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Embodied and Sensory Experiences of Therapeutic Space:

Refugee Place-making within an Urban Allotment

Abstract

This article extends theorising on how spaces act therapeutically by using the lens of
sensory and embodied ethnography to explore refugee place-making within an urban
allotment located in the North West, UK. Findings suggest being physically present
when allotment tending has potential to be therapeutic without the need for verbal
communication. Physical activity distracted participants from internal stress.
Sensory nostalgia provided continuity with past and present selves and the
anthropomorphism of plants acted as a reminder to nurture the self and allowed for
cathartic telling of stories. Findings are important if places of restoration and healing

are to be sought out for refugees.
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1. Introduction

Those who have been forced to flee their country embody the relationship
between health and place (Sampson and Gifford, 2010). Displacement results in the
destruction of connections to place (Kibreab, 1999; Sampson and Gifford, 2010).
Furthermore, once in new countries, refugees often experience a range of mental
health issues (Turrini et al., 2017) and place-making as a refugee can be fraught with

social tension. Thus, exploring and understanding spaces of restoration and healing
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for refugees is important to assist in improving the well-being and experiences of
refugees within new countries.

Places of restoration and healing are largely understood through ‘therapeutic
landscapes’, a term first coined by Wilbert Gesler (1992; 1993; 1996) to describe
where the environment and human perception interact and produce a therapeutic
atmosphere. In recent years, scholars have criticised the field for lacking in
theorisation of actually how places can be therapeutic (Conradson, 2005; Duff, 2011;
Pitt, 2014). In response to this critique, scholars have explored the role of sensory
and embodied experiences in how a place may act therapeutically (Doughty, 2013;
Pitt, 2014; Gorman, 2017; Wang, 2018). However, Pitt (2014) argues that the moving
body remains largely under-theorised in well-being geographies. Furthermore,
Gorman (2017, pp. 27) stated that the role of embodied and sensorial experiences in
the development of therapeutic landscapes was an area still ‘ripe’ for additional work.
Thus, there is room for further exploration of exactly how sensory and embodied
interactions with the natural environment contributes to experiencing a place as
therapeutic. Therefore, the aim of the current paper is to expand on this emerging
conversation. I use Sarah Pink’s (2015) lens of sensory ethnography to explore
refugees’ subjective sensory and embodied encounters with an allotment project. The
paper begins by reviewing and linking the relevant literature on the people-place
relationship; therapeutic landscapes and the role of sensory and embodied
experiences in the development of therapeutic landscapes. This is followed by
detailing the specific methodology and methods used, before finally discussing the
findings.

1.1. Displacement and place.
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Over the years, views of the relationship between displaced people and place
have shifted (Brun, 2001). The essentialist outlook of the people-place relationship
views the relationship as naturalised (Brun, 2001). People and culture are observed
as being firmly rooted within place, which results in places becoming fixed and
unchanging locations (Massey, 1994). Essentialist frameworks trap identity in places
left behind and a commonly held view resulting from this is that displacement
constitutes a major psycho-pathological problem where roots are an existential part
of identity (Brun, 2001). However, states of displacement, homelessness and
movement resulted in new ways of conceptualising the people-place relationship and
this naturalised assumption has been deterritorialized (Malkki, 1992; Massey, 1994;
Gupta and Ferguson, 1997; Brun, 2001; Turton, 2004). Deterritorialization in this
context refers to the separation of culture, people and place by removing cultural
subjects and objects from specific locations (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997; Brun, 2001).
Deterritorializing the people-place relationship considers the way globalisation has
diminished the limitations of distance (Massey, 1994) and posits a view of the
relationship as increasingly mobile. While deterritorialization has been important, as
it shifts away from the notion of ‘once a refugee always a refugee’, Brun (2001)
recognised where this view poses problems. Deterritorialization can lead to a
romanticising of the effects of globalisation (Brun, 2001). Arguably, this view can
ignore the hardship faced when being forced to leave one’s homeland, and the
significance of attachment to places left behind. As Kibreab (1999) argues,
involuntary displacement marks a very real loss of social, economic and political
standing that should not be ignored. Furthermore, ‘deterritorialization’ is
paradoxically present in a world that continues to distribute rights and social
membership along territorial boundaries (Sampson and Gifford, 2010). In response,

