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We walked
and talked.
Was it really
therapy?

Walking helped

John-Paul Flintoff
after trauma. He

who thinks it can

save people’s sanity

‘ an I just go behind
that tree?” asks
Jonathan Hoban,
stepping carefully
over tall, new spring
grass on a slope on
Hampstead Heath
in London, then
disappearing from view. It has been a
while since Hoban went to the loo,
and there isn't one anywhere close.
Happily, finding relief on a tree is all
in a day’s work for the man who

' of my neighbours, widowed last year,

started joining the couple across the
road when they walked their dog
Although I don't presume to imagine
the motive or the psychological
benefit, I can't help noticing that they

i all look cheerful and engaged as they

meets the man |

walk the final steps home.

That said, there is something
zeitgeisty about Hoban’s idea. The
BBC presenter Kate Humble has a
new book out too, Thinking On My
Feet, in which she describes in detail
the experience of going for walks. The
author Rupert Sheldrake, having

, experimented with mini pilgrimages to

Canterbury as a birthday treat for his

| godson, recently co-founded the

British Pilgrimage Trust (BPT). The
BPT aims to establish routes all over
the UK to rival the increasingly
popular Camino de Santiago de
Compostela; all religious beliefs are
welcome, and none.

Speaking for myself, a walking
therapy session is timely. After a series
of traumatic events and a period of

specialises in delivering psychotherap
in the great outdoors.

Having finished his
business, Hoban walks back
towards us, eager to share
the great view he has
discovered. “I do a lot of
Instagram pictures,” he tells
the Times photographer.
“You'll love this. Green is
very calming. It’s poignant”
The photographer folds
up his tripod and
dutifully follows.

I came to the heath to
interview Hoban about his
new book, Walk With Your
Wolf, in which he explains
how he devised the idea of
walking therapy, and how we
can all benefit.

One thing he emphasises is
to make a note of how you
feel before the session and
another note afterwards. So,
to be fully transparent: [ felt -
irritable when we started. A train was
cancelled, buses were crowded and
late, and [ arrived nearly 20 minutes
after the appointed time. Hoban
has been good about it, as has the
photographer, which helps a little, but
perhaps my mood explains why | find
Hoban’s Tiggerish enthusiasm a bit
overwhelming — as I tell him later.

The idea of walking and talking for
mutual benefit is obviously not a new

one. For some people it’s routine to the

point of being banal. For instance, one
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anxiety, | was advised by my
psychiatrist that exercise would do
more to help me than the pills and
therapy put together. So I bought
some trainers and got myself a Fitbit.
Wherever possible, I now do work
outdoors and on foot. Teaching
creative writing, for instance, I like to
take students outside. A year on [ find
that I've walked farther than the
length of India in my pricey Asics.
It's probably time to buy a new
pair, but these are the trainers that

. | with Hoban.

One thing I notice,
sharing my experiences
with him, is how different
it feels to do so on the
| move. In a therapy room
| everything remains the
A | same — throughout the

== session and throughout
the year. Yet outdoors the
conversation is altered by changes in
pace, weather and setting. Walking
across a sunlit meadow with an
extensive view of London feels
nothing like stepping through a glade
of mature beech trees or a dark path
overgrown with nettles and brambles,

Hoban, who in a former life was in
a rock band, Woodspirit, with Ronnie
Woodss son Jesse, discovered the
healing qualities of inner-city parks as
a young man. He lost his mother to
cancer, then several other relatives,

1 John-Paul Flintoff.
Lef:: Kate Humble
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then a brother to an overdose. Unable
to express or share his emotions,
Hoban suppressed them with drink
and drugs. At one point he was taking
7g of cocaine and drinking 40 units of
alcohol each day. “In all honesty, I'm
lucky to be alive,” he says.

Then one day he was startled to
hear a little boy, walking past with his
mother, ask if Hoban was OK. The
boy’s solicitude touched something

 inside him. “He made me feel like |

Wwas a worthy human being, not a
worthless piece of dirt.” He stopped
denymg he had a problem and found
professional help. His drug of choice
these days is the occasional cigarette
— to help with the tiredness that
comes from having two young
daughters — but he insists (wouldn't
you know it) that it’s under control.

. Hle found help in nature
instinctively. Walking in the parks of
south London, he would make friends
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with trees, giving them individual
names. “] realised that nature was my
universal parent. Sorry if that sounds a
bit hippy,” he says.

It does, but “spirituality” is one of
two supplementary benefits of doing

therapy outdoors, he says. The otheris

physiological: walking lowers blood
pressure, reduces cholesterol, boosts
the metabolism and promotes weight
loss, which improves circulation.

And spirituality? “Some people are
put off by the term,” says Hoban, who
has no religious beliefs. “Instead |
use the words ‘connection’ or

‘connectedness’ Yes, we're all made of |

material stuff, but there’s no denying
that a human ‘spirit” exists, and that by
and large we all have a primal need to
connect — to each other and to
nature. We're all animals, with the
potential for connecting to our
instinctive, wilder side.” (Hence the
wolf in his book’s title.)
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| leaves, and asks me how I feel here.

