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ALAN HEEKS, sixty-five, has reinvented himself, his work and his relationships. He has been a successful entrepreneur, and is now an expert on sustainable living, co-founder of the Men Beyond 50 Network and author of The Natural Advantage. After a twenty-six-year marriage and two kids, he enjoyed a second adolescence in his fifties, and has recently remarried. He runs Hazel Hill Wood, a seventy-acre conservation woodland centre which has inspired him and many other men. Alan is a member of two men’s groups, has lived in a cohousing community for six years and has led many groups on men’s issues, finding your life purpose – and knowing where your towel is.


 


Praise for Alan Heeks:


‘This is a wise and inspiring book for anyone looking for a refreshing but realistic approach to their senior years. Well-researched and grounded in everyday realities, Out of the Woods will help readers with all the normal disturbing issues of seniority, ranging from money and status, through to fitness, sex and a new sense of personal purpose. Warmly recommended.’


William Bloom, author of Feeling Safe:
How to be Strong and Positive in a Changing World


‘If you want to avoid becoming just another Grumpy Old Man, this book provides a great tonic. But reinventing yourself isn’t easy, which is why the helping hand provided by Alan Heeks might prove very useful!’


Jonathon Porritt, co-founder of Forum for the Future


‘Men do suffer. They get themselves into all sorts of negative downward spirals. Alan beautifully brings his caring for life and all its mysteries into this great survival pack of a book for over fifties men. Citing the gurus of the Age of Compassion – Joanna Macy, Robert Bly, Kubler Ross and Harville Hendrix – Out of the Woods weaves a super intelligent path through life, pain and reality and I’m pretty sure will be referred to for years to come.’


Simon Hinkly, ManKind Project UK


‘As an elder who walks his talk, Alan Heeks stands out as a beam of integrity and wisdom. His writing is inspiring and fresh for this demographic.’


Malcolm Stern, co-presenter of Channel 4’s Made for Each
Other, author and leading UK psychotherapist


‘Alan Heeks is a new, refreshing and dare I say ‘youthful’ voice in the ageing conversation. His valuable guide will help men and women make sense of the inevitable shifts and changes that older age brings. And what makes this book essential reading for those making the transition into life beyond fifty is that it not only guides you through the changes and challenges of the here and now, but also helps the reader to consciously create a new and exciting path for later life.’


Glen Poole, director of Helping Men, UK co-ordinator for
International Men’s Day


‘Alan Heeks is an initiator and a trailblazer. He has established an organic farm and a woodland retreat centre with a beautiful wooden ark of a building. He has taken people into the desert to search for the meaning of life. Whatever journey he embarks upon, he opens it up to others. This book is no exception. Alan explores those shady years where middle age slowly becomes old age, with courage and humour.’


Annie Spencer, workshop leader


‘Although the ageing process is universal, men and women experience some of its tasks and challenges differently. So this excellent new book by Alan Heeks – the first comprehensive guidebook of its kind to be written specifically for men – is a welcome and much-needed addition to the eldering/sage-ing genre.’


Marian Van Eyk McCain, author of Elderwoman:
Reap the Wisdom, Feel the Power, Embrace the Joy


‘A humorous and resourceful almanac of wisdom gained from Alan Heeks’ life journey. He has generously revealed his experiences so that men over fifty can rebuild their lives and discover their purpose to fulfilment. Alan demonstrates that by coming to terms with emotional communication, men over fifty can make the impossible possible.’


Siri Nirankar Singh, yoga teacher
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Chapter 1


Guides, maps and the midlife prime
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Youth is the period in which a man can be hopeless. But the power of hoping through everything, the knowledge that the soul survives its adventures, that great inspiration comes to the middle-aged.


G. K. CHESTERTON


 


Many men find the years beyond fifty are the happiest time of their life, but also the most changeable and bewildering – sometimes all in the same day. Yet it’s also true that many men of this age feel lost in the woods, isolated, depressed and can’t find their way out. So why the difference? It’s not luck or chance, it’s about life skills and learning to reinvent yourself when things fall apart.