Brun (2001) suggested a re-territorialization of the relationship. This posits a strong
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connection, on the part of displaced persons, to places left behind and recognises the
trauma of displacement. However, the possibility of building connections to places of
resettlement is also acknowledged (Brun, 2001; Sampson and Gifford, 2010). Using
re-territorialization as an analytic concept represents the spatial strategies that
displaced people engage in when being physically present in one place, whilst feeling
a sense of belonging to another place (Brun, 2001). It is now widely recognised that
refugees are active in their re-emplacement process, largely through place-making,
where local and transnational membership is interwoven (Brun, 2001; Turton, 2004;
Sampson and Gifford, 2010; Lambert-Ward, 2014; O’Neill, 2018). Viewing a
refugee’s relationship to place as re-territorialized, and the role of place-making, is
quintessential to understanding how particular places may act therapeutically for
refugees. This is due to the nature of ‘therapeutic landscapes’. As the next section will
detail, places do not possess inherent therapeutic qualities, rather they are created,
relational and subjective. Using re-territorialization as an analytic concept to
understand the complex spatial strategies and place-making activities refugees
engage in to create a sense of place contributes to understand how an allotment can
be experience therapeutically by refugees. The following section outlines the
therapeutic landscapes concept and the role of place-making in the development of

such landscapes.

1.2.  Therapeutic landscapes and place-making

‘Therapeutic Landscapes’ (Gesler, 1992; 1993; 1996) are defined as places
where ‘physical and built environments, social conditions and human perceptions
combine to produce an atmosphere which is conducive to healing’ (Gesler, 1996, pp.

06). Williams (1999) brought together the first edited volume of research, which at
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that time mainly concentrated on the literal relationship between health and place,
focusing on ‘extraordinary’ places with healing potential (Bell, 2018). Soon after,
researchers began to also explore health promoting sites, and the potential
therapeutic value of everyday space (Bell, 2018). For example Milligan et al. (2004),
who explored whether cultivation of a garden plot may offer a simple way of
improving well-being in older people and, more recently, Bell et al. (2015) who
highlighted the therapeutic influence of everyday interaction with the coastal
environment. Milligan et al.’s (2004) study with a distinct group (older people)
draws attention to the subjective nature of therapeutic space experience. Therapeutic
spaces were initially treated as having innately therapeutic qualities. However,
evidence suggesting that a place may be therapeutic for some but stress inducing for
others challenged such an assumption (Pitt, 2014; Bell, 2018). For example, Milligan
and Bingley (2007) explored young people’s experiences of woodland. They found
young people’s experience of woodland as therapeutic was dependant on a number of
subjective factors, including early childhood experiences or parental fears.
Furthermore, for some of the young people dirt and insects had an adverse impact on
the potential therapeutic encounter. A further example can be drawn from the
OPENspace research centre which advocates for inclusive access to the outdoor
environment for all. The centre works to understand the barriers experienced by
different users, particularly from disadvantaged groups with an emphasis on a
relational understanding of environment perception (Ward-Thompson et al., 2010).
Through a number of research projects, the OPENspace research centre, has further
highlighted the subjectivity of place experience (Ward-Thompson et al., 2010).
Evidence such as this supports the claim by Conradson (2005) that a place
experience is never guaranteed to be therapeutic, thus, there is no definitive criteria

for therapeutic places.
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Literature on place-making can be drawn on to further understand the
relational and subjective nature of therapeutic spaces. Casey (2001) claims that
places not only are but also happen. Places happen by the conscious experience, and
day to day activity of those that create them. Place is constituted through reiterative
social practice, being made and re-made on a daily basis through place-making
activities (Cresswell, 2004). Thus, therapeutic landscapes may be understood as
being sought out through the place-making activities of those who use such space
(Scannal and Gifford, 2010). Therefore, the way that refugees develop and
experience therapeutic space is underpinned by their configuration of the people-

place relationship and unique place-making activities they engage in.

However, this relational perspective on therapeutic landscapes makes it
difficult to know how to shape places to enhance well-being, and how place
experiences may be healing or therapeutic has been undertheorized (Duff, 2011;
Rose, 2012; Pitt, 2014). In response scholars are attempting to address these gaps in
the understanding of how places act therapeutically. One area of significant
contribution is the role of sensory and embodied place experiences. This literature is

detailed in the following section.

1.3.  Sensory experience, embodiment and health

Sensory and embodied experiences of place contribute to an understanding
how a place may act therapeutically. This is because in regard to health, the body is
not only an object for treatment but also an active subject in treatment and the
therapeutic meaning is not a state solely represented in the mind but emerges from
an interaction between body and place (Wang et al., 2018). Foley (2011) argued that

body practice and sensory experience is an important factor in the ability of a space
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to become a site of healing. Thus, Doughty (2013) has examined mobile therapeutic
landscapes via a walking group in the UK. The findings suggested that the walking
group was a supportive social space through the shared embodied movement and
social relations that played out within the environment (Doughty, 2013). Pitt (2014)
further delved into the role of the moving body in the experience of a place as
therapeutic, whilst exploring community garden projects. She drew on the concept of
‘flow’, the way a person may become so absorbed in a physical activity that alternate
concerns and stresses can be temporarily forgotten (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). She
argued for the physical activity carried out within a community garden as what
constituted the gardens therapeutic ability. Doughty’s (2013) and Pitt’s (2014) work
highlight where exploring the role of the moving body interacting with the natural
environment gives valuable insight into how places act therapeutically and both
argue for a more mobile understanding of therapeutic space.

