damaged to some degree by our society, schooling, up-bringing (childhood) and/or culture, as well by the foods most of us have grown up eating … yet we all hold the potential for genius.

Intellectually and psychologically we have all been fed seriously ‘sub-optimal’ ‘nutrition’ by our society, schooling, up-bringing (childhood) and/or culture – if not we would all be geniuses obviously! The western mental, emotional, spiritual ‘diet’ of consumer society, work slavery, TV, media and so on is sorely deficient of key, essential mental and spiritual nutrients. We are mentally, spiritually and psychologically malnourished. And this inevitably means we are not in a state of good mental health.

Our minds are good at surviving in the modern world, but they do not normally experience vibrant, natural health. 

Like cravings for chocolate, bread or highly-salted foods, the mind seeks, desires and justifies its normal diet - the food that it hopes will make it feel comforted and secure … but which is not necessarily good mental nutrition!

Being sick is not something we should feel bad, ashamed or negative about. Lots of us do of course, but it is better for us if we don’t. The reality is that I am not vibrantly healthy – that is just how it is. I am lacking in many aspects of complete mental and physical health, and I need and want to heal. To me, accepting this is my first step towards health for my mind and body, for myself, for all those whose lives touch and are by my life, now and in future generations. And the real challenge is to see this in a positive light. To see that this is a path of improvement - a gradual recovery of our real nature, and a rebuilding of our true, evolutionary potential. I can’t be anything other than what I am at the moment, so why feel bad about that? I can focus on my positive path, and feel good about that.

For me a realistic long term vision for health of mind and body has to recognise that we are in our 1st or 2nd generation of being ‘Pottenger’s Humans’, with some young people, particularly in America, possibly being in the 3rd generation. This is where we are now. I suggest that we are not going to benefit that much from an impossibly romantic and idealised vision of raw paradise. So we have to start with the reality of where we are now. I believe that to build a realistic paradise we need to start by creating a practical and realistic vision of paradise. A vision that makes sense, that people can believe in, and that they can be inspired by. And from where we are now, if we are to actually bring that realistic vision of health and sustainability about, then we need to identify the practical first steps towards that vision. For my that vision includes several generations of raw fooders, living ecologically sustainable lifestyles in a community situation.

The journey is going to take a lifetime at least. But there is only one place to start and that is in the here and now. And every practical step we take … things get better. Life is a process, there is no end, no final solution – we are always learning and the only thing that stays constant is change. So we need to work with the forces of nature, change and evolution – with a positive understanding of chaos – to create positive conscious responses that will naturally bring about a more wise, naturally healthy, compassionate and ecologically sustainable world. Everything and anything else is just maintaining the ‘dark vision’ that the status quo feeds us. 

So, do you want the delicious juicy fruit of truth, or the stodgey, greasy and toxic fast food of the status quo?

I have worked in the field of sustainability issues for many years - in the academic, business and community sectors. I have looked at health and sustainability issues from the perspectives of economy, society and environment … and then I have looked at health and sustainability in terms of civilisations, consciousness and the individual – three equally, if not more, important perspectives. (And I plan to finish my book on these issues, The Earth Dweller’s Guide to Sustainability in the next two to three months.)

My conclusion is that the only “solution”, or rather, the only wise and conscious response is … literally … a revolution. A revolution … or rather a re-evolution. 

Bur what kind of revolution? Well, a peaceful, compassionate, ecological revolution to create natural health, sustainability and wisdom in our thinking and our actions. This revolution will involve a change in the ‘life process’
 of our culture and it will then naturally create health and sustainability, healthy minds and healthy bodies. 

We can only make this revolution ourselves in our own lives. By changing our own lives we influence the lives of others, in the present and the future. We all are connected to a web of influences, and we have to aspire to and work for a wholly positive web of effects in our lives if the revolution is to succeed. As our friendly local organic food supplier and yoga teacher in Spain says - ‘we are all constantly sowing seeds’. I urge you all to consider and / or continue your very own personal revolutions. Sow only positive seeds.

Is that the solution? How should I know! I know it makes sense to me and feels right to me. But how it feels to you I cannot say. All I can say is that my own personal revolution in the last few years, and my own attempt at a positive, conscious response has been … Ecoforest. Aha … Ecoforest at last! 

So what is Ecoforest? This is my second question from the start of this talk.

Ecoforest is a communal vegan raw / living foods, eco-education project in the south of Spain. It is a not for profit organisation which will soon be registered as a Spanish Asociacion, and a Charity in the UK. But Ecoforest is very much more than its organisational status. 