Many men in their twenties to forties focus on work, marriage and kids: this gives them a good sense of purpose and belonging. But somewhere between the mid-forties and sixties, these familiar structures either dissolve or change radically. Careers run out of steam, marriages get stuck or entangled by affairs and kids leave home. It’s a fair generalisation that many men lack the skills and support network to handle these shipwrecks.


Men like guides and maps: they want a clear procedure to get from here to there. Tuning up a maturing man for peak performance is trickier than tuning up a car, but this book offers clear methods to understand and improve all the typical situations you’ll encounter: relationships, work, health, family and more. The aim is simple: to help you enjoy your prime years to the hilt and reap all the potential this life stage offers. To do this, you may need to gain new skills and wisdom, and clear some old roadblocks.


When I was forty-nine, my twenty-six year marriage finally broke down. In June, after our younger daughter’s A levels, we told our kids we were splitting up. In July, a month before my fiftieth birthday, I moved out of the family home into a small, damp, rundown cottage in the country. Without this heartbreaking shipwreck, I would never have had all the joy, growth and new adventures of my fifties and sixties.


Around the age of fifty-two I coined the phrase ‘You’re never too old to have a happy adolescence’. These were the years when I found the thrills and spills of blind dates, had sex in a car for the first time and heard my Sixties classics on a decent hi-fi. The great thing about being a teen-fifty is that you’ve got money, wheels, a pad and no parents to hassle you. And having a lousy first adolescence made me value every bit of the second one.


Mark Twain said, ‘The best way to learn fast is make a lot of mistakes in a short space of time’. I’ve crammed a lot of mistakes and learning into the years beyond fifty, and it’s on offer in this book. You may need to make your own mistakes, but this book could help you avoid some painful ones. You’ll also be learning from hundreds of other men whose stories I’ve shared. I still screw up and there are still days of gloom, but I really believe the happiest, wisest time of your life can be now.


Whether it’s fatty foods or manky sweaters, most men don’t like change, and it’s a researched fact that men often ignore major problems, for instance with their health or relationships. To improve things, you need to take a step, start a journey. There’s no satnav that can tell you where to go, but this book is a guide to good choices.


Out of the Woods won’t tell you the way forward, but it can help you to figure it out. There are chapters on the major aspects of men’s lives in this period, and the gifts and problems they may be facing. These chapters offer you tools to help you define your position, clear the fog and find a good route forward: a plan of where you want to go and how to get there. At the end of each chapter, a resources section details websites, books and organisations that can help you further.


The questions and changes of midlife can come up any time from your forties into your seventies, but I’ve used age fifty as a shorthand. Many men are in denial about being middle-aged or older: throw out your prejudices and believe you’re as young as you feel. This book is also written to help those close to maturing men: partners, friends, children, professional counsellors, health advisors and others.


MEN BEYOND FIFTY: SOME OF THE ISSUES


It’s pretty certain that the maturing phase won’t be life as usual for most men. In fact, if you were a car, you’d be trading yourself in by now. This is a time when many marriages rust apart or have to recreate themselves; when kids leave home; when careers reach sudden ends; when parents become frail; when health becomes a focus of attention, not something you take for granted; and when you have to check if you zipped your flies up. It’s the ‘old fart’ danger zone!


Manhood is often defined by three roles: protector, provider and progenitor. In the years beyond fifty, these roles shrink and even vanish. This can mean that men’s sense of identity, manhood and self-worth is dissolved. It’s tough: male egos have a fragile basis at best and now even that’s wrecked. There may be upsides in all this: the marriage or the job may no longer suit you, and now you’re free to choose again. But even the changes you choose to make involve losing what’s familiar, piloting yourself through a sense of shipwreck and making some new starts: see Chapter 2 for more on how to do this. When you’re half-drowned, clinging to a mouldy spar, you may be tempted to sink forever, but there will be a new dawn ahead somewhere.




Defining roles? Mine’s a cheese and pickle.