Others have focused more on the sensory element of embodied experience.
For example, Milligan et al. (2004) noted the significance of sensory experiences in a
gardens ability to be therapeutic for older people. Butterfield and Martin (2016) also
discussed how the sensory richness of place affords opportunity for the emergence of
therapeutic effects when researching the environment of cancer support centres.
Gorman (2017) provided more insight into exactly how these sensory experiences
become therapeutic by focusing on one particular sense. He explored the role of
smell within Community Supported Agricultural projects. Observations were made,
such as the absence of familiar scents and array of new scents and Gorman (2017)
argued that these were perhaps what made the farm therapeutic: through its vast
difference from normal day to day activities and senses. Additionally, Wang et al.
(2018) again focused on one sense, touch, to explore sand therapy. Findings

suggested participants sought painful haptic sensations and subjective sensory
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experiences coupled with Chinese cultural beliefs of yin-yang balance generated
therapeutic experiences.

All these studies support the idea of ‘therapeutic sensescapes’, where sensory
and embodied experiences of place can generate healing effects (Wang et al., 2018).
Despite this engagement ‘therapeutic sensescapes’ remains a relatively young field of
enquiry (Blunt, 2007; Doughty 2013), and are ripe for further research (Gorman,
2017). Therefore, the current article follows on the idea of sensory and embodied
experiences constituting how places act therapeutically with a specific focus on
refugee populations. Furthermore, Wang et al. (2018) make a particularly important
point: a need to explore more about the relations between sensory feelings and
healing in the specific socio-cultural contexts. Thus, understanding refugees
relationship with place and using re-territorialization as an analytical concept was
particularly important to the exploration of the allotment as a therapeutic space for
this population.

The following section details literature on the benefits of allotment gardening
for refugee and migrant populations. Drawing on this literature can begin to build a

picture of how an allotment can act therapeutically for refugee populations.

1.4.  Allotments, health and refugees.

Gardening and allotment tending as a focused occupation has been found to be
effective in improving mental well-being (Whatley et al., 2015) and physical health
(Soderback et al., 2004; Verra et al., 2012). Various studies have also explored the
therapeutic elements of allotment tending and gardening with populations who may
not have initially engaged as a form of ‘therapy’. These qualities include tackling

social isolation; reducing stress levels; improving mood and self-esteem and its
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restorative and nurturing elements improving general well-being (Milligan et al.,
2004; Hawkins et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2016; Soga et al., 2017).

The role of allotments and gardening with migrant populations has been
explored and therapeutic qualities identified. For example, Pefia (2006), examined
participation in South Central Farmers Feeding Families, a grassroots organisation
in the US of 360 families. The farm was found to be a place of empowerment and
autonomy. For marginalized groups promoting empowerment and autonomy may be
understood as therapeutic. Furthermore, research has found that allotment tending
for refugees promoted social inclusion, physical health and autonomy (Davies, 2008;
Bishop and Purcell, 2013). Given that many refugees come from agrarian
backgrounds or at least have experience in subsistence living, allotments can also
make an unfamiliar place familiar and preserve culture, (Corlett et al., 2002; Pena,
2006; Harris et al., 2014; MacKenzie, 2016; Lambert-Ward, 2014).

Although a number of studies have identified therapeutic qualities of
allotment tending and gardening for migrant populations, this exploration is seldom
encompassed by the theoretical framing of ‘therapeutic landscapes’. Furthermore,
the importance of sensory and embodied experiences in migrant place-making has
been recognised (see for example Dudley, 2010). However, this is also not
theoretically framed by the ‘therapeutic landscapes’ concept. Thus, the current paper
aims to bridge the gaps in scholarship between refugee sensory and embodied place-
making, and where the re-territorialization of the people-place relationship fits
within this conversation, and allotments as therapeutic landscapes for refugee
populations. Additionally, it aims to contribute to emerging conversations on the role
of sensory and embodied experiences in how a space acts therapeutically. In doing
so, this paper extends a better understanding of how to create and seek out

therapeutic landscapes that may have the potential to improve the well-being of
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refugee populations. The following section outlines the specific methodology and

methods used to study participants sensory and embodied experiences.