- | thinking of the US president Gerald

" | “save” Hoban from that by looking

| Westop in a glade. Having looked ! I can still remember decades later
ahead as we walked, Hoban turnsto | stories | exchanged with my
I look at me. He waves to the elephant- ' friends Tom and Duncan on all-night
skinned trees, with their pale young | hikes with the Scouts. I'm convinced
i that the recall is easier because we
! Honestly? A bit uncomfortable, | were walking — not something |
although I'm not sure why. [ wish we . might have recognised before
' could press on | meeting Hoban.
We do, but Hoban soon stops me to ,  In his book he shares similar
' eyeball me again. I find myself ' insights from his therapy clients,
| many of whom felt trapped or
Ford, once said to be incapable of + intimidated in a therapy room. It
. walking and chewing gum at the same | dawned on him to offer a session
time. More seriously, academics have | outside, as — it turns out — it has
noted that people stop walking to ! occurred to other therapists.
address complex maths and other | Hoban spent a year struggling to
I convince the British Psychoanalytic
, Council to endorse his “walking
1 therapy” training for other therapists
, and gets a bit sweary when I ask about

' brainteasers. Has something I said

| caused Hoban’s brain to shut down? |
doubt it. We were talking generally

' about his work training other
therapists. So why have we stopped? | those 12 months.

‘A middle-aged couple stroll towards ' Among other things, he had to

| us and pass by on a narrow path | demonstrate that he had resolved how

+ through dense shrubbery. I wonder 1 to assess the suitability of clients,

| what they make of our conversation. | provide privacy in the outdoors and

1 Probably heard it all before; in this + ensure access to drinking water,

J,' | part of north London therapists are as | hankies for clients who cry, a
, numerous as dog walkers. Can we keep , mobile phone signal, toilets (!),

' insurance and contractual

| We do, but Hoban stops me again | considerations and knew how to read

' when we arrive at an opening with 1 and manage clients’ body language
extensive views. My eyes instinctively | I ask if he brought hankies for me.
reach for the distant horizon and a 1 “No!” Fair enough: it wasn't officially a
mostly blue sky. Taking in the freedom ! therapy session. We leave the heath

walking now?

! of that wide expanse, I find myself | and cross the busy roads to walk
breathing more deeply, as if in relief. ' downbhill towards Golders Green and
Then Hoban asks me a Very Big | his therapy session.

Question, which I'm not yet ready to
' share in a national newspaper. | | “I'd like to get some cigarettes
struggle to answer. When I'm finished, | beforehand,” he confesses. So we stride
he says: “You know, you didn't look me ' forth (note: a benefit of walking
in the eye once.” \ downhill) and Hoban reveals a few
' “I'was trying to think. | wantedto | more secrets.
| give you a proper answer.” | “Sometimes clients are angry,” he
“But how does it feel to look me in 1 says, “but they don't even know it.

He has an itch that needs scratching. |

! the eye?” | They say they're fine, but I notice that
“Idon't know... ], er,don't wantto | they're kicking pebbles as we walk. So
force my opinions on you." [ I say, ‘You're fine, but how are your
| “That’s it"” He beams. , feet?’ That's when they realise”
“What?” + The body reveals a lot, he says —
“Looking someone in the eye can \ much that would remain hidden in a
feel confrontational” 1 therapy room. “Some clients are really

| busy and want to achieve a lot, but
\ they walk incredibly slowly. That’s
! telling me they want to slow down.

He’s right, of course. Like many

parents, | have learnt that it helps to
1 discuss some things while driving, or
| washing up, to minimise the | The body knows.
awkwardness that can come with a + “Other clients might touch your
| direct gaze. It hadn't occurred tome | arm while you walk, or your shoulder.
. that adults too can feel like rabbitsin 1 If I point that out and we talk
" headlights or that [ would instinctively | about it, they might realise that they
, aren't getting enough physical
' intimacy in their lives. Others, who
| walk apart, might discover they are

away when describing something

| important to me.
 lask:“Is that why you stopped + anxious avoidants.”
| me earlier?” | Iswalking in the street as useful as

He grins. “It’s poignant.” Hoban uses | walking in parks? Hoban does
that word a lot. I think what he’s | sometimes take busy clients walking in
driving at is this: moving gives him the , streets near their work — in, say, the
opportunity to stop and give clients ' City of London. And some things they
space to lock in something important. | see as they walk serve as useful, if

; Therapy in a closed room doesn't + painful, reminders of matters that

| allow that. | trouble them. However, the spiritual

. We keep walking. | know the paths | benefit is lost without access to nature,
' well and find myself wanting to take ! he insists. And it’s not as if that's in

| Hoban the “interesting” way. . short supply. “In London alone there

+ are 3,000 parks, 35,000 acres of public

+ Why? Because I'm a people-pleaser?
green space and eight million trees.”

| Or because 1 want the interesting

. paths for my benefit? Lordy, + We stop outside a shop that sells
! this navel-gazing can be horribly | cigarettes. He says: “I was quite high-
, time-consuming. . energy with you today. How did that

As it turns out, Hoban soon needs to ' feel?” Relieved to hear that he knew
| be somewhere — a scheduled session | he was doing it, | admit that I found it
+ with a regular client — and prefers the ' annoying at first. He looks pleased. “I
! shorter route. So, heedless of the | couldn't have been like that with you
1 in a therapy room — it would be like
| meeting a caged animal”
1 Walk With Your Wolf: Unlock Your

. wisdom of Robert Frost and M Scott
! Peck, we ignore the road less travelled
| in favour of the path well trodden.

Looking back on my time with Intuition, Confidence and Power by
| Hoban, I notice hi , Jonath an is avai now
: remarkable. | remember exactly what + (Yellow Kite, £14.99). JP Flintoff
| we were talking about in each . shares his mental health story at

particular spot. In much the same way . howtohaveabreakdown.com