Having watched many men in their maturing years, I see a basic choice in how they react. Some narrow down and cling to the familiar: habits, people, work, and so on. Destructive coping methods like drinking, anger and gaming get used more often. This can’t work long-term because time will erode the familiar bits you cling to and the negative habits will damage your health. The alternative is to widen your horizons, experiment and reinvent yourself. Below you will find more on how to apply this approach. Sorry if this sounds a bit earnest but it can actually be a lot of fun.


A new kind of adventure


If I had to pick the one quality that would help men most in midlife, it would be a sense of adventure. Not the kind of teenage lads’ adventure where you nearly kill yourself. This is about trying something new, being someone new and having the courage to explore the unknown, both in yourself and around you. The sense of adventure means letting go of history, getting off your own case and not blaming or judging yourself for what’s past. You may feel depressed or angry because you screwed up on a marriage, a job, whatever. These feelings won’t help anyone: put them behind you.


One reason I like the image of shipwrecks is that you can see them either as a fresh start or as a disaster. When you’re washed up in rags on an unknown shore, you can simply leave your history in the ocean. You may have had years of believing you’re a lousy partner, a boring geek or whatever myth kept you in your rut. It’s not easy to change those habits, but it’s possible: shipwrecks can help, and so can this book. Adventures beyond fifty can fulfil some of the dreams of your youth, and more.


I’m not denying the seriousness of the crises you may face, but with a sense of adventure, at least you can find the gift in the problem. This needs courage and requires staying positive in the face of permanent setbacks as well as short-term ones. Most men who have prostate cancer won’t die of it, but many will lose forever the ability to get erections and make love in the usual way: I know couples who have faced this shipwreck, treated it as an adventure and have brought more depth and fun into their relationship. You need courage to overcome despair and support your partner if their health declines or the menopause knocks them sideways. And if you lose your job or retire, it takes a sense of adventure to see how to replace the sense of worth, of being needed, which even a low-key job can provide.


It’s easy to be scared at this time of life, to see the years ahead as mainly decline and loss. There will be losses, but the sense of adventure can help you make the most of all you have now, instead of fretting because it won’t last forever. If you think about men of your age and older, you’ll probably see that the most cheerful and likeable have more problems to cope with than some of the gloomy ones.


One of the keys to adventure is what Buddhists call ‘non-attachment’. This means accepting that you can’t control many vital aspects of your life. It also means facing and going through your fear of losing something or someone that matters a lot to you: you can find help with this in Chapter 2.


In midlife, many relationships face shipwreck or salvage. It’s a high-risk time for affairs, which are an escape from facing deeper issues. Whether you’re renewing a long-term partnership or starting over, your intimacy skills may need tuning up. All this and more is covered in Chapter 3. There’s plenty of evidence that beyond fifty can be the best sexual years of your life, but it won’t happen by chance. See more in Chapter 10.


Big changes in your family situation are likely beyond fifty. Your parents may be getting dependent or approaching death. Your kids are probably becoming adults by now and you have to reinvent your relationship with them. Old tensions with brothers or sisters may blow up as you move into the maturing years. All this is covered in Chapter 6.


Reinventing your life purpose


Maybe the idea of life purpose is a new one to you. Lots of men make choices about work and relationships in their twenties and thirties which are not very conscious. In midlife you can choose again, and hopefully better: surely all those years under your belt must have some benefit? Believing you can make good choices may go against past form, but with the benefit of this book, it could be possible!


A classic risk of the midlife years and beyond is a sense of pointlessness about your life, feeling that you’re just a Boring Old Fart or Grumpy Old Man. It’s an understandable reaction to the loss of identity and worth described earlier. This is where the sense of adventure is called for, so you don’t collapse in the shipwreck, but dig deeper in yourself and take the initiative. It’s you who must reinvent your life purpose: other people or random circumstances can’t do it for you.
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If you ask a man in his twenties or thirties about his life purpose, he’s likely to talk about success in work, making money and external achievements. But for maturing men, life purpose may be more subtle, inward, unspectacular. For example, it could be:


[image: Images]   Shifting your focus from the pain of past losses to enjoying all the goodies of the current moment.


