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PRAISE FOR WALK WITH YOUR WOLF



‘An important message about the power of reconnecting with the primal self to achieve balance in the modern world. A fascinating read.’


Megan Hine, author, wilderness guide and survival consultant


‘Jonathan Hoban challenges us to use nature as a setting for reconsidering our lives and our stresses. He asks us to ‘walk alongside our difficulties’ giving ourselves the physical and mental space to look at ourselves anew and to decide what we really need. For that commute to work, or indeed for that break on the park bench, I commend his book.’


Sir Ciarán Devane, CEO of the British Council


‘Combining therapy with nature and activity isn’t new. In the late 1900s, Sigmund Freud walked with certain of his patients around the Ringstrasse, Vienna’s grand, tree-lined boulevard. But what if you have no therapist or kindred spirit to accompany you? Jonathan Hoban’s original, inspiring and powerful book fills the gap. Deftly blending science, his own narrative and his experience as a therapist, he is at our side as we find a way of engaging with and being healed by nature. Like the wolf in the book’s title, we can reconnect with our own elemental lupine instincts which are so often repressed in our stressful and artificial world – both a wolf’s wildness as well as its sociability and need to be part of a pack. Follow in Hoban’s easy to apply footsteps and you will never walk alone again.’


Rachel Kelly, bestselling author of Walking on Sunshine and The Happy Kitchen
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Jonathan Hoban is a leading London-based psychotherapist who has pioneered a unique therapeutic approach known as Walking Therapy. This style of therapy, combining a walk in nature – in the countryside or in green city spaces – with counselling, has led to astonishing improvements in his clients, who range from stressed-out corporate executives to celebrities to members of the general public. He runs residential ‘Burn Out’ retreats in rural Isle of Wight where people can clear their body and mind.


His work has been featured in print, digital and broadcast media, including the BBC, The Daily Telegraph, You Magazine and Women’s Health. He is a professionally registered member of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP).
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INTRODUCTION


We were almost three-quarters of the way through our second counselling session and Victoria still hadn’t looked me in the eye. Almost every sign of stress and anxiety was visible in the tight, protective way she sat in the chair, and in the few words she spoke. Clearly, she didn’t want to be here; equally clearly, she needed help.


The room was grey and cheerless, as counselling rooms typically are. I’d noticed that many of my clients felt the same way as Victoria; uncomfortable in these surroundings and reluctant to engage. I could see that she was feeling under immense pressure, and that this was causing her even more anxiety and stress.


I thought back to where I felt most comfortable during difficult periods in my own life. And it wasn’t in a closed environment like this, but outdoors among trees and in parks. Nature became what I thought of as a ‘universal parent’ in the way it guided, carried and nurtured me with its presence through some of the most troubled moments of my life. Walking in nature gave me clarity, and the space to listen to myself. It didn’t judge or distract, and it connected me to my environment and my feelings. Because of the honesty and perspective it provided, I knew that if I sought it out, it would always be there for me unconditionally and I would never be alone again.


In short, it saved my life.


I looked at Victoria. She was miserable, scared and defensive, her body twisted into the chair opposite me.


‘You’re finding this really hard, aren’t you?’ I said.


Victoria nodded. ‘I’ve done all this stuff before, when I was younger, and it didn’t work then. I hate it.’


‘You feel that you just can’t open up in here.’


She nodded again. I saw she was on the verge of tears.


‘OK. I’ll tell you what … next week, let’s not meet here. Let’s go out for a walk instead. Do you know Wimbledon Park?’


Victoria looked up and, for the first time, seemed to visibly relax.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’d be great. Let’s do it.’


So we did. And that was the start of Victoria’s journey to recovery.


As a society, we’re suffering from a full-blown epidemic of stress, anxiety and depression. You know this, because you’re one of the people affected, or because you know someone who is. You feel you’ve neither the space nor the time to relax, unwind and simply ‘be’. Your phone bleeps constantly. There seems no end to the emails you must answer. Your work environment is frenetic. Everyone is wired on caffeine. There is not a moment to spare; not a minute where your ‘performance’ isn’t being appraised and monitored. The pressure is on, constantly and relentlessly.


