O D E TO T H E S I M P L E L I F E

INTO THE WOODS
Getting back to nature in a remote lakeside
wellbeing and creativity.
Writer
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About the writer: Urbauer is a Munich-based writer, consultant and veteran
magazine editor. Though she was born in Emertsham, Upper Bavaria, a recent
property decision has brought the city-dweller back to her rural roots.

It was over a still-warm-from-the-oven Brezn (a traditional salty
breakfast pastry), on a balmy June morning six years ago when
I saw it in my billowing copy of Süddeutsche Zeitung newspaper. A
classified ad for a little house available to rent on a 1,000 sq m plot
right at the very lake where I had learned to swim, one hour from
my home in Munich. It was a stretch, but affordable. I rented it,
thinking, “You are crazy. What you don’t need is more work.”
I never really wanted a summerhouse. On German TV, there
are all these romantic movies I avoid, about women who (usually
after a journey through divorce or other hardship in their thirties
or forties) stumble over a charming ruin somewhere in Provence,
Tuscany or Mallorca. The leading lady turns it into a gem, thus
launching a new career as an interior designer and subsequently
marrying the architect or a widowed wine-maker. It is all lavender
and rosé, and a long dinner table under a pergola. I am not at all
into that idea. I have no plans to open a bed and breakfast. All
I knew instantly when I walked on that plot was: this is it.
“It” was built in the 1930s and is basic: a tiny, dark kitchen-cumliving room, a bedroom, a bathroom with a shower. Maybe 45 sq m,
I didn’t check. Small windows, poor insulation; nice panelling and
pine floors, though. A good kitchen and a stove to burn logs in.
The timber and brick frame sits no more than 30 metres from
the water, sheltered by a small private forest. There are views to the
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mountains. A lawn. And above all, it’s remote; when my late July
birthday parties last until the wee hours, singing and dancing and
all, no one will lose sleep but the birds in my birches and beeches.
I grew up as a farmer’s daughter in the area, fluent in the
Bavarian patois (it shifts slightly from village to village), so locals
decided to consider me as one of their own (albeit a weird one).
“Haven’t seen you in a while,” Sepp, the nearby farmer says after
the winter. “Where have you been?” When I tell him it was Hawaii
I might as well have said the moon. Despite our geographic shift, I
am in the fold: he is close to 70, super smart, always laughing and
although he hates the phone, he called me the morning after a big
storm to check if I was OK.
Did I mention that Mother Nature makes herself noticed not
just with gorgeous sunsets? Storms. Torrential rain. Trees bending
under loads of wet snow and leaning onto what turned out to be a
brittle roof. The cottage is dwarfed by the trees. They could destroy
it. The monumental noise that a storm creates when it rattles the
leaves and twigs in my little forest telegraphs what “force of nature”
means. It is beyond human scale. Strangely enough, it is an
experience that does not create terror but the contrary. Inside the
little house, I feel a profound sense of what shelter really means.
I mentioned that I wasn’t here to renovate or showcase stylish
interiors. Instead, in summer, I’ve enjoyed stand-up paddling,
swimming, sailing and utterly unambitious gardening. All I’ve
wanted was to be outdoors every summer weekend all day long,
entertaining my extended family and friends.
The question that visitors ask most is whether I am scared to
sleep in that house all alone. Actually, I am not, although otherwise,
I am quite the yellow belly. I like to stay outside in summer on the
terrace until late, reading or listening to music. Don Henley’s “The
Boys of Summer” is my house anthem, which I belt out when
nobody’s listening. Nature is good at getting rid of anxieties and
putting risks into perspective. The most dangerous beings here are
ticks. I fight them with all the determination I can muster.
Writers have always had a penchant for summer houses. Nature
is a great inspiration and isolation fosters creativity. I had almost
abandoned my diary and short stories for years and now I find
myself retreating to the cottage whenever I can to write.
German author Judith Hermann made her name in the late
1990s with a short story called “Sommerhaus, später” (“Summer
house, later”) about a young woman who is offered a cottage
outside Berlin and procrastinates on the decision. She thinks she
has so much time to do things like that, until she hasn’t (as, spoiler
alert, the house burns down).
More than 20 years later, Hermann’s new novel is about a woman
who actually moves into a house in remote northern Frisia, where
she herself now lives. In her first book, she was too young for all that.
At the beginning of the 20th century the German Nobel
laureate Thomas Mann lived in a grand villa in Munich but it
sounds like he much preferred the summerhouse he built in Nida
on the Curonian Spit on the Baltic Sea, in what is now Lithuania.
“My words can hardly convey the peculiar primitivity and the
fabulous appeal of the place,” he wrote in a speech in 1931. It is
comforting to know that even he was at loss for words for how
living in a place where you deeply relate to nature and landscape
can alter your sensibilities and priorities. It might be true that, as
naturalist and explorer Alexander von Humboldt put it, in life, we
are on a quest to find the places our soul is longing for without us
knowing it. The lake house might be what I need.
A daunting thought: in a sense, it means an end. What does it
mean if things that used to be important, are less so? If it means
fulfilment, OK, but it also raises the question: am I going to die
here? Not a bad idea but, to quote Judith Hermann, “later”.
I’m not ready quite to give up city life yet. But having an idea of
what might be is all I really need to give me peace of mind. I am so
much more aware of what is good for me. When I emerge from my
cabin in the woods, I am a much happier person.
K
‘Konfekt’ comment: A small rudimentary billet can be more fulfilling than
the most elegant villa if it gives you a chance to reconnect with nature.
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AIMLESS PURSUIT