2. Methodology: Sensory Ethnography

The field site for this research was an urban allotment in the North West, UK. The
allotment is part of a wider charity that aims to provide social, practical and
emotional support and advocacy for refuges and asylum seekers. Ethical approval
was obtained from the university’s ethics committee and from the gate-keeper.
Sensory ethnography, in addition to conventional ethical considerations (informed
consent, voluntary participation and the right with withdraw), affords several ethical
considerations unique to the methodology. For example, traumatic events can be
encoded into memory by the senses. Therefore, senses can trigger flashbacks from
the past so that sensory memories do not always bring about positive nostalgia.
Throughout fieldwork being aware of this potential to cause distress remained at the
forefront of my mind and I was careful to act responsibly and prioritise the well-
being of participants throughout. Pink’s (2015) approach to sensory research raises
another ethical and moral consideration. Her approach stresses the importance of
collaboration and engaging participants in the project rather than viewing
participants as objects of an experiment. Methodologically, sensory ethnography
does not necessarily aim to study other people’s sensory values and behaviours, but
rather work reflexively and collaboratively with participants to explore and identify
sensory values and behaviours (Pink, 2015). I was honest and open with participants
about the focus on exploring sensory and embodied experiences which allowed them

to directly engage and reflect on their experiences in a collaborative way.

Eight participants were recruited (including one allotment project volunteer). All

eight gave consent to be observed, and four of these consented to be interviewed. The

10



249

250

251

252

253

254

255

256

257

258

259

260

261

262

263

264

265

266

267

268

269

270

271

272

273

four participants who were interviewed have all been given culturally appropriate
pseudonyms: Solomon, from Nigeria; Fred, from the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC); Aster, an African refugee who wishes to have no identifiable
information connected to them and Jenny a female volunteer from the local area.
Jenny had been a volunteer at the garden for over three years, and was invited to
take part as she brought invaluable knowledge of the allotment project to the
research process. This point brings me to discussion of my own role within the
allotment. Stoller (1997) argues researchers will often arrive at an understanding of
the experience by unplanned instances where they have paid attention to their own
embodied experiences. Understanding how our own sensory and embodied
experiences contribute to an understanding of the whole experience can help to
understand how those who we are studying are experiencing their surroundings.
Thus, reporting of the themes takes at times an auto-ethnographic approach where
self-reflection and exploration of anecdotal and personal experience is clearly

expressed within the writing, as a mean to understand the wider context under study.

Pink’s (2015) approach to sensory ethnography was used as the methodological
framework. Fieldwork consisted of attending the allotment during the spring and
summer of 2017 (April — August), twice a week, where I engaged in the same daily
allotment activities as the participants. Pink’s (2015) approach to sensory
ethnography sees participant observation become ‘multisensory participation’
utilising three key elements: the serendipitous sensory learning of being there; the
ethnographer as a sensory apprentice and joining others in embodied experiences. I
discussed with the participants that I had a particular interest in their sensory and
embodied experiences in the allotment. The sensory and embodied are intertwined

and overlapping categories, but data on the two was collected in slightly differently
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ways. It wasn’t uncommon for participants to discuss the plants and their
experiences in the garden in reference to sensory categories. Data was obtained
through these informal serendipitous conversations. Further to these serendipitous
sensory encounters, I would also directly ask participants about their sensory
experiences whilst working in the allotment. This made it easier for participants to
reflect on their allotment tending in a way that was immediate and embodied. To
explore the participants’ embodied experiences, I observed the way participants used
their bodies in the allotment. I also asked participants to pay attention to their bodies
as they worked. I would ask them in the moment what their body was doing.
Furthermore, through engaging in the same embodied activities as the participants, I
was able to reflect on my embodied experiences. I would also follow up observations,
and self-reflections during informal conversations with participants or during the

interviews.

In addition, I carried out four semi-structured individual interviews in the
allotment. Conducting interviews in situ was key to data collection, as it allowed for
immediate sensory elicitation. Carrying out interviews in the allotment acted as a
reference point for the participants when reflecting on their experiences, producing
rich data that would not be captured using conventional interview techniques (Pink,
2015).

Pink (2015) suggests there is a misconception of a clear division between data
collection and analysis within ethnographic research. It is difficult to separate the
‘analysis’ from the ethnographic encounters where the knowledge first emerged. An
ethnographic theoretical dialogue was commented throughout the data collection
process, where I began to draw out the potential themes and connected these with

theory. The theoretical dialogue resulted in collection and analysis being a cyclical
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process whereby my interpretations would be followed up on during further
interactions. The analytical framework of Immersion and Crystallisation (I/C) was
used to organise and interpret data (Borkan, 1999). I/C involves initial crystallisation
of potential themes, the ‘theoretical dialogue’. Completion of field-work then sees
complete immersion in the raw data, where open coding was used, followed by axial
coding to connect or disconnect these with the initial crystallised themes and
produce the final themes. The final themes include: ‘presence, movement and
sociability’; ‘sensory and embodied nostalgia’ and ‘plants as perceiving bodies’. The
following section discuss these themes and their contribution to understanding how

the allotment acted therapeutically for refugees.

3. Findings and Discussion

3.1. Presence, movement and sociability

Participants demonstrated the allotment as a place-making activity largely
orientated around a place to escape stress through keeping physically active and busy
and a place of belonging through embodied social interaction. These embodied

experiences constituted in part how the allotment acted therapeutically.