We all feel this, yet we collaborate in keeping it at boiling point. We’re seeing burnout on an unprecedented scale, and yet we are all complicit in it. How many of us dare say no, we won’t work beyond our hours, or yes, we are having a lunch break and no, we’re not giving in to any more unreasonable demands from increasingly stressed-out managers?


Rather, we attempt desperately to carve out some ‘me-time’ amid this maelstrom of stress. We cram in a whistle-stop city break here, a pointless work trip there; we sit glumly on a packed beach, wishing those noisy kids playing near by would clear off, or we go on a yoga retreat and find we can’t stop crying. Our feelings are rarely far from the surface and yet we push them down with all the force of someone cramming rubbish into an overflowing dustbin or hide them away like clutter in the attic that we don’t want to see, yet somehow can’t bear to be parted from. We cannot – and do not want to – engage with them, because to do so feels unnerving, unfamiliar and maybe even dangerous. So we continue to perform at work while self-medicating with drink, drugs, sex, fast food, intensive gym workouts, hours of therapy and whatever else it might take to keep ourselves pacified. And this vicious circle keeps repeating itself.


The solution …


… is simple. It involves no joining fees, no memberships, no appointments. It does, however, require time, patience, an ability to switch off (literally) and a desire to reconnect with that which is all around you.


The solution is to go for a walk. Not a stroll down the pub or a pop to the shops, but a good stride out that gets body and mind moving, allowing you to de-stress, see what’s important and find perspective in all the difficulties and challenges life presents.


When you walk, you find the space to process your feelings and begin to understand that nature is your greatest healer. By being outside in nature, whatever the weather, you will re-establish the vital and fundamental connection to the earth that we were all born with but have somehow lost. You will also learn how to relax and how to listen to what your intuition is telling you without all the ‘noise’ that usually blocks it out.


The beauty of what I term ‘Walking Therapy’ is in its simplicity. All you need to do is make time to put one foot in front of the other, in a space which calms the mind, invigorates the senses and helps you to walk alongside your difficulties, seeing them for what they are.


And it’s important to note that ‘nature’ is not confined to wild, remote and inaccessible places. It is everywhere, even in the most urban areas, if you care to look. The great cities of the world, including London, contain many amazing parks and other open spaces in which it is perfectly possible to feel close to the earth and connected to the environment. It is on your doorstep, and it invites you in with open arms. The trick is in responding to its call. If you do, wonderful things will happen.


How does this book work?


Although Walking Therapy has simplicity at its heart, it is not a quick fix. It is about consistency, determination, mindfulness, resilience and awareness. To engage with the process, you need to be on your toes – physically and mentally. You will need to walk regularly and accept that healing doesn’t happen overnight. You already know you need help to deal with certain feelings and situations in your life, but you must be prepared to put the work in and be courageous in your approach. If you understand and accept this, the benefits of Walking Therapy include:
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All that said, this is not a prescriptive book. Everyone is different, and people will go at their own pace. Walk With Your Wolf offers practical, up-to-the-minute advice and exercises in how to walk, think and feel as a means of confronting difficult emotions. We will start with first steps and, as your progress builds, you will begin to understand how your mind and body are responding positively to being out in nature and connecting with the elements. I will walk alongside you as a friend and guide, showing you the path to self-discovery and healing. And on the way, I will share my own story of addiction and recovery, the latter being such a positive experience that I decided to become a counsellor, hoping I could do for others what my counsellors did for me. I’ll shed light, where appropriate, on my own journey and I will introduce some of my clients, whose stories will inspire you to follow in their footsteps. We will walk in response to stress, anxiety, depression, grief, addiction and life transitions, among other challenges that we all face.


This book is aimed at everyone because we are all subject to life’s pressures. You are no longer alone – we will take this journey together as we repair your relationship with the world, with other people and, most importantly, with yourself.


Note: as you progress, you might choose to walk with a friend, but the first read of this book is a therapeutic journey that needs to be done solo.


Why the wolf?


