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Nature has no inhibitions about cheesey
metaphors. We've been walking up the Rio
Cares Gorge, in northern Spain — majestic

pices, herds of goats teetering over a boil-
ing niver hundreds of feet below, rain rattling off
our waterproofs — and Rosie and | have spent
the past hour or so discussing my Stufl. And_ just
as | get a glimmer that | might be able to make
life pleasanter with some minor adjustments
the clouds part and the sun bursts through

This is the Big Stretch. It's a different sort of
self-improvement holiday: one that is pleasur
able. Where those | have encountered before
__seem to involve abstinence (No salt! No fat! No

booze! No food!), applied navel-gazing (We
Break You Down to Build You Up!) or violent
exercise (Three Hours' Circuit Training Will
Make You Feel Good'), the Big Stretch is more
like fun; fun with common sense. It’s a sort of
adventure holiday for adults. And it works

Tht Mhlld of Rosie \\".'l"(lrd_ a4 psy cholo-
gist, life coach and former strategic planner, the
Big Stretch is an organisation that specialises in
giving people space and time to have a good

think. They do this by taking small groups

there are eight, the maximum, in mine — to the
Picos de Europa, the limestone mountain range
near Spain's northern coast, and guiding them
away from the normal pressures of work, rela-
tonships and other people’s expectations
through a week's structured mind-expansion
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E is interspersed with walks through some of
= the most mind-blowing scenery in Europe,
swims from empty beaches and kayaking trips
down green, fecund rivers. And staying in luxury
It's not a bad thing, from time to time, to
stop and think about your Stuff. | don’t mean
therapy-Stuff but the niggles and don't-know-
how-tos that beset us all and hold us back from
full enjoyment of what we have or might have
I, for instance, cart about with me the strange
combination of hubris and self-loathing that
tends to typify the novelist’s personality. As a re-
sult, | spend more time in front of the computer
gnawing my knuckles than is good for me, and |
am permanently assailed by a sense of under-
achievement. Embarrassed that | get to play
g with my imaginary friends while other people
- are at the coal-face, I have forgotten that writ-
ing is, in fact, work. And it should be treated as
such, and its hold on my life kept under control
My fellow participants are in their mid-thirties
early-fifties, with backgrounds in finance,
law, property development, education and even
the prison We've brought a mixed bag
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Stunning scenery, healthy walks and a life coach to listen to your problems
— is there a nicer way to give your head a break, asks Serena Mackesy

life coach, Lee Chalmers, have quiet personal
talks with us on the walks. They're open about
their own lives and more wise fnend than guru
in their approach. And, gradually, as everyone
relaxes, we bring our own perspective to each
other’s lives. There’s no sense that any one set
of issues is of greater import than another
This, 1 think, is the genius of the Big Stretch
that it’s not only the teachers who have some
thing to teach I've been sloshing about n my
own self-doubt for so long, believing that | have
to do ten-hour days every day, that it hasn't oc-
curred to me that | could just take another tack
But the people I'm with can see it and, to my
surprise, give me tips for displacement activities,
making bread, going for a walk,

TYHERE IS NO SENSE  rather than telling me, as I'd
THAT ANY . how to work harder

T ONE IS And they're right. But it’s easi-
BEING JUDGED er to take when a director of a

Inside jobs

The Retreat Company
provides a directory of
holidays, from Ayurvedic
retreats in the Carribean 10
B&Bs in Dorset, promoting
the mainmenance and
balance of wellbeing This
summer it is focusing on
yoga holidays to coincide
with the September Yoga
Show at Olympia; 0116
2599211, or visit www,
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