‘Sometimes people don’t want eye contact, they don’t want to talk, they want
to be left alone, a smile can be enough and being present in the garden shows
love’ (Jenny, a female volunteer)
Here Jenny explores her belief that simply being physically present in the allotment
is enough to show ‘love’. Jenny is highlighting the way that embodied social
interaction is meaningful, irrespective of verbal communication. Jenny also draws on

an emotion, ‘love’. Ahmed (2008) argues that it is important to recognise that
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emotions are sociable; we feel with and for others and are moved by the proximity of
others, a point reflected in Jenny’s quote. Aster, adds further reflection on this:
‘T don’t always like to talk, I can just do my watering, but it doesn’t matter if
I’'m not talking to anyone, just being here with everyone means that I am not
alone’
It appears that the allotment may tackle feelings of loneliness, and therefore improve
well-being, without the need for verbal interaction but through the proximity and
presence of others whilst engaging with their environment. Solomon adds:
‘We just need to be doing our jobs, we don’t always have to be chatting, you
know that’s why people like it here they can just get on’
The group that attended the allotment was small, it was a quiet place and there were
times that I would also work in silence. I too experienced the embodied feeling of the
presence of others, reminding you that you are not alone even when you may have
been silent for a while:
Field-notes 2/08/2017: Raining, everyone huddled under a tree pulling the
pea pods. No one was really speaking, because we were looking down at the
pea pods with hoods up. Even though no one was talking I felt like there was
some kind of connection because we were doing the task together, it wasn’t an
awkward silence.’
This extract draws attention to the significance in the presence of others to create a
sense of collectiveness. A simple smile or nod as you pass someone was sufficient
social interaction to feel a sense of collectiveness and contentment. Furthermore,
Solomon and Fred address that within the allotment many different languages are
spoken:
‘There are all different languages here, we can’t all speak the same language,

and not everyone can speak English that well, so like I said we don’t need to be
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talking all the time we can just be here’ (Solomon)

‘T am still learning English so I don’t always understand everyone but it

doesn’t matter so much because we are working’ (Fred)

They both comment on how verbal communication is indeed of lesser importance to
them than embodied presence within the allotment. Additionally, Fred comments
that he does not always understand everyone but that it does not matter since he is
working. This highlights that physical movement could address what may be
considered awkward silences if people struggle to communicate with each other.
Reflecting what Doughty (2013) found when she observed the embodied therapeutic
nature of a walking group in the UK. She commented that walking relaxed social
norms around talking and allowed pockets of silence not to feel awkward. Speaking
limited English may have produced feelings of nervousness in social situations.
Movement whilst gardening appeared to allow the participants to feel less obliged to
talk, whilst still feeling present within the allotment. For groups such as refugee and
asylum seekers, social isolation and loneliness are common (The Forum, 2015).
Thus, the findings suggest that, through embodied presence, the allotment acted as a
means to alleviate feelings of loneliness and this can be regarded as an insight into
how the allotment acted therapeutically.

Further to the presence of bodies creating a sense of collectiveness and
alleviating loneliness, throughout my time attending the allotment I began to learn
the way that the body could convey sociability. Ingold and Lee-Vergunst (2008) in
their anthology on walking claim that walking is a profoundly sociable activity due to
the social orientation towards the world movement creates. Movement can style
social interaction in specific ways. Ingold and Lee-Vergunst’s (2008) reflections on

walking can be used to explore the way the allotment gardeners would use their body
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to communicate their current state of mind. During fieldwork, there were times
participants would receive particularly bad news; for example, one instance of a
participant’s family reunion application being rejected. On this occasion, the
participant chose to work alone and spent most of the day working in the allotment
with their back to the group. Everyone respected the participant’s wish to work alone
and not socialise.

Field-notes 3/06/2017: [...] she had not worked near the rest of the group

today and had been weeding on a plot in the corner of the allotment, when we

sat on the picnic bench to have a break I asked her if she was ok, she replied

that she ‘didn’t feel good today’. Although quite quiet she did normally work

with the group, but she didn’t today.
Participants used their body to convey to the group their desired level of social
interaction. Contrastingly, if participants were feeling sociable, people would move
around while carrying out their jobs in the allotment and conversations would flow.
Through encounters such as this, I began to understand that the participants’ choice
in movement was essential to how the allotment developed into a therapeutic
landscape. People had agency and control in how they decided to use their body to
interact with others for their own personal therapeutic needs. Movement and
interaction with others was indicative of their current state of mind.

The most common reason people gave when asked why they attended the
allotment was to ‘keep busy’ or ‘something to do’. Embodied physical movement
focuses a sense of presence in one’s own body and can be restorative in that this
shifts focus away from internal stress or thoughts weighing on the mind (Doughty,
2013). This was demonstrated when Jenny exclaimed:

‘T just love gardening, you go to a completely other world!’

