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To the land that sustains us, my oddkin, and those who have become ancestors.


‘Behind the effervescent force of the plant is concealed warmth of feeling, behind the mobility of the animal lies the force of thought. Thought and feeling are united in the gravity of the stone.’

Hilma af Klint


Introduction

The Same Sort of Mind

SK 071 671
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It is nearly winter, the sleeve-end of shoulder season, and the wind has a jagged edge to it as it hurries at me over the lip of the fields that slope easily up from the small village of Earl Sterndale. The sound is loose and fast and free – a swirling white noise without particular course as there are no trees or rock faces to contain it. Cows have made for an irregular corner fashioned by intersecting drystone walls, and stand together out of the worst of it. If there is a stamp of hooves, or a swish of tail, or the sound of heavy flesh jostling for space, you can only imagine it. All is being carried southwards. I can feel pink beginning to bloom on my cheeks and nose, a welcome replacement for summer’s tan, which has long since washed out.

I ignore Hitter Hill rising to my left, though as is my custom I give it a nod of hello as I pass. I don’t know the history of the name Hitter, and if I did it would likely be confounding, such is the way of nomenclature round here, where gritstone isn’t really grit, and the Highs are known as Lows, such as High Low, derived from the Anglo-Saxon hlaw or mound/burial mound, of which there are many in this part of the Peak District. The Peak District was Britain’s first national park, and is situated somewhat centrally in the landmass of England, surrounded by several large cities including Sheffield, Manchester and Nottingham, and many smaller besides. I pass over the curve of fields into a new vista which opens around me. All is green and green and green, stippled with mottled grey grout-lines, and as great banks of clouds pass overhead, the mosaic of fields darkens and brightens in mystical sequence. The sky and land are in a conversation of shade and light, and I am eavesdropping as I walk my own meditation.

A shark fin. Or maybe a cresting wave frozen in time. One, and then another. These are the first features you notice rising from the sea of green as you drop over the fields and into the broad valley of the upper River Dove. Two improbable knolls, Parkhouse Hill and Chrome Hill. The latter is famous for its double-sunset phenomenon, which can be observed only at summer solstice, whereby the sun sets once behind the hill before emerging on the other side and setting again to the right of the hill. Twenty minutes of rare spectacle.

This is a place, it seems, where things come in twos. Or where pairings are divided, before meeting again. Where one and other have notable boundaries but lap against each other in time and space. A liminal land where you can stand in the between, in a way that’s not quite uncanny but certainly significant. Here, we are between hills. Between public and private land. At the border between two counties. On the boundary between limestone and sandstone. At the divide between White Peak and Dark Peak, that taken together make the two halves of the Peak District National Park. This is a special place by any measure, but it is brought most alive in the story of its deep foundations; its bones.

As I have been here many times before, I skirt left around the base of Parkhouse. It is a little smaller and more precipitous than Chrome, but both have steep northish faces caused by local underground faulting, and slightly convex sloping southernish flanks, and it is this combination that gives the hills their wave-like appearance. Sheep with purple-sprayed necks ring the base, grazing off the rich loess-based soils blown into formation during the last glacial period. This wind-blown soil is thin where it meets these exposed knolls of limestone, and can be treacherous underfoot at wet times of the year, so I leave it to a handful of other visitors to negotiate the descent from the crest of the hill, which today looks slick and ankle-breaking. Instead, I decide to have a scout around the exposed rock that characterises the descent path of this miniature hill, keeping one eye on what might get kicked from above as people wide-eyed with careful attention pick their way down.

The shape of the soil-free limestone here is caused by jointing – fracturing – created soon after the rock was formed, and erosion by acidic rainwater dissolving the rock preferentially along the joints, exposing them and picking out their form. The stone is pale grey, weathering to white as water continuously rinses out the organic material that gives the rock its tiny bit of colour. These days you’re not encouraged to bash rocks with hammers to find fossils unless they have already fallen from the parent rock, but this is not needed where I’m looking. Shards and blocks are continually falling away from the towering lump of white, and it is only a minute or so before I turn over a few freshly broken chunks. I am a good fossil hunter – able to get my eye in quickly, with a knack for where they tend to be. I have found beautifully preserved Gryphaea (an extinct oyster more commonly known as Devil’s Toenail owing to its shape) within minutes of setting foot on the Jurassic sands of Robin Hood’s Bay, and bronzed ammonites at the foot of the eroding cliffs on our southern Jurassic Coast. In an earlier life, it was noted that I had an uncanny ability to identify more micro fossil species than anyone else, under the microscope. But none of that arcane skill is needed here. In the Peaks, you can clamber over any old stone-stile and find screw-shaped crinoids and maybe even disarticulated echinoids in the steps – so ubiquitous is this fossil-rich limestone in Derbyshire.