We’re all animals, with the potential for connecting to our instinctive, wilder side. To my mind, the wolf is an excellent metaphor for the duality of the human condition. On one hand, it represents our wildness, danger and a fear of our deepest, darkest feelings – our primal energies that react without thought and whatever is necessary for our survival. On the other, the wolf is also a highly social animal, loyal to its pack, communicative, instinctual and free. The wolf is very much my ‘shadow animal’; its character traits personify certain aspects and different dimensions of my subconscious mind, self and spirit – something I’ll expand on later. Similarly, its environment is vital to its well-being and survival.


Personally, I identify with the wolf’s sensitivity, loyalty, intelligence and sociability around its pack. A wolf needs space to roam, just as we humans need space to ‘be’. If wolves do not have enough space, their roaming and hunting instinct is broken, which can cause them huge amounts of stress. In captivity, they can no longer behave in a way that is intuitive to them, instead becoming hypervigilant – far more than they would ever be in the wild. Their fur loses its sheen and their eyes become dull. The edge is taken off their sensitivity and although they eventually accept their new situation, they are not the same creatures they were before confinement.


Recognise any parallels here? Is this similar to how you’re feeling? It is your space which the twenty-first century seems determined to encroach upon. As humans, we need to reclaim the wildness within each of us. As they say, ‘Throw me to the wolves and I’ll return leading the pack’.


What happens when we are confined?


When we spend most of our time either at work or thinking about it even when we’re not physically in the workplace, our levels of cortisol – the stress hormone – are raised. Stress levels that are permanently high lead to poor decision-making, a lack of perspective, impatience and anxiety, depression, addiction (to your own adrenalin, which is also elevated in times of stress, as well as external elements, such as drink or drugs), mental illness … the list goes on. We find ourselves in constant ‘fight, flight or freeze’ mode, as our bodies desperately scramble to catch up with the unrelenting stress we’re putting ourselves through. We lose all sense of personal boundaries and we completely forget that we, as human animals, need nurturing.


In short, we’ve abandoned ourselves. And in my experience, the worst trauma occurs not when we’re abandoned by others, but when we abandon ourselves.


How do you think you might have abandoned yourself? Perhaps by no longer doing a hobby you used to enjoy, or by not spending time with people who aren’t associated with your work? Maybe you’ve abandoned yourself to overeating, by drinking alcohol to excess or by getting involved in toxic relationships? Or simply by working too hard for too long. Take a moment now to consider the areas of your life in which personal abandonment could be happening.


By highlighting these areas, hopefully you’ll see where your life has become unmanageable. It’s important to note that a lack of manageability, plus the loss of personal boundaries and the inability to say ‘No’ or ‘Stop’ can create indecisiveness, insecurity and stress in day-to-day life. And if you’re stressed for prolonged periods of time, you lose personal clarity and end up feeling trapped and powerless. Rediscovering personal clarity and honesty, plus learning how to manage the factors that cause stress, are the key drivers behind this book.


It is time to stop abandoning yourself and turn your focus on nurturing those parts you’ve neglected. And, in some ways, to learn how to be selfish. This is a word that is sometimes used to shame those who will not slavishly serve the needs of others. But are you selfish because you’d rather go to the cinema alone than head to the pub with your friends or work colleagues? Are you selfish because you take an hour outdoors for lunch while everyone else is eating at their desks? No, of course you’re not – so don’t let anyone shame you into thinking that way. Instead, think of it as ‘self-care’. Other people’s opinions of you don’t matter; it’s what you believe and feel intuitively that counts. Too easily can you abandon how you truly feel to the control of others.


Walking your way to happiness


We’ve seen what the dangers of frequently raised cortisol and adrenalin levels are. But there is an antidote: oxytocin. Sometimes known as the ‘love drug’, because it is associated with mother–baby bonding, touch, intimacy, smiling, laughing and many other ways of feeling good (including walking), oxytocin is released when we walk, along with endorphins, and almost immediately we feel the benefits as the hormones rush around the body. In fact, a 2015 study carried out at the Stanford Woods Institute for the Environment in California found that people who walked for ninety minutes in a natural area showed decreased activity in a region of the brain related to a key factor in depression.1 So moving in nature makes us feel good and acts as a de-stressor, allowing us the time and space to process thoughts and feelings, as well as enabling us to think clearly.