Here Jenny reflects on the way the physical activity can transport the mind to

16



401

402

403

404

405

406

407

408

409

410

411

412

413

414

415

416

417

418

419

420

421

422

423

424

425

426

perhaps a calmer place in that moment. Something which Thrift (2008, pp. 7) refers
to when he highlights the capacity for movement to shift attention from a
‘consciousness centred core’ to an ‘embodied sense-experience’. This finding mirrors
Pitt’s (2014) use of ‘flow’ to understand how a community garden acted
therapeutically. Pitt (2014, pp. 87) found that the importance of physical activity was
most acute in allotment attendees who were unemployed and did not want to be
‘stuck indoors’. Similarly, in the allotment it was extremely common for participants
to discuss the impact of unemployment. They would often refer to ‘working’ in the
allotment, evidenced in the following quotes:

‘When I'm here I'm not thinking about anything else I am just working and

enjoying the garden and enjoying my work’ (Solomon)

‘T don’t have to think about my problems, I am distracted because I am
working, you know I like to keep active’ (Fred)
These quotes further draw on traits of ‘emplaced flow” where physical action absorbs
people to the point where nothing else seems to matter (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002).
In these quotes both men refer to the actual physical labour they do in the allotment,
and how this movement can distract them from internal problems, or allow them to
have moments of clarity where their sole focus is working on the task.

This theme has explored the way embodied presence, distinct movements and
embodied interaction with the environment, were part of how the allotment acted
therapeutically. The presence of others alleviated feelings of loneliness; sociability
needs were conveyed through the body and focusing on an embodied activity

distracting the mind from stress.

3.2. Sensory and embodied memory and nostalgia
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This theme explores sensory and embodied nostalgic experiences within the
allotment that were underpinned by a re-territorialized relationship with place. It
became clear that all of the refugee participants came from agrarian backgrounds or

at least had experience in subsistence living;:

Aster: ‘I like the garden because back home in my compound we grew things’

Fred: ‘my mum she make a garden and she told me “Fred come, in life you
make sure you have your garden because if you don’t have any money you go

to your garden and get something to eat”, it is advice my mum gave to me’

Tending the allotment was a means to engage in familiar activities. Previous
knowledge and experience were used to make a place meaningful within new
surroundings. There were moments of excitement and joy when participants
described what it felt like when they discovered a fruit from their home country here

in the UK. As Fred once commented:

‘T saw the plant, the same plant was from my country, the plant was the same
colour [...] I said my god look at that! Here in the allotment it is most like
home, the corn, the potato, apples, you know we have more types of apples in
Africa, we have a really small one, but still I like to see an apple because it’s

just like the things we have back home’

Here Fred not only expresses his excitement and joy when he discovered similar
produce to Africa, but also begins to draw on the differences between the UK and
Africa. The differences in growing practices between Africa and the UK were often

discussed. Solomon explained that in Nigeria:

‘you could leave the farm for 6 months and when you return everything that
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fell off the tree naturally will have grown up again, you can eat it or sell it.’

He explained that, in his opinion, this is not the way it works in the UK because of
the chemicals used to grow crops. The allotment was not entirely organic, however,
when participants were critical of the use of ‘chemicals’ to grow produce in the UK
they were generally referring to agribusiness and the products available in
supermarkets. When telling such stories participants appeared nostalgic for their
former place. In another conversation, Aster and Solomon discussed ‘basil’, and that

the smell was the most amazing thing about it. Solomon explained:

‘my mother would cook with basil all the time, it grew around where I lived
and you know that makes it smell better, it smells stronger because it is just

naturally growing there aren’t any chemicals or anything’

Although no chemicals were used to grow the basil in the allotment, the seeds were
bought from a supermarket. Solomon compares this to the way basil would freely
grow around his home in Africa. Most of the participants that attended the allotment
were African and portrayed collective memory and nostalgia for Africa and the
African way of ‘doing things’. Blunt’s (2003) theorising of ‘productive nostalgia’ is
particularly useful here, to understand some of the ways participants were using
nostalgia in their place-making practices within the allotment. Blunt (2003, pp. 722)
used the term to represent a longing for home that was ‘embodied and enacted in
practice rather than solely in narrative or imagination’. Participants represented
their nostalgia for Africa in an embodied way, through the physical act of gardening
to the nostalgia for certain smells. Their engagement with this sensory nostalgia
appeared at times to be a longing for the African way of ‘doing things’, which may

have evoked homesickness, thus not entirely a therapeutic experience in that
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moment (drawing attention to the therapeutic landscapes relational nature, even for
the same person a place can be at times therapeutic and at times not). However,
Blunt (2003) argued that the nostalgic desire for home and its enactment was
centred around the future not only the past; an argument mirrored in the following

quote from an allotment gardener:

‘The UK is where I live now but having a place where I can feel a bit of Africa

is really important’

The importance of re-territorializing the people-place relationship underpins this.
The allotment gardener is clear about being in the UK now, however, they are
expressing the importance of their connection to Africa. Furthermore, by expressing
the desire to ‘feel a bit of Africa’ the participant incorporates the embodied

experience of this nostalgia rather than solely the imaginary.