From a shard, I brush away loose soil and pick off a sheep hair. In brilliant contrast, the fresh faces that haven’t ever seen the sun are pale and gleaming as new. Turning them over in my hands, I think again how remarkable it is that they are seeing light for the first time since they were deposited so many millions of years ago; turned out after a long sleep. They are jagged and shapeless because the limestone here doesn’t break apart in bedding planes or along neat fracture lines. This is a structureless limestone. A special sort of limestone. A reef. Though we are about as far from the sea as we can be in the UK at this point in geological time, to my mind we are not so far away at all. I try and let this be some comfort to me, on those summer days when I wish I lived nearer to the coast so that I could swim. Today, we are not near the sea, but between 345 and 330 million years ago we would have been swimming in a vast lagoon not unlike the sea above the Bahama Banks of today, and these wave-like hills would have been teeming with tropical sea-life that formed a reef at the lagoon’s edge, continually enriched by cooler surrounding waters. It is especially satisfying to find fossils of sea-living creatures so far away from the sea, as they aid the imaginative journey backwards and coax deep time forward, making it more personal and real once again.

At the foot of the hill I rub my finger gently over a particularly well-preserved bivalve fossil, feeling its tiny ridges fanning from the hinge. It is no bigger than a thumbnail, and around it are clustered more shells and fragments, at different angles and orientations. They are huddled in the rock in the position that they were lithified in, and though animal life is long gone, I still feel a little guilty that I have disturbed their rest, so strong is the image of them feeding and sleeping together in this tiny gang. I love sedimentary geology because this is where life was, and is, in all its bright luminosity. There is nothing quite like finding fossils – it is a slow, satisfying pastime if you have the eyes, back and patience for it and to find a fossil is an everyday miracle that is easy to overlook, in all senses of the word. Given how much doesn’t stand the test of time, to find the remains of life at all is wildly unlikely. An animal must first be preserved in specific conditions. It must then remain undisturbed for millions of years without too much pressure and heat altering it. It must then find its way back to the surface without being smashed apart. It must then have a person looking to find it at the other end. These remains of old creatures in my hand couldn’t have known that one day, millions of years later, they would be found by me; an animal so far removed from any they would have brushed shells with, when mammals were still a twinkle in the eye of evolution, and fish were only just leaving the water to begin a movement onto land, which itself was only just forming and becoming habitable under scorching skies.

Slipping a small rock in my pocket, I continue my walk up the slope of Chrome Hill, knowing the ascent and descent are less tricky and the views unmissable. A few summers ago at solstice I bivvied on a limestone ledge under a clear sky, warmed on a bed of sheep poo. I had come for the double sunset, but cloud had obscured my view for that brief window when a clear horizon is necessary. Today, the wind is gathering energy on the top and I spot a kestrel trying to maintain hover below me, eyeing his own quarry. His yellow feet are tucked in and remind me of the vulnerability of his little body. I stay for a while to watch him watching, and then huddle into a dip of ground out of the wind, pull out a flask of tea and scan the terrain below me to the south.

From here I can see back to where I came, but also a long strut of a hill of completely different geology – of sandstone – representing the next part of the Peak District story. From Chrome Hill, or Chrome Reef as I prefer to call it, you have 360-degree views of the entire landscape, its fields and their farms, which around here typically mark the spring lines where water seeps through the sandstone above them and comes back at the surface when it meets impermeable shale, of which the valley floor here is comprised. Here, the liminal boundary place is shale – fissile, friable, prone to removal – through which the River Dove flows.

Though the underground faulting here makes the area more complex to read, when you get your eye in, it becomes satisfying to intuitively comprehend the general geology by virtue of the shape made by limestone and sandstone. From the top of this steep, steady-sloped hill covered in crags, you can spot others around you and call it limestone. Tough, but permeable. Where the hills in your eyeline are smoother, often-stepped and lack the crags, you know you are in the presence of sandstone. Also tough, but porous. The first sends the water down and round, the latter lets it through. The shale basins that sit between are weak but impermeable, meaning water will be sent around and not through them; they will be pulled apart by the water’s flow along clear lines and breaks. The shale forms a boundary but it’s not one that is fiercely held. It is a softener, an agent of slip and sleight of hand. It is skilled in the art of bringing bodies of rock together.

Sitting here, surveying the land, imagining the relationship between these different geologies and how they define the landscape, I feel restored and coloured-in. Filled out. I breathe deeply and feel my body ease into the grassy hollow. I am doing nothing and something – my gaze is soft and roaming, but also specific, attentive. It reminds me of therapy, and the work I do now. The multiple gazes that you hold. My own therapist seems to have a bird’s-eye view that is both albatross and eagle, and I too try and cultivate an outlook that is at once gently surveying the whole terrain, not attached to any one particular perspective, while also watching out for the important specifics. I enjoy this train of thought, but also blink it away. It’s supposed to be my day off.

I love sitting high up and taking in a view. My home is in the uplands of the UK, and I feel affinity with all of them in different ways. For me, the fundamental and connective magic of uplands is this: every upland is first and foremost an erosive environment. By whatever means basement rock becomes elevated, to stay upright in stature it must shed material, and this process of whittling and shaping is what gives every range its own distinctiveness. This is why, despite my PhD being on orogenesis – mountain building processes – the focus of my work was actually on erosion. For many, this will seem counter-intuitive. Surely, hills and mountains are places of stature and uplift and rocks towering into the atmosphere. Don’t they just rise and rise as continents come together, or slide beneath one another? While this is true, mountains can only be maintained because they are also places of vast removal. Through a process called isostacy, uplands and mountains accumulate material, making them heavier, and then weather and erode to become lighter again, causing crust to rebound as the earth maintains its balance, which it must do. Upland areas that are still uplifting, such as the Peak District, are doing so precisely because of the erosion that is constantly unburdening the land of their material. In short, stuff must be lost for everything to keep rising. This tells me two fundamental truths: one, that in order to evolve and grow, we must be prepared to face the erosive aspects of life. Two, it’s the weathering that creates the finest landscape of our lives, shaping us and defining us over time.

