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FIVE SENSES

ISNTIT LIKE going for
& walk with your shrnk?’
asked one friend when |
twold her I'"d signed up
for The Big Stretch, a
residential life-conching
course 10 northern Spaim.
Well, ves, but only to a point.
For ope thing, a week of life
cooching, hiking, canceing and
drinking cider must surcly com-
pare fovourably to any session on
a psvchotheramst’s couch. And,
for another, the focus is different,

Put crudely, while therapy tends
o ok back ol unresolved issues,
Iie conching looks forward, with
o wiew to taking sction. How and
why vou pot here is less imipor-
famt than how you're going o ge
whers you want to be. For me, that
practical focus made a difference,
I had tried therapy following a
painful break-up ond, while
it hod given me some insights, it
hadn't mode me fieel much better,
The Big Sareich, however, had a
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Ever tried lateral thinking in a canoe?
On the Big Stretch life-coaching course
in Spain, Lisa Johnson discovered the
creative potential of landscape

magical effect on my spirits.
Perhaps it was the fairytale sstting
= mists drifting across limestone
peaks, autumn crocuses pricking
through emerald-green meadows,
butterscotch cows, But, afterwarnds,
[ fielt ms if & wand had been waved
over me, turning the voice that
scratched away ni my self-belef
inio o puif of smoke and sending
me into the future with a repewed
sense of purpose and possibility,
The Big Stretch uses the gor-
geous landscapes of Asturias —the
mountaingus  region  between
Cialicia and the Basque country
io apply the principles of creative
I|'Iil|ki.|!||5 i} :||||J1'|.'Hlou |:|.'|1:||.‘1:I||:u1-.
Based around the aplly  mamed
farmsiead of La Monlafia Migica,
it typieally anracts achievers seek-
ing more fulfilling lives, giving
them an opportunity 1o step back,
get o broader perspective and take
@ new direction. The process is
playTul and exploratory, involving
noichooks, crayons, quotations.
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diagrams, visualisstions, future pro-
Jections and group brainstorming
sessions. 1 also encournges par-
ticipants 1o think big

The woman wielding the wand is
Rosie Walford, a psychology grad-
uate with extensive professional
CXperience in strategic planning and
creative problem-solving. She came
up with the idea for The Bag Stretch
following a revelatory encounter in
a Mew Zealand gorge, when she
used the surrounding landscape 1o
help & Swedish engineer who was
feeling directionless.

‘1 asked him 1o describe the
gorge and how it had been formed

the depths invisible below the
water, the ke carving its way
through,” she savs. “And then |
used lpteral-thinking technigues
o look st the engineer’s own
strengths. The exercise made him
réalise hus movisible depths. And 1
made me realise that nature is an
endless source of analogy.”

Wishful thinking

Together with Fellow life coach
Andrew Woodgate, she has, this
week, the challenge of inspiring
a group of seven women and one




man, aged 33 10 2% Some of our
155 A prodessi mial, whnke others,
such as a mother of two disabled
teenape boys who wanis 10 mwve
on from a divorce, ane more per-
sonal. For me, o [reelance writer
keen (o move into other areas, it'’s
a desire to write o children’s book
I am also after o better “work/life
balamce™ [ tend to become so
enthusad by and absorbed 10 work
thot other preas, such as health and
socialisaing. get sidelimed

The week begins with ws sdenti-
fwing our values. Rosie asks us 1o
recall a situatbon in which we had
felt uncomfortable, and identify
which personal lines had been
crossed, | remember feeling guilty
after writing excitedly about Los
Viegas, when, as a committed envi-
ronmentalist, 'd also been appalled
by the animal artractbons and unbri-
died consumerism al the place