The long term vision of Ecoforest is to create a whole network of ‘paradise garden communities’ around the world. These are places where the people’s needs are met by the garden, and the garden’s needs are met by the people. These will be raw food communities, where people can live highly creative and fulfilling, ecologically sustainable lifestyles. These communities will live within ‘edible landscapes’, where trees, shrubs and perennial salad plants, as well as self-seeding plants and many wild plants all exist together, creating a self-managing multi-layered food forest that also supplies fuel, timber and other useful materials.

Returning to the present however, above all else Ecoforest is currently a place – a one hectare small-holding - where people can experience, learn and enjoy a simple, naturally healthy and sustainable lifestyle. It is a unique place, as far as we can tell, where this kind of communal life is normal. Yes, it is normal to be raw and to care about the planet and each other there! This is the point of Ecoforest, it is why it was created. To move forward along a positive, evolutionary path we have to create places where natural health and sustainability are normal - and places where these fundamentally important things can be experienced as normal. I believe that people cannot really experience the full truth of raw food unless they experience a place where it is normal.

Eating raw plant foods is a natural based philosophy and lifestyle. To me having a healthy mind or consciousness implies and requires applying and living the same naturally based philosophy of ‘working with nature, not against it’ in all areas of my life. Being consistent. So for me Ecoforest is a place where I can live a life that is consistent with my values, ideas and feelings about how to live. 
I don’t really like ‘either / or’ choices … To me they don’t feel real, because nature and universe always seems to give us more than two choices, and mostly a multitude of choices. However, there seems to be one ‘either / or’ choice that I cannot escape from … and that is:

Either a) my lifestyle – as a whole - contributes to the problems of the world – problems regarding bodily and mental health, sustainability, global economics, the general lack of fulfilment, compassion and so on – or b) it contributes to the solutions and the positive, conscious responses to the state of the world and the state of humanity. Or perhaps more accurately:- either a) ‘I’ am part of the problem or b) I am part of the solutions, and the positive evolutionary way forward.

Ecoforest is a response to this ‘either / or’ choice. This is the answer to the third question I posed at the start of this talk - ‘why Ecoforest?’

To me, it is a delusion or false logic to think we can be healthy ourselves, whilst at the same time we work for and contribute to a national or global economic and political system that continues every day to create vast amounts of illness and environmental destruction. This illness is created directly through highly processed food products, agrochemicals, toxic paints and carpets in houses and offices, and all those other things we know so much about. And it is created indirectly through people living unnatural lives, with little fresh air, stressful jobs and a constant denial of our fundamental needs and our deep inner nature.

Who do you work for? And who do you work against? Do you work truly for the good of people and planet? Do you work to create a new, practical vision, a new culture of naturally healthy minds and bodies? Do you work to create sustainability, compassion and wisdom? Or do you work to maintain the status quo? If I was being cheeky or deliberately provocative I could even ask: are you working for ‘god/dess’ or are you working for the ‘devil’?!

To me the compassionate ecological vegan way is a way to natural health for people and planet - for mind and body, as well as spirit. If all is one and one is all, and I serve life in general, plants and animals, then I serve the planet - which is myself, my species, all species working together as one, the whole. I have emerged out of the planet. It is my source of everything, including my source of consciousness. Not only is nature and the planet the best guide I have, but ultimately it is the only guide, teacher and provider I have. To quote a friend’s song, “She is all, and she gives everything to me” – including the materials of the body that manifests my consciousness, my mind. So caring for the planet by pursuing a positive life is logical to me. I also feel much better living this way. In this way Ecoforest attempts to sow only positive seeds.

Ecoforest is a practical first step towards a vision. It is a communal eco-education project, that provides an experience of and therefore a real, experiential education about simple, sustainable raw food lifestyles. 

Ecoforest was founded in the year 2000, and has always been a multi-national project. Although there have been more English people involved than other nationalities, our members, residents and long term visitors have included: a Swedish concert pianist and composer, several Americans, an American Israeli, a young German woman, a young Swiss guy, a young Dutch woman, and a bunch of English people. Our members and visitors have ranged in age from babies and 3 year olds, to a Norwegian grandfather. In total we have had over 400 visitors in a little over 2 years. We have most visitors from England and Germany. We also have had many visitors from other north European and Scandinavian nations, as well as Spanish visitors of course, people from other Mediterranean countries, and from eastern Europe, the middle east, north and south America, Australia and New Zealand.

Ecoforest is an important addition to the European natural health movement because living in community is a natural and healthy state for humans to be living in. We are social animals. Without community we can survive, like we can survive with out key nutrients. But without those key nutrients and without community we will not be in a truly complete state of health. We need extended families to meet our evolutionary expectations for the sense of belonging we get from being part of a group, through which we can get our needs for friendship, closeness, warmth and emotional security met.