I look again at the horizon. I can just make out the figure of someone standing with their arms outstretched. They are happy to have made it to the top, but they could equally be jumping a wave, as surely as we all do when we first get into a lively sea. I enjoy their moment of achievement with them from afar, as I shake out the dregs of my cup. These hills today are not waves but are exhumed landforms; bodies of existing rock forms that have been revealed once more, and given new definition by the weathering and erosion of softer overlying layers. An exhumation aided by faulting at depth. Here, the soft shale cover laid down later in the Carboniferous period has been washed away over millions of years, revealing these two distinctive limestone bodies that are made of much tougher stuff. These hills are what they are today because of the refining action of time. This is their bones revealed. They are not mountains formed by a process of orogenesis – by the relationship of plates pushing up and against, or down and under each other. These are mountains only by some sort of revelatory carving, in the way that a sculptor reveals a person from marble, or a scientist chips a mammoth from ice. They possess the spirit of small mountains because they have a relative prominence within the landscape. These are heartlands of a world both gone, and yet somehow here again. Reappeared not disappeared. Rewilded rock. I am sat on an origin story. And an ending, a place of life and death. On yet another example of the hand-in-hand pairing that defines the treasure of this permeable land. On a place thoroughly defined by its erosion.

*

First, I was a geologist, by degree and research, and then much later I retrained as a psychotherapist. The blocky, grey area between is both significant and irrelevant; meaningful to me and my evolution and enduring melange of preoccupations, but convoluted to the outsider who just wants to know the A to B. I made the transition, not because I fell out of love with rocks (though I told myself I had for a while, because it was a greater hurt to admit there was no way for me to remain in geology under its current guise), but because I fell into a deeper fascination with people. Instead of mountain-building processes I became more enthralled with human-building processes. Instead of understanding the erosion rates of rock, I became more enthralled by what weathers a person, and what if anything can be done about that. What happens when the earth is shaken under our feet, undermining the foundations of everything we have known? How do we live with (or even close) the fault lines that open through trauma? How do we negotiate erosive and accumulative periods over time? What would it really mean to weather well?

Rocks were always fascinating, but as my own life unfolded in a series of ups and downs, griefs and losses – the stuff of life – neither geology as a pure discipline, nor the higher education institutions that I came to be nestled within in the time between geology and therapy, could answer the questions I was living. Geology became a way of seeing and thinking, a metaphor and a connector – and this was not the stuff of research grants. Eventually, the questions became too big to ignore, the personal encounters with despair and loss in myself and those around me became too pressing, and so I made the transition out of the rocky world and into the fleshy one. Out of the deeper chronological time of chronos, and into the present moment, the opportune moment of kairos. I also had an idea about what was missing in traditional, closeted, therapy and that was the outside world. I wanted to see if I could bring the landscape in and, if so, how. I wanted to explore the possibility that human healing cannot and does not take place in isolation from the world, but embedded within it, on it, against the rock and in the dirt. I seized the moment to study and learn and practise, and I have been working at the suture-line ever since. Over the years, I have intellectually and intuitively sought to reconcile my worlds; to continue smoothing the edges of the fault line that ran between the two great tectonic plates of my life – land and people – and help them fit.

In Helen Gordon’s Notes from Deep Time, she understands that geology is a discipline that involves imagining worlds and rebuilding stories using incomplete or missing data, and finding new insight and language to fill in the gaps of event and meaning. Skilful therapy, like geology, also requires you to put pieces together, to see into the gaps of the story, to help put stories into order, to build a picture from fragments that helps the person you’re working with understand how they are where they are and where they might be going. Geological history, like human memory, is complex and incomplete. Both require, at times, interpretative reasoning, a sense of intuition, the ability to help with only fragments of data, and a desire to put words to what needs to be understood.

One of the great motifs of geology is its construction and use of maps. For much of history this was a painstaking and onerous process not yet aided by digital soft- or hardware. Indeed, the mapping of soft and hard geology was a labour of love, emerging science and guesstimation. I was a lousy mapper, and failed my first exam because I didn’t have the head for it, but in my own ways I have always drawn maps. My head is full of flow charts and spider-diagrams, maps of how I will tackle a personal problem and, in more recent years, inner maps of my clients’ stories, maps of their stories overlayed on the landscape we work in. Temporal maps of who said what and when. This is how I map my terrain and the terrain of others, with others. Both geology and therapy are much more besides of course, but in this fundamental way they ask the same thing of the practitioner. They require the same sort of mind.

My own vocabulary and turn-of-phrase are now so hard-baked with the language of geology, geomorphology and geography that I barely recognise its presence until someone points it out or looks at me confused. What we choose to pay attention to – what we give our time in patterned and habitual routines and thoughts – is ultimately what shapes our reality. I am surrounded every day by the way the landscape – the rock beneath our feet – can shape and guide and teach us. I think in this language of land and rock.