PINING FOR THE SEA

A meditation on the point of archery.

A beach breeze can carry a medley of
evocative fragrances luring us closer.

Writer

Laura Rysman

Writer
About the writer: Ostrom is a writer,
curator and olfactory consultant. On
holiday, she’s led by her nose.

About the writer: Rysman is one
of ‘Konfekt’s’ most indispensable
contributing editors and Monocle’s
central Italy correspondent, as well as
a writer for ‘The New York Times’.
Have you ever shot an arrow? If not, I
invite you to come over and join me.
Let’s go down to the small
farmhouse in the olive grove where
I keep my novice’s set and hang the
woven straw target on a nubby
branch of an olive tree.
Stand in the long grass with
one foot forward, your other foot
back and turned outward, your hips
open. Draw the bowstring, the arrow
balanced in the viewfinder. Close
one eye to focus on the bull’s-eye.
Aim a little lower because my
viewfinder is off. With three fingers,
release the string and launch the
arrow with a thwack, perhaps to the
bull’s-eye, perhaps not. It doesn’t
matter. This is not shooting. This
is a short cut to meditation.
I once saw a man riding
horseback, cantering around a target
as he took arrow after arrow from
the quiver on his back, aimed his
bow and hit the straw bull’s-eye
with every shot. I want to do that,
I thought. It was like witnessing a
Greek myth. I have come to accept
that I will never gain enough
proficiency in either riding or
archery to pull it off but there is
sufficient satisfaction in my pursuit
that the goal has become irrelevant.
German philosopher Eugen
Herrigel shot arrows in Japan and
brought home revelations that he
turned into Zen in the Art of Archery,
a 1948 book that helped to introduce
Zen to the Western world. His
writings sought to interrogate
the notions of success, skill and
precision. “‘The right art,’ cried
the Master, ‘is purposeless, aimless!
The more obstinately you try to
learn how to shoot the arrow for