If we really are ‘Pottenger’s Humans’ now, then we need raw people together creating the next generations of more fully and more naturally healthy humans. With Pottengers’s Cats it took four generations from cooked food back to raw to recover full health. It’s quite a task to set out, and even to consider. And there is a long way to go. But the obvious starting point is to create raw communities, as well as targeting specific areas where a relative high number of raw fooders can live close to each other, in the same town, locality or region. Then we can live, work and create families together as our first practical step towards recovering full, natural health of mind and body. 

This is already happening. Apart from Ecoforest there is Balta’s work in Spain which many of you will already know of. And now the Swedes are on their way! The Swedish network ‘Justa Banana’ has joined forces with a wonderful young American woman, Jennifer, to create another raw community and healing centre in Almunecar, near the coast to the east of Malaga. What’s more, three members of Ecoforest have now bought a retreat centre just 4 kilometres from Ecoforest – when the current tenants have worked out their tenancy this will create ‘one of the the most natural health and healing retreats in Europe’. It will combine raw foods with yoga, meditation, colonics, fasting and permaculture – quite a package! Then there’s five French, Spanish and English raw fooders who live 8km up the road from us as part of the Arenalejos ecovillage, and there’s Helmut Thomas and his sons a little further west in Algatocin, as well as an American guy who is setting up a raw healing retreat centre near Cortes de la Frontera. There is a lot happening in Andalucia in the south of Spain, and it is really looking like the place to be if you are setting up a raw project!  

These may be first steps towards recovering the evolutionary blueprint … perhaps. These are certainly the first steps towards a vision. We can build and share a vision together, and then I believe we can and will work together to identify our practical next steps. And we can support each other in taking our own individual practical steps to create the vision. In this way we can all enact a new story for ourselves, about our future and how we reach it, and what kinds of lives we will live when we get there. To quote the singer Peter Gabriel: ‘From the dream comes the vision; and from the vision comes the people; from the people comes the change‘.

At Ecoforest we want to work together with others. We want to work with others to create a practical and inspiring vision of a naturally healthy and sustainable life. A new story about how it can be. This appears to be a European movement already. We are not fully catered for by the more conventional ‘consumerist’ or individualist, ‘me focused’ raw food lifestyle that is prominent in America. That is fine for America and probably needed there, and it is also needed for much of Europe, because that is where many people are coming from. But we also need a new vision, that is more natural, and more healthy for the whole mind, body and spirit. That is the historical tradition of the German natural living movement, that seeded the American raw food movement. And this is also what Ecoforest is about. This vision is what I am offering you here. 

So, what do we really want? And what do you really want and need in the long term for true health in your mind and body? Think about it.

There are many interwoven elements in this new vision. Ecoforest is one element. Nutrition is just one element. Lifestyle and livelihood also takes in our work, education, parenthood and childcare, the way we grow our food, the way we build our houses, and many other things such as energy and sewage systems. Spirituality is another important part of the vision. Moving towards this vision means taking steps, perhaps gradually, perhaps rapidly, towards freeing ourselves from the dependency we have on the general economy and ‘big’ political system – a system that is so removed from peoples’ real, natural needs - a system that will never, and can never, create true health in mind and body.  

Ecoforest has a short term vision of creating a home for about 6 to 10 people, and a temporary place to live and learn for many, many more.Ecoforest is now like a rotating community, with some permanent residents, some temporary residents working as long term volunteers, and some short term visitors. In the short-term we also want to be part of a movement that realises that southern Spain is the best place to focus on in Europe – it is ideal for creating a region where many raw fooders live near to each other, with many inter-connected projects and visions. 

In the medium term we want to create a kind of ‘Alter-versity’ – a network of centres of study, research and practical education about life, sustainability and natural health. Places where people learn how to change the world in wholly positive ways, in their own way, learning how to be self-reliant by learning four key things: firstly, being confident about creating and maintaining their own natural, vibrant health; secondly, learning how to grow their own health creating food in sustainable ways; thirdly, how to build their own eco-dwellings; and fourthly, learning how to live and work together in community, learning about communication, team-work, effectiveness and personal and community development. We are now seeking grants and donations to help take this work forward.

Our long-term vision is to create ecological raw food communities around the world, that are all part of this Alterversity network. In this way we can and will do what we can to change the world in as positive way as is possible for us as individuals - individuals working together. 

At Ecoforest we recognise the raw food / natural living movement is growing around the world. Ecoforest is constantly in a process of change and evolution. We would welcome more involvement and support for what we are doing. We would like to have some more permanent residents and long term volunteers … so there is an invitation for you. At the moment you would need to speak some English - if you spoke Spanish too that would be fantastic.

We welcome you all as visitors, either to stay and relax in a natural environment, where the raw lifestyle is normal, or potentially as longer term volunteers, helping us to build and develop our vision and bring it to life. We also look forward to working with other individuals and projects, with those who are taking their own first steps towards a related vision.