At the top of the geological timescale, the most recent time period must always remain open to the present. It is only when evidence arises that a period is finished (perhaps through the last known appearance of a particular life form in the fossil record, or the appearance of a brand new one) that a transition line can be drawn, thus denoting that the time period is known, boundaried and completely defined. One’s own evolution is something you can only see with distance and hindsight as the form that you were changes, and you become a new shape that is now distinct and noticeable. My time with geology as a pure discipline is now closed, but my time with both disciplines rubbing side by side or overlaid like a map of layers is far from finished. It is perhaps only just truly beginning. My work and my personal development, and perhaps your work and your personal development, is open-ended and subject to change. After the inevitability of erosion, this is the second lesson of geology that speaks to our human condition.

*

The history of geology is one of transaction, extraction and disposal. There is also wonder and discovery, but much of geology as a study has historically been circumscribed by Western white male scientists, often with competitive, utilitarian perspectives and world-views in mind. As author and professor of inhuman geography Kathryn Yusoff lays out in essential terms, anthropocene geology is primarily a white geology that by its practice and grammar has had a role in the creation of racist structures of extraction and displacement of both material and people. Writer Lilian Pearce echoes that, writing that rocks reveal our deviant kinship with the earth. This is exemplified by the travelling mineral, extracted from the land of others and – more often than not – exported to the other side of the world, into the hands of people with no connection to the land of its extraction or those who live there. What I orientate myself towards – and you too through this book – cannot be divorced from the difficult history of geology. It cannot be dismissed as in the past when this is still the present situation for people on land still being impoverished, and having their lives threatened, by old and new extractions. We still demand oil, we still demand coal, we still demand diamonds and phones with their rare earth elements on and in our hands. Indeed, it is thought that we remove more rock, mineral and sediment from the earth than all the world’s rivers combined. We have extracted and dammed so much water with rock that it has changed the earth’s rotation.

Revering the sacredness of ground on the one hand and ripping things out with the other, we live in a perpetual and deep discordance. We are constantly in a negotiation with the land over where is worthy of our dead and our treasures, and where is OK for waste or things we want to keep buried. In Underland, Robert Macfarlane articulates our difficult relationship with depth generally, revealing our general preference for the surface, for high points and for the freedoms of horizontal travel and cartography. Quoting writer Stephen Graham from his book Vertical, he calls these our flat perspectives. Tolerating and attending to what lies beneath, and our strange, confused, abusive relationship with depth is the work of therapy, but also geology by circular turns. But we need a new geology – a new way of understanding the rocky foundations of our planet, and their importance to both people and planet.

After two decades of ideas settling like fine-grained mud into a deep basin, I have realised that geology is primarily an ancient and ongoing story of relationships. Between landscape and underlying geology. Between surface and deep, inside and out. Between chemistries. Between sedimentation and degradation. Between times before and times after. Between life and death, and life again. It is rich in verbs that describe interactions, processes and stories that belong to all of us together. Of things rolling, tumbling and thrusting against each other. Of things passing through stages of being, towards becoming. Lithifying. Solidifying. Geology is how life and newness comes into the world, and though it is often too vast a process for our human eyes, it is still always relational. A revitalised geology is a story of relational impact, not just the blunt force of hammer on rock.

Rocks present a challenge to the idea of relationship because we prioritise connection with others that look like us, or things that we can imagine ourselves into. Personification dictates we will associate more with things that we perceive to have favourable, human characteristics, and it has been shown through experimentation that eye contact is vital in making a connection beyond our own species line; beyond the partition of the sensible. Rocks don’t often look like us and they are not easy to imagine into because they are by their nature often impermeable and opaque – resistant to our need for quick returns and clarity. We are not accustomed to thinking of rocks as animate. They are the quintessential resource for human construction and achievement – valuable mainly for how they serve our ambitions to build more and go higher. Rocks are perhaps considered the lowest form of life; inert, heavy, grey, dead. Hard to draw blood from. Rock is a world of its own that is closed to human hearts. Indeed, to be stone-hearted is to be cut off from the last signs of life, love and care. In many parts of the world, death is marked with a headstone, heavily inscribed with formal words that mark the very end. Perhaps in their dull tones, rough, cold textures and slow, abrasive ways, rocks remind us what we least want to be. Perhaps in their muted, inert, lifeless form they remind us of what we most fear for ourselves.

Rocks are part of our interconnected system of life on earth, but they are so foundational to the existence of life on earth at all that they have disappeared from our psychological and emotional view, mimicking their literal situation, which is often out of sight. We notice rocks when they are exposed at the surface of the earth as mountains, when we are climbing on them for sport, or when we are holding them behind safety cages. We notice them when the land slides. But it is easy to forget that the slow tectonic work of rocks is what shapes life as we know it, creating landmass that we give a name and draw a boundary around to call home. They underlie everything that makes a liveable life possible. They are the first cookware, and the first tool. Stone is the first of the three great ages of humankind. Rock marks a beginning to all that comes after. They have a vital, foundational role in the sustaining of life, just like water and plants – but are not themselves often thought worthy of special attention. In short, rocks have not yet made their own mark. But as mythologist and storyteller Martin Shaw writes, ‘we make things holy by the kind of attention we give them’ and a reappraisal of rock and its enduring wisdom feels overdue.