[image: Images]   Deepening and widening who you are.


[image: Images]   Having a happy, quiet, single life after a marriage dissolves.


[image: Images]   Taking the role of an elder and helping others to fulfil themselves.


[image: Images]   Exploring interests and aspects of yourself which have been ignored until now.


[image: Images]   Fulfilling childhood dreams.


One landmark of midlife is coming to terms with death: realising that facing your dying can enrich your living. This is part of reinventing your life purpose in Chapter 8. Work is central to many men’s sense of self, so Chapter 4 is also relevant: it covers work, money and fulfilment, including a process for re-visioning your work. Ideas like elderhood, legacy, bigger picture and giving back are all important in life purpose beyond fifty, and these are explored in Chapter 11.


Head, heart – and soul?


Many men rely on their brain and body to manage life. Handling emotions is not in the male curriculum, and a lot of addictive and angry behaviour by men arises because of this. The maturing phase needs men to expand the aspects of themselves which they are aware of and express. For many this means learning to be emotionally articulate: in other words, to say how you feel and hear how she feels, instead of blowing up. Less often, it means learning to use the talents of the brain and not be swamped by feelings.


What does it mean to be emotionally articulate? It really is like learning a new language – but one that men may resist because it takes them out of their control zone. The language of the heart includes a lot of sweet feelings such as joy, compassion and tenderness, as well as difficult ones. It takes time, skill and a safe setting for men to let themselves feel. This is harder than learning Italian! Part of the skill is in expressing emotions so they don’t upset other people, by using methods like assertiveness, or Non-Violent Communication. See more in Chapter 3 Resources.
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It’s very different to hear ‘I feel angry because your comment about my driving made me feel I’m not good enough’ than ‘You can stuff your putdowns about my driving, you bitch. Your driving is rubbish anyway and your cooking and...’ There are many aspects to the emotional life. Part is how you handle your own feelings and process them. Part is how you express your emotions to others, hear theirs and face conflicts. This is important for intimate relationships and also for friendships, at work and in groups. You can find more on this in Chapter 3.


More controversial than the heart and emotions are the soul and spirit. For some men, these are meaningless, unprovable; for others, these are what give them a sense of purpose and stability. I am one of these men, and I’d simply urge you to give this consideration. Recall some of the most defining times in your life: the birth of a child, the death of a parent, inspiring music or landscapes, Princess Diana’s funeral. I’d say that such experiences connect us with spirit – a dimension where all life is connected, where a higher wisdom or guidance can inspire us. You’ll find more on this in Chapter 8.


How vintage is your body?


If your body was a car, what make, model and year would it be? Many men treat their body like a brand new Toyota 4x4 which can go anywhere and needs little maintenance. For men beyond fifty, the cars we remember from childhood are more relevant. The few Morris Minors, Austin Maestros, Ford Corsairs, Hillman Imps, Vauxhall Victors still on the road are vintage now: they need careful handling and frequent checks to escape the scrapheap.


As more of my friends reach the midlife years, I’m shocked that even men who have lived healthily can be hit by major illness, such as heart attacks or cancer. It doesn’t help to walk in fear of such problems, but this is a time when good health doesn’t happen by chance and when you need to be prepared if you do get ill. This means thinking about your support networks, both practical (eg medical professionals) and emotional: who would you turn to if you did need help? Chapter 5 looks at physical health issues, including fitness, diet and navigating serious illness.


Many people believe that body ailments reflect emotional or spiritual issues which have not been faced and cleared, and I share this view. Sorry if this sounds New Agey, but some of this is proven, like the physical damage from stress or depression. Try seeing illness as a message: your body wants to be healthy, so problems are telling you something. This matters even more for men, who may stuff feelings down for years and ignore body ailments because that’s the alpha male way to do things. Chapter 7 explores emotional health, including depression, anger, facing addictions and alternative therapies.


Midlife crisis? Male menopause? Real or fantasy?