Walking is very often a natural, instinctive solution to a pressing problem. How many of us have said, ‘That’s it, I’m going for a walk!’ when we’re faced with conflict or a difficult decision to make? And how many of us come back with a solution, or at least something approaching clarity? Most, I’d suspect.


Can walking really solve all your problems?


As I’ve said, we’re not talking about a quick fix. You might walk to the supermarket and back, but that isn’t really going to solve anything. You have to move – really move. I’m not suggesting a hike to the top of the nearest mountain (well, not yet), but if you really want to get your brain activity flowing, you do need to get out there, in all weathers, and immerse yourself in the experience of walking in nature.


When you decide to go for a walk, you’re also making adequate time in your busy life to process your thoughts and feelings. Becoming consciously aware of how you’re feeling before, during and after each walk can help you get used to ‘naming’ how you feel. This naming of feelings (for example, ‘I feel happy’, ‘I feel anxious’, ‘I feel melancholy’, ‘I feel sad’) helps your brain and body to manage your thoughts and emotions more effectively.


Identifying and naming emotions can also help to externalise feelings that you often internalise without knowing or choose not to share out of fear of feeling vulnerable and exposed. Finding a voice to name and make explicit emotions you experience, both to yourself and others, expands your emotional vocabulary and awareness, improves confidence and self-esteem, alleviates emotional and physical stress and provides you with a much-needed feeling of release and relief. There is no shame in naming your feelings, but it may take some getting used to if it’s not something you already do.


When you’re moving physically, you start to think with much more clarity; and when you’re walking through nature, you are re-forging a spiritual and emotional connection to nature that you’ve allowed yourself to lose.


When I was growing up, I was always ‘the sensitive one’. That was my label. People think I’m very confident, but I can be painfully shy and sensitive. As soon as Jonathan and I started walking, I very quickly noticed myself changing. By getting outside and going for a walk before work, the rest of my day would be a good one. I was calming down and beginning to really understand myself. I stopped drinking and going out so much, and everything was getting better. I learned how to talk to myself. It gave me something to concentrate on. All I knew before was that I had no idea how my mind worked, except that it let me down all the time.’


Victoria


My aim is that by the end of this book you will have returned to the person you were born to be. It’s an ambitious aim, for sure, but my mission is to get you feeling alive again. Walking will stimulate your senses and invigorate you, body and soul. By returning to the person you were meant to be – instead of feeling stressed, anxious, depressed or burnt out – you will find peace, knowing that you have the ability to be truly honest with yourself and the personal clarity you’ve been longing for. So can walking really solve your problems? Yes, it can, because when this happens, you will be in a much better position to make the changes you need for a healthier, happier life.





CHAPTER 1: A BEAST CALLED STRESS


When all is lost, something wild will find you.


A Monster Calls, 2016, adapted from the book by Patrick Ness


So where do we go from here? Outdoors, obviously! But first, we’ll look at what’s going on for you right now, plus some initial steps towards learning how to walk consciously, mindfully and with your personal healing at the forefront of the exercise.


And before we do all that, I’m going to do something that very few therapists ever do – that is to tell you something about myself and my struggles in life. ‘This is your time and space,’ they usually say, ‘and you can bring to it whatever you need to explore and discuss.’ Which is fine, of course, and how it should be – except that there are two people in a therapeutic space.


Historically, the onus has always been on the client to take all the risks by disclosing intimate details about their life experiences, only to receive minimal responses and emotional input from their therapist. This is a pity, however, because as therapists, we learn as much from our clients as they do from us; it’s a two-way exchange of life experiences which collectively enrich the therapeutic relationship, helping both parties to expand their knowledge base.


I’ve found that when I’ve talked to clients about my own past, they’ve felt a sense of relief from knowing that someone else has been through something similar they can relate to. Identifying with another’s experience is extremely powerful and can really help a person not to feel isolated and alone during their time of adversity. As a therapist, I think it’s useful to disclose my story and to share extracts from my own life experience, but only if relevant to the topic of discussion and the ongoing growth of the therapeutic relationship. Boundaries between client and therapist must still exist, but at the same time, a relationship is a relationship. So given that I’m sharing this journey with you, here’s a bit of background about the earlier years of my life.