So, why does this matter? It is often said that attending to the climate emergency is a crisis of cognition; that we have the brain power and potential to innovate solutions for the damage already done, but that developmentally we are better designed for assessing shorter-term problems and immediate threats. But if the climate crisis is a crisis of the mind, it is also a crisis of our dysfunctional relationships; of our relationality. When we don’t understand relationships between interbeings and systems, we don’t understand the knock-on effects of our inaction. This lacuna in our ability to relate better is bad for everyone, impacting everything from mental health and loneliness through to systemic inequality. In a world rife with such inequality, the challenges can be felt even more greatly by those who are already marginalised. Professor Arline Geronimus, based at the Department of Health Behavior and Health Education at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, has since the early 1990s researched the ways that systematic inequality negatively impacts health outcomes for Black women, through a process she has called ‘weathering’. This use of the word ‘weathering’ is deployed differently to my own, though we share the same metaphorical derivation, and refers to the erosive harm caused by repeated exposure to socioeconomic adversity, racism, political marginalisation and chronic discrimination. Though this essential work is beyond the scope of my book, her conception of the term speaks to the several ways that we can use ‘weathering’ as a way of exploring the relationship we have with the different environments of our lives, be they literal, social or economic. While we might all be ‘weathered’ according to my geological usage of the term, the impact of this is not experienced the same or distributed equally, across all members of society.

The natural world is disappearing from us in so many ways and in so many places, and becoming a monoculture in others. We have forgotten that we are part of nature, and that to lose vast swathes of diverse ecosystem, on local and national scales, is also to lose ourselves and our own futures. Like a deer alert to the breaking branch, we may need to look up and be startled once more.

Geology is a way into our human relationship with the natural world. It might not yet be your way but, as is often the case, having one thing that makes your heart beat faster often opens the gateway to other things that do that too. How we find our way into a relationship with the rest of nature – that we find a way in at all – will be vital for the troubling climate times ahead, as well as our own individual health. We are living longer than ever before, but it cannot be said that we are happier for it. Prescribing rates of anti-depressants in the global North and West continue to rise, but despair does not fall. We are living at a time when we can neither comprehend the implications of what is happening to our earthly home (that’s if we truly comprehend the earth as home at all), nor get on top of our depression, anxieties and stress. We are safer than ever in our everyday lives, but existentially imperilled. We are not yet at the point of fully understanding that these crises (while having their own discrete challenges) are interlinked, and that to change the outcomes of any of them, we will need to change the way we live, and how we view other life.

Our ability to situate ourselves with the abiotic foundations of the earth is likely to be essential in our ability to recognise that in many ways our impact is akin to a geological force. No other animal has had the same ability to disrupt the old and ancient cycles in the ways that humans do. We have gone higher, deeper, wider than any other being – holding a control that we haven’t yet worked out what to do with; that is, in net-service rather than net-degradation. Humans are not immoral and evil. We are simply negligent in ways that are wildly consequential. We have not paid attention properly to the world and its needs. We have prioritised our own, rather than entered fully into the negotiation of needs that underlies true relationships between two entities. In centring self-care we have ostracised community care, allowing the two to become separate in a mirroring of the modern human–nature dichotomy. In reality, we are healthiest in our togetherness and co-operation. A holistic caring for the earth in all its cultural, bio and geodiversity is self-care. In this book, I want to explore how we can live better into these foundations.

I write this book from a particular place – the Peak District – because it is my home, and because it is a landscape that, even in its specificity, offers us some universal insights into our human condition explored within this book. If I lived elsewhere, in a different geology, I may have emphasised different thoughts and ideas, been playful with other metaphors. I offer a wandering snapshot of my work, and how the land can help us think, feel and move together, but there is more left out of the book than put within it. Every story has omissions, as we will see. The absences have given me a headache, but there you go. A lot in life will do that.

*

On my walk back from the two reefs, I go via the River Dove. It’s not a river of notable size or beauty here. It is just a quiet, meandering thing fulfilling its basic drainage function, overlooked on all sides by indifferent sheep and these small boutique hills. Crouching at the shallow edge of the bend, I pull at the shale exposed beneath my feet. It is fissile, laminated, and comes away easily in my fingers. As gardeners know, it is satisfying to put your hands into the earth – to really feel into it – and measuring the texture of the landscape with your hands is no different. Shale is darker, finer, than the limestone and prone to dissolving and slipping away, destabilising the land above it and revealing what’s been buried underneath. Reading the landscape in this way, I can’t help but see the way this mimics the human inner landscape. The peril of having a hard exterior or thick skin, built on soft, vulnerable foundations. I can’t help but worry about the impact of the last few years – of the times generally – on people who are doing their best but are now overcapacity and underwhelmed by life. Knowing too that this is not unique to these times. We live a certain modern way, and that way isn’t always good for us. As a therapist, I feel like I am always keeping an eye on where the land may slide next.

Back at the car, I sit on the lip of the boot to get leverage on my own. A biscuit clenched between my teeth, I pull at my foot, cursing the onset of slushy season. I know it’s going to be OK, and I know others will be OK. Not everyone, not always, or all of the time, but enough to bravely re-imagine what life will need to look like in the face of the uncertain world that we inhabit now. I pull the boot lid down hard and scurry round to the driving seat with a shiver that marks the end of any walk at this time of year. I put the key in the ignition, recognising that this imperfect means of gas-guzzling travel itself needs to end. There are so many things to be done. I am placing my trust in the long process.