Stevenson (2014, pp. 342) argued the multisensory nature of emplaced
memory associates senses such as smells with ‘establishing connections among the
past, present, far and near’. Seikikides et al. (2008) further argued that nostalgia can
create a healthy sense of self-continuity and can be a mean to use positive
perceptions about the past to foster a sense of continuity and meaning in the present.
These arguments contribute to an understanding of how through the sensory

nostalgia, the allotment was acting therapeutically.

The use of chemicals to grow food in the UK was a source of contempt for all
the participants and was frequently discussed. Oyangen (2009) discussed the
gustatory identity of migrants and explained that putting something into our body is
potentially an anxiety provoking activity. Cultural food systems help to relieve this

anxiety. A food system regulates how and what we eat. The allotment gave the

20



498

499

500

501

502

503

504

505

506

507

508

509

510

511

512

513

514

515

516

517

518

519

520

participants a way to give eating food in a new place a familiar stamp. Growing their
own food from seed to fruit was a way to ‘know’ what they are putting in their mouth,
thus potentially relieving gustatory anxiety. The following quote comes from an

informal conversation I had with an allotment gardener:

‘T like to come to the allotment and at least grow a couple of things I can eat,
you know in Africa we don’t shop like you do, we grow it all, that’s what we do,
at least with the allotment I can grow some things for myself and know where

it came from’

Through this place-making activity participants took charge of their gastronomical
displacement (Oyangen, 2009). The food norms and values that were left behind
stayed with them through symbolic reminders and transplantation of traditional

growing practices.

The participants had created a space that was experienced therapeutically
through this relief of gustatory anxiety and through maintaining continuity between
past and present selves. All the refugee participants came from a background in
subsistence living therefore the act of allotment tending was a means to maintain a
continuity between past and present selves. Nostalgia for former ways of ‘doing
things’ and sensory nostalgia of smells, textures and tastes, coupled with self-

continuity, was another way the allotment was experienced therapeutically.

3.3. Plants as perceiving bodies

This final theme discusses the frequent use of metaphors and anthropomorphism
of the plants. This acted as a reminder for participants to nurture themselves, and

the anthropomorphism of the plants acted as a vehicle to tell stories of their
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displacement that could be understood as cathartic.

During one of the hottest days of the summer, Fred said:

‘you know the plants need water to survive just as much as we do’.

Here Fred explains the way that the basic needs of humans and plants have

similarities. I also found myself humanising the plants. For example:

Field-notes 4/07/2017: I had been watering but forgot the plants in the
greenhouse. Solomon said to leave it as they would get watered the following
day. I felt like the plants would be gasping for water and I felt an

overwhelming need to water them.

This humanisation of the plants highlights why gardening is often said to be
therapeutic, because of peoples’ urge to nurture (Milligan et al., 2004; Camps-Calvet
et al., 2015). Jenny brought up the concept of nurturing in her interview and claimed
it to be one of the most important parts of the garden for the refugees. She

commented:

‘to make something grow gives a sense of pride in oneself [...] when in the

garden they can blossom themselves’

Nurturing a plant from seed to bearing fruit can act as a metaphor for nurturing
ones-self. This metaphor for nurturing the self is something consistently reported
with the use of gardening as occupational therapy (Poulsen et al., 2014; Scott et al.,
2014). Milligan et al. (2004) in their study of a garden as a therapeutic landscape for
older people also noted the metaphor of nurturing. They commented on how the
nurturing of plants and themselves was extended to nurturing of others. The care

that everyone took for each other was something I also witnessed. Solomon would
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tell people to sit and have a rest if they looked tired. We would all make hot drinks
for each other and the garden was just a generally caring and nurturing environment.

The following quote from Aster highlights this:

‘you know we are here to look after the plants, but we also all need help. We
need help in many parts of our lives if we want to thrive here, we can look

after the plants but we also look after each other.’

Here Aster reflects on the way that care of the plants extends to care of each other

within the allotment.