Are these concepts real or just a made-up basis for a juicy plot-line in Reggie Perrin, American Beauty, As Good as it Gets, and many more? It’s true that the troubles of this time will feel like a crisis, shipwreck or even breakdown to many men. They face issues which undermine their sense of self and manhood, and which they’re unprepared for. Men are often solitary, habitual and competitive, and struggle to handle emotions: now they need all the opposite qualities.


Terms like ‘male menopause’ suggest that there are predictable physical reasons for this crisis phase. Is this true? To some extent, yes: the drop in testosterone levels can lead to depression and more. The idea of male menopause may help people understand that this is a period of big change and upheaval for men, but it’s not a predetermined set of symptoms. This book can show you how to prepare for these changes, how to handle them more easily and how to emerge in better shape than you went in. You don’t have to make a drama out of a crisis!
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Men and sheds


You may be wondering why men and sheds are so linked? Here’s my take on this. I believe the image of the older man in his garden shed started out as a joke about the lousy social skills of older men and their lack of any private space in the home. They were imagined as furtively smoking their pipe, ogling girly magazines or whittling sticks. But then, in Australia, from the 1990s, a different kind of Men’s Shed emerged: larger sheds where groups of men could meet to socialise and learn practical skills like woodturning or metalwork. There are now reportedly over 800 Men’s Sheds in Australia, over 100 in Ireland and a growing number in the UK. They’re a great way for older men to find new friends, new skills and more.


NEW BALLS PLEASE: THE NEED FOR FRESH ROLE MODELS


Many male role models are thrusting alpha men in their twenties and thirties, which can make older men feel inferior. There are also plenty of midlife men who rely on naive masculine aggression: Simon Cowell, Alan Sugar, Jeremy Clarkson and many more – hardly useful role models for reinventing yourself.


In the maturing years it’s really useful to lose your old sense of self and feel you’re in the middle of nowhere without a map or compass. New role models can help you recreate yourself and find a sense of location again. It’s worth spending some time exploring this, creating a map of possibilities. Here are some pointers you could use:


Character traits. Reflect on the qualities you would most like to have in this phase of your life and as you get older. What are the emotions you’d like to be feeling? Recognise that some of the characteristics you were striving for as a young man may be less relevant now and could be replaced. For example:






	Alpha male


	Maturing man







	Controlling


	Perceiving







	Tough


	Flexible







	Achieving


	Contented







	Aggressive


	Empathic







	Narrow self


	Expanded self







	Excludes feminine


	Integrates feminine








 


Men around you. Start observing men you know. Notice who seems at ease with themselves, which ones handle difficult changes well. What qualities do you see in them? Ask them how they sustain this. It could start a fruitful conversation.


Myth, film, fiction. These offer a rich source of role models. With characters you are drawn to, explore their qualities and see if these help you or not. Sometimes we are drawn to role models with similar struggles! The most useful characters may be more quiet and subtle. A role model who has touched me is Chauncey Gardener, played by Peter Sellers late in life, in the film Being There. Chauncey is like an innocent child in a maturing man’s body, but his innocence touches hard-nosed players in the world of money and politics.


Archetypes. These are characters that can provide role models and help us connect with a strong resonance from others, real or fictional, who have embodied this archetype. Here are some examples of relevant ones for maturing men: The Sage, The Good Father, The Peacemaker, The Hermit, The Wise King, The Deposed King and The Magical Child. Perhaps the most important archetype for maturing men is The Elder, which deserves a separate section.


The Elder: A role model for maturity?


The Elder is a term you often find connected with maturing men, and I hear it in many men’s groups. It’s a word with various meanings, and maybe each man needs to search for its significance for him. This is a summary of what it means to me.


Traditional tribal cultures had a lot of wisdom still relevant to our times. Men beyond warrior age were elders. Although we imagine these tribes as hierarchies with a chief, many were guided and governed by the elders as a group. The elders carried the wisdom, knowledge and history of the tribe, and were respected for this. They guided, trained and initiated the young men. Elders resolved disputes, dreamed dreams, talked to the spirit world, wove stories and lived in a continuity between the present time, the past and ancestors, and the future – including their own death.