CHAPTER 1

Edges
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Curbar Edge is a west-facing gritstone escarpment on the eastern edge of the Dark Peak and is one of several edges that define the special character and popularity of the national park. The Eastern Edges, as they are often known collectively, run for approximately 35 kilometres from Chatsworth at their southern extent to Derwent in the north, and though broken in places, the near-continuous grey face of rock offers a lofty sunrise-to-sunset walk in the summer, or can otherwise be taken one edge at a time. Peak dwellers will often argue over which edge is best, and though I rotate my top three depending on season and weather, I have a particular fondness for Curbar. At an average elevation of 259 metres, Curbar Edge is lower than its more famous northern neighbour Stanage, but offers closer views to the White Peak and tends to be quieter, making it more favourable for my work.

Along with the other edges, Curbar is like a puckered seam in the fabric of the landscape, separating the high ground of the limestone plateau of the White Peak to the west from the higher ground of gritty moorland in the east before it rolls away down to the conurbations of Sheffield and Chesterfield. Along all of the edges, Curbar being no exception, the sandstone buttress is weathered and almost collapsed in places, where columns have become piles of building blocks, and humans have taken advantage, reinforcing channels into pathways for access between the top and bottom of the escarpment. On top of many of the edges, huge, shapely gritstone tors remain, where the surrounding rock has preferentially weathered through lines of weakness in the bedding, leaving only these curvaceous remnants as ghosts of an earlier elevation.

Other ghosts here include the complete or half-finished flour millstones that were quarried and shaped from the rock to be exported around the world, but now lie toppled on their sides, abandoned by a time and industry long gone, left to overgrow in the long grass and ferns. The edges themselves are a product of human, geologic and atmospheric relationship with ancient and historic quarrying activity exploiting the natural structure of the rock, but with time and weather further exposing and defining the geology. In places, tree cover still offers some screening and binding of the ground around the foot of the edge, but on top the landscape can often seem empty and bleak – a peatland that is an essential carbon sequestration reserve, but is contentious for its grouse shooting and the associated land treatment which involves burning swathes of moorland to promote new heather growth, which is favourable for grouse, though has been shown to endanger the futures of ground-nesting raptors.

The Peak District is, in many ways, the embodiment of an edgy place, and has always been a clashing ground for industry and recreation, private and public. In 1932, the Kinder Trespass, a protest by local working-class people against the lack of open country for walkers, was vital in securing public rights of way, and people have benefited from the opening of the countryside ever since. This creates a landscape and metaphorical vista that is by no means a pristine sanctuary for nature. The biodiversity here by global and European standards is low, and the absence of trees, stark. Once you are aware of their former extent, and this is the case for large tracts of the UK, you can’t help but feel their absence. The Peak District – beloved by many – is as good an example as any of the tensions that arise when multiple agents have a stake in the land and its use, and there are no easy answers. Quarrying still leaves the land with open wounds, but the roads which it has provided allow everyone in the country to move around and take holidays in beautiful places.

The edges are comprised chiefly of Chatsworth Grit; a tough, coarse-grained sandstone that forms one of the uppermost layers of the Millstone Grits at large, which taken together is the sedimentary rock unit that came after deposition of the limestones that make up today’s White Peak. Deposited between 330 and 315 million years ago, the coarse sandstone units with interspersed finer sandstones and shales were laid down as the time of volcanic atolls, warm seas, lagoons and reefs came to an end. At first, mud and sand started to come into the dwindling seas from landmasses to the north and south, which were beginning to encroach on the proto-Peak District, but gradually these piled up into great delta systems (analogous in part to today’s Mississippi Delta) transferring vast amounts of sediments over millions of years through distributary rivers, and out into expansive lobes, as the water lost energy and dropped its sediment, where over time it would lithify and become the rock of today.

It is now possible to walk along any of the major gritstone edges and see the depth of the sandstone beds stacked on top of each other, often sandwiched with thinner layers of fine-grained sandstone that is more prone to weathering, revealing multiple cycles of subsidence, water retreat and sea level rises and falls. The presence of multiple sandstone beds over a vast area here reveals the continuous switching of river channels and active lobes over millions of years, with some becoming dominant before losing momentum, and giving way to new channels where material could be carried more efficiently to the delta front. Stop and look at any of the giant grey blocks of the edge front and you can see cross-bedding, which holds the story of sedimented channels switching back and forth, often cutting across each other over time, as they seek more efficient ways to carry their load as far as possible. These deltas, all deltas, tell a story of a land trying to find capacity. Of a system trying to maintain balance and equilibrium in its ability to carry and build without collapse. Of a body holding its material as best it can before the energy dwindles and all is dropped and tumbled, only to initiate new ways of moving forward before, eventually, breaching the banks and levees and overspilling again. And again. Until eventually, over an entire region, blanketing everything that came before, rendering the landscape utterly different.