In addition to the allotment acting as a metaphor for self-care, I would argue
that the anthropomorphism of the plants was used by the participants to tell stories
of their displacement and sense of place. For example, once the corn plants were
established out in the soil some grew quicker than others and blocked the sun from
the smaller plants. Solomon decided to uproot these plants and move them to
another bed where they would receive more sunlight. However, when we returned
the following week they were dying. Solomon said you could tell they were unhappy

because they had twisted their centre inward. He commented that the plants were

saying:

‘you all hate me, why did you put me here? You know it is like you take a boy
from his family and put him with all these little boys he won'’t like it, these
plants are three weeks younger than him, he is looking back at his family and
saying “why?” You know it’s funny we have been through similar things to

this, it is quite similar’
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Here Solomon uses an experience with the plants as a reference to the traumatic
experiences people who attend the allotment have faced. The allotment was a safe
space where people shared stories of their past with each other. For example, Aster
discussed an event in their country where a bomb had gone off in a cinema and Fred
discussed the impact mining precious metals had on communities in the DRC.
Having a safe space to share stories and using the crops to assist in telling such
stories, I argue, contributed to the participants experience of the allotment as
therapeutic. Within therapeutic settings the meaning of catharsis describes the
power that narrating a prior trauma can have in assisting victim’s recovery (Kearney,
2007). Thus, the participants sharing of stories within the allotment may have acted

as a process of cathartic release.

‘Give him a chance’ was a common phrase used by Solomon and another male
attendee when referring to plants that maybe weren’t doing so well or hadn’t
sprouted much. They would still put the plant out into the allotment from the green
house or move the plant to somewhere it could receive more sunlight. They would
give the plant a chance rather than discarding it and use the phrase ‘give him a

chance to be a man’. One day another male attendee added to this:

‘you know we need a chance too, we give them a chance, because we're given a

chance.’

Here the participant poignantly reflects on how their interaction with the natural
environment can reflect how they feel they are treated here in the UK as refugees. If
they are given the chance, they may too, stand tall. O’Neill (2018) explored the lived
experiences of migrant women in Teesside. One woman commented on her

appreciation of the way the fountains in the park went up and down as being
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symbolic for the way that the women had been pushed down by the system but that
they get back up. O’'Neill’s (2018) findings and the findings presented in this article

demonstrate where solace can be found in symbolic features of an allotment/park.

The participants anthropomorphism of the plants acted as a metaphor to
remind them to nurture themselves and care for others whilst in the allotment.
Furthermore, the participants humanised the plants to the point of observing them
as having perceiving bodies. For example, when Solomon described the way a plant,
that had literally twisted its stem, and ‘turned away from us’. This level of
humanisation, was what allowed the participants to use the plants as a vehicle to tell
their own stories of displacement and re-emplacement in a manner that may be seen
as cathartic. This contributes to an understanding of how the allotment acted

therapeutically for this group.

4. Concluding remarks

Exploring and understanding spaces of restoration and healing for refugees is
important to assist in improving the well-being and experiences of refugees within
new countries. In response to comments of an under-theorisation of how places act
therapeutically, I argue that these sensory, embodied and re-territorialized ways of
place-making were how the allotment acted therapeutically. The allotment alleviated
feelings of loneliness through the embodied experience of ‘presence’ rather than
verbal communication. Interaction of the body with the natural environment had the
ability to transport the mind to clearer and perhaps calmer places. The
anthropomorphism of plants acted as a metaphor to remember to nurture oneself
and allowed participants to share stories of displacement and re-emplacement in a

cathartic manor. Through participants place-making they had sought out a place
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where they could be nostalgic for former ways of life through collective memory, and
maintain a continuity between past and present selves. This was largely triggered by
sensuous experiences. Here the importance of the re-territorialized relationship with
place is an important factor in how the allotment was therapeutic. Relationships with
former places played a defining role in the present and the construction of the
allotment as a therapeutic space.

This article has worked towards connecting, often unconnected areas of
contemporary scholarship, by extending work on refugee sensory and embodied
place-making to an allotment setting, with the theoretical framing of therapeutic
landscapes. Furthermore, the study has explored how the allotment was therapeutic
for a group of people who have often faced prolonged trauma in their life and whose
relationship towards place is a particularly important one. Participants sought out a
space to reconnect with place and create a place that was therapeutic not only for
themselves but also for those who they shared the space with. Although some of the
therapeutic qualities identified may be applied to other groups, some are distinct to
this population. This highlights the relational nature of therapeutic spaces. The
therapeutic strength of sensory nostalgia for this group is directly related to the
context in which they are now in the allotment: a journey of displacement and re-
emplacement. They used humanisation of the plants as a vehicle to tell stories of this
journey. Participants place-making and resulting development of a therapeutic space
was characterised by a re-territorialized relationship with place. Their allotment
tending fostered a clear connection to new places whilst incorporated attachments to
places left behind. This supports Wang et al.’s (2018) call for a need to explore more
about the relations between sensory feelings and healing within the specific socio-

cultural contexts.
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639 Work that explores how an allotment space is therapeutic for this population
640  may be drawn on to understand how to seek out such places and/or create

641 therapeutic spaces for refugee populations.
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