The role of the elder involves skills which many men in our times lack, but would be enriched by, such as collaborating with other mature men and supporting younger ones. See Chapter 11 for more on all this. However, we don’t live in a tribal culture, or one that makes this easy and natural. This is one reason why men’s groups are so vital, to encourage and recognise these traditional, archetypal roles.


SHIPWRECKS AND SUNRISE: ALAN’S STORY


Since I am your guide through this book, let me introduce myself by sharing some of my bumpy road towards maturity.


My parents were well-meaning but had poor parenting themselves. They were more demanding than supportive, more unsettling than steady. They expected me to behave like a responsible adult from an early age, so I built a facade and pretended. I was an only child till age twelve, always a loner at school and sometimes bullied. My social skills were poor – the talent I clung to was my quick mind. My teenage years were ghastly.


University, at Oxford in the Sixties, was the first time I began to find myself and enjoy being me. I started to feel my talents, my passion and glimmerings of self-worth, helped by finding good friends. While at Oxford I met Ruth, and we married in 1971. Overall it was a good marriage: we gave each other some of the steady parenting we lacked as kids and we had adventures we might never have had alone, like travelling through Africa and Afghanistan. The marriage helped each of us fulfil our individual paths – Ruth accepted my drive for a career and I supported her desire for children.


We had a happy time in our thirties, with two young daughters and my career flourishing. But the stresses that became shipwrecks in our forties were already there. I’d call our marriage a functional co-dependency: it worked well if we both stayed within limited roles, but by our forties we wanted to grow and change. I now realise that for much of my adult life I have been a workaholic. My addiction to my work produced impressive business results and good earnings, and it kept at bay my inner demons of low self-esteem, vulnerability, depression and more. But it limited my capacity for deeper happiness and intimacy.




He should be called Earnest, not Alan...





My first major shipwreck was at age forty-two, in 1990. I did a week-long intensive course at Findhorn, a spiritual and personal development community in Scotland. Being among really open-hearted people, with a series of transforming processes, shipwrecked a lot of my rigid habits and defences. It started my journey to discover who I really am and want to be. And Findhorn also deepened my sense of spiritual connection. Since then, I’ve been seeking my higher purpose, the best way to serve the greater good. I’ve also been trying to lighten up and have more fun, but that’s harder.


Also in 1990, I deliberately shipwrecked my management career. I quit my job as Managing Director, gave back the Jaguar and sat at home in my dining room reinventing myself as a consultant. I also founded an educational charity and led its work to create a 130-acre organic farm and education centre, The Magdalen Project in Dorset, which is still doing well more than twenty years later. This was an epic heroic struggle, very worthwhile, but it did little to change my workaholic habit.


I felt much freer in my forties than my thirties. I was no longer wearing suits, commuting, squeezed by business structures. I did a lot of therapy and personal development, which produced a variety of shipwrecks and sunrises. I trained as a workshop facilitator and led many groups, especially vision quests, and processes to help people, mostly men, fulfil their life purpose in their work. We teach what we need to learn! I was also exploring spiritual paths, especially Sufism, and going to stay at communities, ashrams and monasteries. Slowly, the urgency of my search grew less: I realised the journey is a wonderful adventure, and may never reach a final destination.


During the 1990s my marriage was under stress. The longstanding stability disappeared as I was in flux and Ruth was trying to find herself too. We both worked hard to reinvent the relationship, we went for couples counselling, but the hard truth was that we were growing apart. The prospect of the marriage ending terrified me, but it was a fear I had to face. This was the biggest, most complete shipwreck: in July 1998, just before my fiftieth birthday, I moved out of the family home in Winchester and into a rented cottage in a nearby village. I was living alone for the first time, I missed my daughters, I felt washed up, naked on an unknown shore.