As humans, we have a confused relationship with edges, boundaries and limitations, which can be seen as one and the same thing, unified paradoxically by their dividing potential. A quick walk through the memory bank will reveal the times when you needed them, times when you didn’t, times when you were grateful, times when you weren’t. We seek them even when, as a psychological or relational construct, we recoil from their necessity, and will often find ourselves drawn to and entranced by the water’s edge: the shifting line between sand and sea, the horror of the cliff’s edge. Our pull towards edges is magnetic, our playfulness around them notable. We are compelled to edges, boundaries and limits, like an intrusive thought that we don’t want but can’t resist going towards. What if I go over? What would happen then? What lies on the other side? In many ways then, edges contain within them something existential, something essential. Edges are, in some ways, an embodiment of the core dilemma about how to live, and how to live under the spectre of death. Boundaries say here is OK, but beyond is the insistent abyss, and I am curious about that. Limits give us a place to challenge ourselves and triumph over. They provide an opportunity for growth, where going beyond a limit can test our courage, expand our hitherto unknown ability, and consolidate our resilience for yet another new horizon that appears as we pass through what’s now behind us. In short, edges are frontiers where we find ourselves. Walking them puts us in touch with the possibilities of here-there, before-after, why-why not, beginning-end.

*

The sky is as grey as the rock as we leave the Curbar Edge car park together along a wide, sandy path pulverised by millions of feet over the years, to begin today’s therapy session. Sarah wrestles up the zip of her parka, seemingly ill at ease with the morning that’s presenting itself, and waves a handful of keys behind her head until she hears a clunk and beep, I busy myself with the horizon for signs of ominous weather. I find none, just a neatly fitted sheet of high-level cloud. Nothing to be too concerned about. On either side of the path the ground is covered in scrappy Calluna vulgaris – ling heather – which later in the year will bloom widely but briefly across all of the moors in the area, blanketing the late summer slopes in a luminous but calming spread of purple-pink flowers; therapy for the summer-weary. For now though, the bog cotton is starting to emerge beneath this taut sky, its twitching tufts the only sign of movement on an otherwise still day. Elsewhere I can just about catch the clanging of distant metal-wear and an echoed voice or two, suggestive of vertical movement, out of sight.

I am fidgety. The jitters are partly excitement for what’s ahead because I love this work and love the unknown possibilities of every session out here that refreshes some internalised library of experience that I might be able to offer forward. But it’s also apprehension. I don’t know what will happen out here today. I have an idea for how we might approach some old material in a new way, but it might not resonate. And what if it turns to torrential rain after all? Every single therapy session is different, even with the same person, and so I am always alert to the possibility that this won’t work. I should know by now that there is no guaranteed outcome, that what will be will be, and that (as I always say) we don’t choose the weather in which we heal. But I remember and forget in cycles, and as a therapist, you are never far from the client’s own fear of nothing changing.

I also note, eventually, that I am fidgety today because my client, Sarah, is. What we mirror, consciously or unconsciously, what we absorb and make our own, is always rich ground for exploration, and I tuck the awareness into my pockets, along with my hands. I wait for the steady rhythm of those first steps walking and breathing into the expansiveness of the moors to help me land.

Sarah, like so many people I come across in my practice, is busy on almost every conceivable level and vibrating with it – which is to say her whole body is nearly always in a state of constant mobilisation. She wouldn’t call herself anxious, but definitely recognises she’s stressed and whenever we meet I have the sense she is waiting for it to end, because there is so much to be getting on with. So far in sessions we have explored how Sarah always feels up against it in some way: trying to meet the endless needs of a demanding job and boss, a young family with their own precarious emotional worlds, friends and extended family to keep up with. I recall too that she has been renovating their house for a while now, that her husband often works away at short notice, leaving her single-parenting for extended periods, and that she has a fraught relationship with her parents that bubbles up periodically. Recently she says she feels just weeks – maybe days – from burn-out. Everything that used to be manageable is getting harder. She’s tired more. Constantly catching the bugs brought home from school. Her biggest frustration is that she feels stuck and unable to put anything down, because everything pulls on her equally and she feels unable to say No, which means she can’t see a way of anything changing. It’s a burden, she says, but I try to keep smiling. Listening to her gives me a jarring feeling.

She is in a hurry to apologise for being late (though it’s barely a minute) but I gently smile and nod my head as if to say, Shall we go? Together we head off the main trail and onto a smaller winding path that takes us along the edge itself, falling into step with each other – Sarah slowing a little to my pace, a deliberate and silent gesture for her to arrive into a calm place within her own body (and mind) for us to begin today’s work. Often, our sessions involve some mindfulness around the pace of our walking and talking and I will often invite Sarah to see what it would be like to slow things down, which on more than one occasion has led to uncomfortable (for her) tears and despair, before the fast pace is once again resumed. It is clear to me that when we slow down, the difficult stuff has time and space to emerge, to be felt, and so I know the speed at which Sarah hurtles through life is protective to some degree. It is a behaviour learnt – I imagine – to keep her back from the edge of an abyss, and means she doesn’t have to look at what gendered or social, cultural or political currents swirl in its depths.

Here, in more ways than one, we are in a different land. In both industrial and geologic time and space, and also for Sarah, who has joined me here as a change from our usual place of meeting where we have our weekly therapy sessions. I have brought us here to play at the escarpment, to connect with this striking landscape in a way that might help bring certain thoughts, feelings, ideas and concepts to life with new clarity. It is useful to work with images and metaphors in words, but better still to embody them.