Chur next focus 15 what Rosie and
Andrew call “wishiul thinking” -
using a wheel of hie D piciune
our hopes lor our families, relation-
-.h|'|'.--. cureer, contribution o the
world and w0 on. We are asked
o Imkgine ouriclves m our Tih
barthdoy party, lsteming o o ool
league, a fnend and & ol
member fell those assembled winy
they love ws. | dont think | am
alone tn thainking “God! 11 ] want o
be remembered as that (3 gracious
and hilarious hostess, and o gemer-
ous and insparing froend), ancd ol
as that (semeone who still bangs
on about work), I'd betier do some-
= thing about 1t Roswe then gets us
'::'.'.i I'IL" "l".:'ll.h._l." []'Ii'l[ :il.'l':l'[fl‘ll."-.{ AWway at o choose & coupie of maganc
o ! images from & zillemn spread ot
on the floor, and explam why we
have picked them “This i what's
: : missing from my life,” | announce,
l]1L' Fucure 1l-'l-'”.l'l '|-L"|'|'i."'l.".'l:'|.'[ ["'l.]]'|.'!'l.'.|."i{.' brandishing a picture of a male
model holding & baby., "What, a
sis-pack!” giggles the woman
sitting opposste me. But it 5 the

my self-beliel was turned into a

}‘n]_iﬂl of smoke, and [ was sent into
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tenderness of the relatsonship that
appeals to me most

Chugside the coaching sessions, the
other components of the week are
equally impressive. Each morning,
we all partake in SunTise sERsi0NS
af T'ai Chi — cowbells clanking all
arcund ws — o, in the afternoon,
we enjoy delicious picnics of o6
tilka, faride and chocolate, provided
by our preposterousty good-looking
guide Diego. My favourite dinners
take place al rusiic sidlrerias, where
waiters pour cider into our glasses
from a great helght. It may be the
course's insistence on big rather
than small talk, or the vist quanti-
ties of wine and cider that are
consumed, but by the fourth night,
when we ane sent ofTto dinner with-
ot the coaches, we find ourselves
cackling like a busload of children.

New challenges
The hikes are wonderful. They
take us past cobourful clumps of
heather and gorse, down woodland
paths scattered with chestnut usks
and furry caterpillars, and through
the famous Cares Gorge, where
sunlight glances off the rocks into
the sparkling river. But the clever
part s that the walks aren't just a
complement to the mental stretch-
ing, they nre part of it

Before we set off, Rosie ialks
mbout different brain siates, and
how repetitive activity in nature
can induce the Alphn state, offer-
ing access to the subconscious. Her
Idea is that when we are eut hiking,
thoughts stirred up in the morning
will settle, and original insights and
idens may surface. | don®t recall
experiencing any epiphanies while
walking, but something interesting
happens when Andrew pells ws o le
ourselves be drown to something in
the landscape. | stop before a view
ihat takes in both the dramatic Picos
de Europa mountains and o simple

stone house in a sunlit meadow. To

me it eonbodics danger and serenity
— o, in iy o e, pdventure and
homecomings, the thick of the city
and the remote countryside, full-
on weckends and low-key weeks
The next day, witheut thinking, |
reproduce the same scene in my
noteboak, What | have done, 1 think,
is anchor something fundamental
a love of extremes and a need for
balance - in my visual memory.
A day devoted to canoeing and
lateral thinking is equally enlight-
gnang, 1he coaches encourage us
1o use the activity in several wanys,
eng of them being an oppartunity
1o note how we react o new chal-
lefpes. | am generally quite sporty
and a bit of o perfectionist, so when

vy canoeing companeon and [ get
wedged on the rapads, 1 imitially feel
frustration, failune and panic ot the
prospect of obstructing others; but
it is great fun getting unstuck and
the others (clearly) find 1t hilarsous.
Lhatto when we ground ourselves in
the shallows, and 1 et out and fall
flat on my back. It isn't the first time
my Mr Bean femdencies, rather
thean my aftempts at poise and polish,
bove endeared me to others. The
same thing happened recemly when
| was complimenting a fashionahle
colleague on her elegant owtfit pnd
wilked smack into o Inmppost.
Having identified our valises amd
wishes, we are given one-an-one
coaching scssions to jdentify our
central mmbitions {in my case,
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TRAVEL NOTES