My story


I grew up in south-west London, the youngest of four, in a highly academic family. My father was fifty when I was born. He was what you’d call a ‘true gentlemen’; he served in the Royal Navy in World War Two and afterwards went into publishing and broadcast journalism at the BBC. He was a religious man and passionate about sacred music, which led to him becoming Director of Music at the Brompton Oratory in west London. My mother was Irish, a professional opera singer who always surrounded us with music and was a wonderful, loving parent to us all. As a child, I remember her telling me stories of mystical and mythical worlds, with a heavy emphasis on fantasy and the supernatural. It’s no wonder I grew up a dreamer, outlandish in my behaviour and with a crazy imagination. But I thank her for teaching me how to be explorative, and to always harbour big dreams.


My siblings were academic and went to top schools. I was different. I was slightly dyslexic, extremely sensitive and a free spirit, and didn’t fit into the competitive world of education. I loved life, but also feared it greatly. I didn’t know how to act or be. I suffered from shyness, anxiety, low self-esteem and a lack of confidence, none of which was helped by persistent bullying at school that left me constantly stressed. I attended several schools but made very little progress at any of them. Fear engulfed me daily, and I couldn’t seem to escape it wherever I went.


When I was twelve, my mother was diagnosed with colon cancer and after a five-year struggle she died. During her fight against the illness, I gradually stopped caring about anything school-related and started drinking to numb the pain. I walked out of school shortly after my mother died, as life was too short to be miserable in a place where I clearly didn’t belong. After many failed attempts at modelling and acting, I decided to join a band and started writing songs, having inherited both my parents’ musical abilities. I’d finally found a lifestyle which gave me a true sense of belonging; and my love of alcohol and other recreational drugs slotted nicely into the identity I had created for myself as a rock musician.


Five years later, the day after the anniversary of my mother’s death, my brother Richard was found dead in his house at the age of thirty-two from a methadone overdose. Growing up, we’d always had a deep understanding of each other and losing him, together with the loss of my mother, had a huge effect upon my life. Witnessing my father’s heartbreak at losing his wife to cancer, followed by the sudden death of his firstborn son, is also something I’ll never forget. Needless to say, this added to my trauma.


To put it bluntly, I just didn’t care any more. I fell deeper into recreational drug-taking; at one point, before I got clean, I was taking seven grams of cocaine and drinking around forty units of alcohol a day. I put myself in many dark, dangerous situations and, in all honesty, I’m lucky to be alive. My addiction was no longer a joke, and flippant comments I had previously made to lighten the situation, such as, ‘I never had a blackout on the nights I can remember,’ had fallen by the wayside. I was truly lost.


Two people saved me. The first was my then manager, Ronan O’Rahilly, founder of Radio Caroline, who had an unwavering belief in me. He told me many times I was like the son he never had, while for me, he was very much the surrogate father figure and role model I needed at the time. He consistently reminded me that I wasn’t stupid (I’d always assumed I was because I wasn’t academic) and he allowed me to express my feelings of anger without judgement. As Ronan was a born rebel himself, he embraced my anarchy rather than fearing it and because of this I was always free to voice my opinions and felt truly valued.


The second person was a young boy whose name I do not know. At twenty-three, I was scruffy, bearded and addicted to drink and drugs. One day, I was sitting on the street, coming down off a two-day cocaine bender, when a woman and her son passed by. The little boy stopped, looked at me and said, ‘Mummy, is he OK?’ And I’ll never forget that moment. A light was suddenly switched on inside me. Because this child saw right through my outward appearance and, with pure empathy, he reignited a hopeful and loving part of me that I’d disconnected from. It was weird. By simply acknowledging me that day, and without any judgement in his eyes, he made me feel like I was a worthy human being, not a worthless piece of dirt. That singular moment and human loving exchange gave me strength and clarity.


Immediately, I realised I’d had enough of my way of life, and knew I needed to change. It was do or die. I went into rehab, underwent counselling and finally got clean.