the sake of hitting the goal, the
less you will succeed in the one
and the further the other will
recede. What stands in your way is
that you have a much too willful
will. You think that what you do
not do yourself does not happen.’”
I live on a hilltop in Florence in
the midst of acres of olive trees – a
good fortune I might chalk up
equally to will and luck. Summer
means I can move my office outside
to sit in the trees’ amiable shade,
surrounded with delicate greenery
that allows the sunlight to dapple my
worktable. There are pheasants – fat
red-plumed males waddling after
silt-coloured female love interests
– and deer that bound by, a
procession of cottony white tails on
spindle-thin legs. The context lends
itself to serenity and contemplation
but our own minds are often the
noisiest voices we have to deal with.
Usually, I shoot alone, heading
down to the farmhouse to set up the
target when an article draft is done
or when the weft of my thoughts
becomes too compressed and
chaotic. By the 10th arrow, my mind
has slackened into a loose mesh.
“We know that these moments
when, delivered from the fierce
pressure of the will, we emerge, as it
were, from the heavy atmosphere of
the earth, are the most blissful that
we experience,” wrote Arthur
Schopenhauer, another philosopher,
and a famed misanthrope who might
have found more bliss if he had
picked up a bow and arrow. As
summer bring us outside, I invite
you to give it a try.
K

‘Konfekt’ comment: Practising a
different art can engage another side
of your creativity. And remember, even
if you miss your target (in life and
archery), it’s better to live with flair.

When I’m not at the beach, I
think about it all the time. At my
landlocked desk, I dream about lying
on hot sand for hours, the sunlight
shining on my tightly closed eyes
with its tangerine fluorescence. Or
noodling along the tideline to
glimpse the edge of shells slowly
revealing themselves.
In fact, I am a restless beachgoer. I wane under midday exposure.
I dislike the scratch of wet sand
sticking to my legs after a swim. And
while gazing at the horizon initially
brings tranquillity, this sours to
existential dread as I contemplate
the dizzying expanse of the ocean.
The writer AA Gill, not a fan,
described beaches as “atonal song
cycles, mood without plot”. He even
thought them to be sandpits for
grown-ups. Ouch.
In a perfect example of the
pleasure being in anticipation,
I want to never quite arrive. The
fringe of the beach is more
interesting to me. The space
in-between is where I decompress;
scaling sand dunes or finding the
hidden driftwood.
Beaches reached through pine
forests hold particular magic. On
a holiday to a Croatian island, the
daily clamber to the sand became
ceremonial. Walking under the tree
canopy triggered a deep relaxation,

Lizzie Ostrom
as I picked my way over roots and
rocks. I didn’t want to emerge onto
the open shore. Instead, every day
I loitered between shade and sun,
where I would lie, reading, on a
warm boulder, watching the sea
framed by pine branches. The
contentment was potent and its
memory remains available in my
back pocket.
Coastal pine forests feel different
to those found inland. For me, it is
thrilling to see sand on the forest
floor, with a sense of enchantment,
as though one setting has been
superimposed on another.
The meeting of contrasting
smells is just as exciting and not
at all like the experience of
walking through evergreen forests
in midwinter. In cold weather we
get more stimulation of our
trigeminal nerve, the part of
olfaction that gives us sensations
of temperature and pain. The
camphorous pine smell prickles,
like miniature ice picks hitting the
nose. It is purging and antiseptic.
But heat makes the volatiles
dance. They coax the nuances of a
smell. In pine it is a spicy mintiness
coming from terpenic compounds.
These include caryophyllene, which
we also find in cloves, hops and
rosemary; the ticklish black-peppersmelling phellandrene; and lemony
citronellol, which is present in roses
and geraniums. This refrain then
builds as coastal breezes mix pine’s
distinctive eucalyptus smell with
other vegetation.
A Mediterranean flower that can
match the assertiveness of pine is the
immortelle, which is part of the daisy
family. Her tiny yellow flowers smell
of fenugreek leaf and syrup. They
are a little bit funky and bodily –
sex on the beach. Then comes the
complex odour of the sea itself, the
iodine aromas emitted by algae and
the dimethyl sulphide given off by
bacteria that feast on plankton.
This is, I believe, one of
summer’s gifts, those special
olfactory performances in which a
whole company of aromas assemble
for a free concert if we can let
ourselves tune in. Hot smells,
shimmering, vibrating and leading
us to where we really want to be –
for me, that’s somewhere on the
fringes, with a glimpse of the blue
sea beyond.
K

‘Konfekt’ comment: You might be
burdened with parasols and picnics
but don’t forget to savour the complex
biodiversity (and its aromas) as you
make your way to the sea.
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