At this point I will close my talk, but, in many ways and as with everything, this is just the beginning …

With love and I light, I thank you, and send you all my best wishes in your own practical steps towards a naturally healthy mind, body and spirit. Thank you.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For more information contact: Ecoforest, Apdo 29, Coin 29100, (Malaga), Spain. Tel: (00 34) 661 079 950. E-mail: info@ecoforest.org, website: http://www.ecoforest.org which includes a summary of the project in German (thank you Sascha).

For information on Project Fruitopia and The Happy Healing House new raw food project which is seeking funding support, partners and residents contact: Kosotie Osterling at tyling@algonet.se or write  to him at Hallungevagen 14, 444 97 Svenshogen, Sweden, tel: 0 46 303 775199. See: http://www.algonet.se/~tyling/eng/vision1.html
Panel Discussion: Questions

1. What triggered changes of consciousness for you, raw food, books or meditation?

As I have said I don’t find ‘either or questions’ to reflect my experience of life and nature …. So the answer to this is not one or the other but all of these things have triggered changes in my consciousness. Initially transcendental meditation and reading about Buddhism, Zen and Taoism changed my life very profoundly in a matter of months … that was 15 years ago now. And that’s when I started working for positive change in the world, feeling that nothing else was of importance. Six or seven years later I discovered raw food, and that along with other adventures in my life – including being barefoot in England for nine months and staying awake for extended periods of time, and for six days on one occasion – have inevitably re-shaped my consciousness. Consciousness like nature outside us and inside us is a matter of ecology – it is never one thing that is responsible for changes or the nature of something, it is the many interwoven influences and relationships around it are responsible. ‘It’ IS those relationships … I and ‘my’ consciousness IS my life, and that means all my inter-related, inter-woven, overlaid and constantly moving experiences in any one moment of time. Food, books and meditation are all powerful and positive shapers of consciousness.

2. How did your professional life change after starting to be raw?

My professional life when I went raw was working for Britain’s leading local sustainability organisation, funded by the European Union to develop a model approach to urban/city sustainability. When I went raw I saw and felt how fundamental food is – what we eat and how we grow it – to everything … from consciousness, to the global-to-local economy, nature of course, community and relationships, everything. So my understanding of everything changed. Also my experience of things changed. After a year I could not live in the city any more. And over time I have found it more and more difficult to work with desk-top personal computers, in offices, and with all that electrical equipment around me. Working with a laptop, powered by a 12 volt solar system in my tent is hardly natural, however it is a world of difference from all the concentrated electromagnetic pollution of standard offices and houses. Now I teach permaculture, particularly teaching permaculture teachers, I help to run and develop Ecoforest, I am chair of a Forest Schools charitable project in England, I am writing several books, and I have some very exciting projects forming themselves in my consciousness that are in the process of emerging, all aimed at allowing and encouraging people and planet to change and evolve in positive directions.  

3. How would you define a healthy mind? And what’s an unhealthy mind in your opinion?

I don’t know. Based on my paper, how could I possibly know. To me, we all are coming from non-optimal nutrition, biology, and socio-cultural programming. So I would define a healthy mind as something we have to allow and sense how to evolve over the coming generations. As for what is an unhealthy mind, well just take a look at the world out there. Yes, there are many great things out there, and we must feel positive about our state of mind, however we must also recognise that it is far from fully healthy. We are on a path towards healthy minds, and we will know them (individually, or as a species) when we get there. The closest thing to a healthy mind for me is that of the spiritual master and social activist combined, with a dose of the paradise gardener thrown in.

4. Visions for a healthy planet – you have a clear vision for Ecoforest, so how do you wish the project to continue and direction do you want it to take?

It is not for me to decide what direction Ecoforest takes, as it needs to take its own direction. Having said that, I am keen to see some specific aspects of the Ecoforest organism grow and evolve. Firstly, I want to see raw eco-communities and eco-education projects popping up around the world. In 20 years time I’d like there to be as many of these as there are McDonald’s outlets now, or more, and I’d like there to be a lots less McDonalds outlets, or they could be museums to our nutritional and cultural naivety. The raw communities are particularly important for allowing raw families and raw children to grow up freely and healthily, discovering what a healthy mind and body is together. Then I also want to see the educational aspects of Ecoforest develop, alongside its relationships with other projects working for positive change in the world. I want to see the establishment of ‘Alter-versities’ where young people learn and research just positive things, healthy living, food growing, yoga and spirituality, alongside the work of Viktor Schauberger, ancient cultures and other ‘geniuses’ that really knew how to work with nature on this planet. So overall I want Ecoforest to evolve as an organism that contains, inspires and seeds a huge range of positive work in the world, all founded on naturally healthy, sustainable and spiritually fulfilling ways of living.

� See ‘The Web of Life’, Fritjof Capra.
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