Overall, I had a good childhood with loving parents, but one of the core issues that came out of my personal therapy was the trauma of never feeling I was truly seen or heard. And because of this I felt alone, misunderstood and angry. I also learned that I had major issues with authority figures and an acute reluctance to take personal responsibility for anything in my life. I had trust issues and problems forming close relationships, as I felt everyone would either eventually leave me or let me down. In short, I was still incredibly anxious, stressed out, with no real idea of who I was or where I was going. So I did what I’m now asking you to do – I instinctively put one foot in front of the other and started walking regularly, usually on Wimbledon Common and in Richmond Park.


Walking every day and immersing myself in nature gave me the strength to rebuild my life. Stepping among the trees, I felt a true sense of belonging and connection to an energy that was looking after and supporting me. As I walked, I became aware that I was part of something bigger, wilder and more powerful than I was; something that would protect, nurture and provide me with a deep perspective. It was then that I realised that nature was my universal parent. And ever since, I have spent time building that relationship.


As a result of my mother’s and brother’s deaths, love was taken away from me at a young age, but I rediscovered it in the trees, fields and parks I walked in. Nature didn’t judge or ask anything of me; it simply allowed me to wrap myself in it. I had been crushed by everything that had happened to me, and how I’d reacted to it, but nature took me by the hand and guided me through many different types of emotional weathers to a place where I felt peaceful and in control of my life once again. Walking provided me with a neutral space in which to discover who I was becoming, dispelling the ‘noise’ in my psyche. That allowed me to connect with and observe my thoughts and feelings with true clarity, as wild and scary as they were at times.


We all belong to nature, and if we open our arms to it, it will do the same for us.


Stress, society and you


For many of us, the world we live in now bears little resemblance to that of the past – even a past as recent as a decade ago. The internet and social media have changed our working environment and personal lives irrevocably. We now strive to exist in a place where the pressure to perform is strong, and it’s not just about doing our jobs, but being ‘seen’ to be doing them. We’re always ‘on’, always poised to respond. There’s no let-up at times for breaks, a cup of tea or even a moment to catch our breath.


As the climate of technology changes within our society, we are subconsciously forced to keep pace with current trends. However much we check, check, check, we never seem able to keep up with the demands of work or the pressure social media places upon us. As a result, our self-esteem suffers greatly as we compare ourselves to those who seem to be more popular or more successful or whoever we presume is ‘doing better’ than we are, even though this is often not the case.


We can, of course, turn everything off and walk away. But for how long? Technology and work stress are insidious – there is always something that requires answering, updating or commenting on. And there is the famed ‘FOMO’ – Fear Of Missing Out. We condemn teenagers for their phone addiction, but really, are we as adults any better or wiser?


The demands that a faster, hypertech society force upon us have led to an overdose of stress. According to the Mental Health Foundation, stress is damaging the health of millions of people around the UK; it is, they say, ‘one of the great public health challenges of our time but it is not being taken as seriously as physical health concerns’.2


Stress is a primal response to anything we see as a ‘threat’, putting us into fight, flight or freeze mode. Thousands of years ago, this threat might have shown itself in the form of wild animals or people from other tribes who were hunting or trying to kill us. The source of ‘threat’ has changed over time, of course, but our response remains largely the same – we switch to a high-alert mode as our bodies release adrenalin, norepinephrine and cortisol to prepare us for the decision we must make: whether to stand our ground (fight), run away (flight) or do nothing (freeze).


In the short term, this response is helpful, as it focuses our decision-making. But when we’re constantly faced with ‘threats’ (a heavy workload, never-ending demands at home, a long to-do list and all-seeing social media) and our adrenalin and cortisol levels are always raised, we’re very prone to the damaging effects of stress. Higher levels of stress – both short- and longer-term – force the brain into a state of tunnel vision and we lose sight of what is on the periphery of our lives. This inevitably creates consequences and issues within our familial and social lives, as we slowly lose a sense of what’s real, important and meaningful. We also lose our sense of personal clarity and start making poor decisions. And there are other symptoms too:
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