The sense of lostness in my early fifties was deepened by my work commitments tapering off. I had time on my hands and I struggled with depression. The day-to-day sense was of being alone and off the map. Being single pushed me into new situations like soul mates ads and blind dates, which I felt entirely unprepared for. The repeated sense of being broken down forced me to find my essence, deepen my spiritual roots and reach out for new sources of support. The men’s group I had co-founded in 1992 was one of these.


Out of this period of shipwreck new sunrises emerged. I slowly learned to enjoy living alone, finding pleasure in cooking and gardening for the first time. My second adolescence of dates and short-term relationships had a lot of delights as well as heartaches: my sense of myself was getting larger, lighter, happier. The various spiritual paths I had explored began to settle into a nourishing framework. Part of my work was creating a retreat centre at Hazel Hill, a seventy-acre wood near Salisbury, and my relationship with the wood became healing, inspiring and steadying. See more in Chapter 8.


In 2004 I gathered a small group of people and we started a small community and cohousing centre in Dorset – see Chapter 9 for more on this. Living in a community for five years was mostly delightful, often instructive and sometimes horrible. I saw sides of myself that I disliked, and changed some of them. It was another big chapter in reinventing myself.


At a dance group in 2006, I met Linda and we have been partners since soon after. In 2010 we left the cohousing community and bought a large old house near the Dorset coast in Bridport. We married in 2012. It’s a very happy relationship, but also challenging. We are really honest with each other, the arguments are awful, but we sort out the problems and learn from them.


Deep connections with men have been a vital part of my life since my late forties. The deepest, most personally healing of all the workshop groups I’ve been part of are men’s groups. There’s a unique level of openness and transformation which men can attain with each other. I am part of two ongoing men’s groups which provide this, as do the small number of deep friendships I have with men.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


It helps to be familiar with the detailed Contents on page vii. Maybe a crisis in one part of your life, such as divorce or redundancy, has prompted you to read this book: in which case you could start with the relevant chapter. However, many issues are connected and other chapters can help you with aspects of your situation. For example, if a crisis has left you feeling alone and bewildered, Chapters 8 and 9 are relevant on finding purpose and inspiration, and forming new friendships.


Reading the book from start to finish is another good way to use it! You could skip or skim chapters that don’t seem relevant, but look out for resistance to a challenge: some parts that irritate you could be just what will help you most. Many chapters contain self-help exercises and all have a Resources section, which you can find at the end of each chapter. This book is not intended as a complete self-help manual, but it can show you where you need to go deeper, and methods to do so. It’s similar to a general road atlas, which you’d supplement with a street atlas for a city, hiking maps for the mountains and hiring a guide if it’s really challenging.


NOTES FOR WOMEN READERS


Men are much simpler mechanisms than women. Nothing changes them... Even when they have a midlife crisis, they do it in a mindless way... That’s why I think we should let men go off and have affairs and drive fast cars and dream of being virile – and we should run the world.


GOLDIE HAWN


Unlike Goldie Hawn, all the women I’ve talked to about this book saw a need for it. If you are a woman reading this book, I’d like to welcome you and thank you for trying it. You may share my sense that some of the men who’d benefit from this book will be reluctant to read it and averse to change. I’ve tried to make it as engaging as possible for them. I decided that one way to help this was to address the whole book directly to men, even though there may be women reading it. There’s a depth of safety that men find in all-male conversations, and occasional asides to women readers would detract from this. It means that you miss out on advice or resources which I could offer to the partners of maturing men, but hopefully you can now understand and support my reasoning.


Beware of showing off any knowledge of men which you have gained from reading the book. If reading this leads you to more understanding and compassion for your man, maybe give the book credit but don’t let him feel that your knowledge is a threat to him. I know many women who have totally given up on men because they’ve been badly hurt and despair of finding a good one. Hopefully this book will show you how hard life can be for men, and encourage you to persist with us.


RESOURCES


All chapters in this book have detailed resources, offering more help and information on topics covered in the chapter. Since Chapter 1 is introductory, I have set out below my eleven best books for maturing men, which offer a variety of additional perspectives and help.


Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples, by Harville Hendrix. ISBN 978-0743495929. There are dozens of books on relationships, and this is my favourite. It is based on decades of experience as a couples therapist and provides a wise, clear, very practical approach to evolving a wonderful partnership. He has also written a companion book for singles: Keeping the Love You Find.


Emotional Intelligence, by Daniel Goleman. ISBN 978-0747528302. This is written for men and women of any age, but it addresses one of the central problems for maturing men: how to become emotionally articulate in the inner life and with others. To live happily and working with emotional dynamics is far more important than mental IQ.


The Warmth of the Heart Prevents Your Body from Rusting, by Marie de Denezel. ISBN 978-1905744848. One of the best books I’ve found on ageing: especially useful for the young-old, who, as Marie observes, are often terrified of being old-old. This is a positive, practical guide to enjoying life at any age beyond fifty.


Aspects of the Masculine, by C. G. Jung. ISBN 978-0415307697. Carl Jung brilliantly blends psychology with the worlds of spirit, myth and everyday life. His original writings are very long, so this edited selection is a great way to get to his key ideas.


Desert Wisdom, by Neil Douglas Klotz. ISBN 978-1456516475. There are many ways into the spiritual realm, and this is a brilliant book for people of all ages and genders. There is immense diversity of insights, approaches and methods to explore, including the original truths of Christianity, Islam, Genesis, Sufism and other sources.


Iron John, by Robert Bly. ISBN 978-0712610704. Robert Bly is a leading figure in the US Men’s Movement and a brilliant writer and poet. This book uses a folktale to explore the process of male initiation, including the role of the inner warrior and the elder.


The Rag and Bone Shop of the Heart: Poems for Men, edited by Robert Bly, James Hillman and Michael Meade. ISBN 978-0060924201. The editors are all leading figures in men’s work, and this is a wide and wonderful collection, ranging across continents and centuries, with such section themes as Approach to Wildness, and The House of Fathers and Titans.


Home Coming: Reclaiming and Championing Your Inner Child, by John Bradshaw. ISBN 978-0749910549. This is a clear, compassionate guide to understanding the wounds of childhood, and an excellent self-help process for healing them.


The Last Barrier, by Reshad Feild. ISBN 978-1852301965. This is a moving account of a maturing man’s progress through complete lostness to a Sufi path of illumination. It contains the immortal line: ‘The purpose of the path is to bring a man to the point of bewilderment’.


New Passages, by Gail Sheehy. ISBN 978-0002556194. Subtitled Predictable Crises of Adult Life, this is a brilliant overview of the sequence of life stages which most people go through, with the differences for men and women, and insights on how to face them more easily.


The Tempest, by William Shakespeare. ISBN 978-1853262036. This was Shakespeare’s last play. Its central character, Prospero, is believed to be semi-autobiographical and to express a lot of Shakespeare’s own feelings about this life stage. The play starts with a physical shipwreck, an imagery that runs through the play, along with exploration of how to create a new life. A great play to read, and even better in live performance.





Chapter 2


Changes and renewal: The basic overhaul


[image: Images]


Listen to this story: When the soul left the body, it was stopped by God at heaven’s gates: ‘You have returned just as you left! Life is a blessing of opportunity: where are the bumps and scratches left by the journey?’


POEM BY RUMI; TRANSLATION BY NEIL DOUGLAS-KLOTZ


 


When you renovate a house, you start with the foundations. There may be damp, rot or subsidence: you have to sort the groundwork out before you can build on it. The same applies to yourself: the overhaul has to start with some excavation and remedials, and that’s what this chapter offers. It may feel like hard going at times, but it’s a necessary prelude to the improvement works later in the book.


When I look back at myself in my forties, I cringe at how uptight and defensive I was. Working like crazy and getting stressed by all the challenges didn’t make me happy. The breakup of my marriage destroyed my defences and habits: it forced me to look at the emotional baggage I’d carried for years. All the self-doubt, blaming others, fears and myths: I was way over the weight limit. Getting rid of the baggage has sometimes been painful – I’m still not rid of it all – but I’m far happier than I was before the shipwreck.
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