writing the next Harry Potler)
and find out what is getting in
the way. | start 1o address my
negative inper voice, which
tells mie I'm wseless the mimie
I'm thwarted — sensitive psy-
chological ierritory that Rosie
and | megotisie as we walk
JE‘L"HB_ -] IJ:I\lIJ!hI!I_Fl;\ AT
|‘L'|L|'| I|'.r|.|U|_.:|1 the Cares frlJrEu
Here, Rosie EIves mic a (o] fioe
prey |,.'.|1!I:in|_.: the downward '.;l:lr'_'ll
|:|‘.i...|:r|.!: whether the !|‘11n3\. I edl
(ki Ll are e oF false, and
LT :.l.!l:n!ﬂ:. g what's true), then
sSugpesls | rnlb'hl: hke 1o 5o
something into the gorge. 1 think
"Il just chuck an the witch,” | say,
realisang that by grving my sinister
Inner voice o come adentity, ['ve
robbed ot of much of its power
My other big block 1= an over-
whelming feeling of sadness when
I'm reminded of past boyimends,
and the lives ["ve lost wath them
Sitting in the garden at the hotel,
Rosie asks me to measures this loss
against what I"ve gamed: a sense
of perspective; a more positive
and gemerouas approach; & greater
degree of self-knowledge. And
she guides me on o visualisation,
encouraging me to breathe through
the megative emotions and feel them
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changing shape. It works, For the
first time, | really fieel how valuable
that knowledge will be, particu-
larly 1o my next relationship,

Commitment to change

Wi have all been on trips thai have
introduced us to pew habits, only
i slip straight back into the old,
bad ones on our return, But if vou
imvest £2.000 in a l||!'|:r|.".'1.:n|;|.r'|t:
boliday, you won't want this to
happcn. and The HI:F Sirelch makes
CVETY crﬂlrl 1 efsuneE ot L!I:-i!'gl.'lll
||.'1.: qu ¢|.1-J¢. with 1wo I!:l}t ol
:|q;|!:|_1r.|-|'|i|:|.||.n1n3 and u.nl.:il-:l:'l.nt:
commitment 1o change: Rosie asks
us to schedule in “accountability
appointments’, plan treats when
commitments an¢ honoured and,
potentinlly, contimue the coaching
pracess from home. | hove already
put o nodebook next to oy bed 1o
record my dreams, read two excel-
lent books on creative thinking,
written a Httle <hibdren’s story
about an Easter egg bunt for my
four-year-old niece and rewarded
mysell with three new frocks,

By the end of the trip, | find
mysell seeing symbaolism in every-
thing, so my 39th birthday, which
falls on the final day, feels deeply
signifecant. It is a magical day in

itself, with a coastal walk to a
deseried sandy cove, & swim in the
sen, and a running race and botile
of champagne on the beach. There
i a lot to be said for removing
yourself from vour everyday sur-
roundings — in my case, South
London — and reviewing your life
in & place of beauty. The pristine
covimonment acts like a clean sheet,
encouraging vou to start afresh; and
breathing in lungfuls of mouniain
and sea air s a :q.i:|h5|.ar5[.- renéwang
et Thl.ng'g bk VETY different

cll;.:rn' aqidl fraoee -ull'll;l-Er: — fipoxEy &
ErminLAs ;n:uk w:l-l'um.il if sunaiine
I!I'.Larl fn:ln:l:n.l;;'\i |.|I!l¢n..'d.1.-. ih |:4:||'|"¢|_-
cups u.r.u.! -'.:|:|r||.|_'.|||.|-e:r |,‘|u.r;t|‘||'..1::nu|i;t.

On top of that, | feel incredibly
lucky to have shared the experience
with those people at such a crucial
time of my life. Exactly a vear
before, | left a staff job on a maga-
zine to become o freelance writer
What The Big Stretch did was 1w
convinee me [ had made the nght
decision, despile Lhe tnherent emo-
tional and financial challenges; and
i have the courage and confsdence
1o push mys2ll forward more, and
complete a first draft of my chl-
dren’s tale. 1§ the witch is trying to
clamber back up the gorge, she’s pod
a hell of a long way to climb. =
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