*

Edges, limits and boundaries are neither objectively useful nor unhelpful, and as such they only invite an exploration from different vantage points. All that we can say for certain is that edges exist between two or more places, physical or metaphysical, and represent a change point. While everyone has their own idea of where they would set limits and boundaries, especially in regard to relationships with others, there is no absolute truth of what’s healthy. Instead, we have to depend on our own situation, intuition and constitution. Spending time at a physical edge might help people like Sarah get some perspective on their predicament. It invites our whole body to grapple with a problem that we might otherwise leave to our brains to overthink and ruminate on. Involving our body in the exploration is to open a new pathway of wisdom, keeps us flexible to different possibilities, and gives us an undeniable sense of the way that our minds and bodies are often made to work against each other. I’ve regularly seen that bodies taken outdoors work out what they need with little interference.

There are many ways of thinking about therapy, delineating it, or characterising it, and just one way is in imagining the ways that therapy can be – as psychotherapist Nick Totton calls it – wild or domesticated. It is not that wild therapy has to be done outdoors, but rather that it must engage with what is unpredictable, entangled and complex in the world of relationships, which for many (including myself) is what lies at the heart of great therapy. In instinctive and intuitive wilder therapy, we have to be on our feet in a psychological, emotional, spiritual sense, so that we are alive to all of the possibilities that might arise, and it makes sense to me that we are also on our feet in a literal sense. We are poised, ready. In movement. Dynamic. Adaptable.

Working outside is an embodied and deliberate act of situating clients back into the environment of their lives. While we are apart in the sense that we are not working in the client’s house, or with their family and friends present, we are in the area of a person’s life. We are opening the doors to create a throughflow of air. By situating therapy within the landscape, clients are able to ask themselves not only questions about themselves in relation to other people, but also Who am I out here in the world? Who am I in this place? I call this finding out about Us in Landscape, where clients are invited to see themselves in the numerous ways that they exist in broader social, political and economic landscapes, as well as meeting themselves in new ways outside. I help clients meet the landscape in such a way that they might be able to better meet the issues they have in hand. They might even meet their own resourceful, wild and capable Ecological Self – the ancient part of us still in rich and intuitive relationship with the natural world – that we all so often lose touch with, but which might be the key to healthier living for humans and other species alike. When it comes to the burdens of anxiety and stress, busy urgency and burn-out, it is clear that there is a wider complex at play in the socio-political environment that embroils most well-intentioned human beings.

There are many different philosophical frameworks for taking therapy work outside. I go outside to do my work because I fundamentally believe that we all live in vast and complex fields of influence, and so we cannot divorce our healing or growth from those fields. Some of the contexts we share, but not one of these fields is identical or some sort of monoculture; each is different according to the person and the people and pressures within their own sphere.

Therapy is – behind the scenes – as entangled as the ecology of life itself, and is itself situated within it, run by people for people, not outside the system of life and power. To put therapy in a replicable, familiar, closed box of a room, in a clinical environment, is to say an individual thing got broken and now must be shut away to get fixed. It speaks to a need to wipe clean, sanitise and purify before beginning afresh and repaired. It positions the client not as their own wild landscape of unknown terrain and flora and fauna, but as a mass of wires that need reprogramming, a chemical imbalance, a pathology. It not only privatises suffering and medicalises distress, but also – perhaps inadvertently – says out there is a threat. Come in here, get fixed in a contamination-free environment. Keep your issues and your shame away from public view. This is the message of clinical, and while it is undoubtedly essential for all sorts of germ control and disease prevention, for me it has almost no place in matters with which therapy is concerned. As writer Sophie Strand memorably articulates, here in the global North and West we are living in an anti-biotic culture, not a pro-biotic one. We want to make everything clean, tidy and fixed, and have situated nature as the enemy of this.

I want to be outside because I want us to reassociate with the reality of life as a thriving, pulsing, risky – and yes – decaying thing. I want us to be back in touch with old stuff in old places, and newness in new places. I want us to get down to the bedrock, to our foundations, and feel into the endless cycle of beginnings and endings that punctuate a life. Outside offers a client both hide and seek, a playful way of prospecting their horizons, but also refuge from the world and what hurts them. Working therapeutically outside puts us in direct contact with our evolutionary history, as a people that sought home and safety in the trees, looking out to the horizon. We are designed to work in this way with the land. You could say that in therapy, nature is agentic and autonomous, that to our eyes it shows its otherness and its own differentiation, but on another level it also carries our own wildness, and represents our own unknown parts.

But it is also true that if you take therapy so far outside then it ceases to have the human element at all. This sort of Wilderness Therapy is a different thing with a different purpose, and as a psychotherapist I am much more interested in how we keep humans in. It is an inconvenient truth that many of a human’s problems today are created by other humans. We have made the world safer than ever from nature, and yet we are still hurt, predominantly, by each other. We are the most dangerous species to ourselves. It is therefore neither ethical nor effective to imagine we can remove humans from the resolution process. Human wounds need to be healed by humans; this is our obligation. Wildness is not the guru, but a teacher among many. If we fully outsource healing to the more-than-human world then we are not honouring nature, but burdening it, and shirking our own responsibility to do better.

The natural world holds transitional and transformative potential for our lives, but I am also cognisant of the limits in a nature-depleted world, and aware of the ways in which we ask too much of nature at times – perhaps as a deflection of responsibility, or perhaps because nothing else feels big enough to save us from ourselves. There is no excuse for erasing ourselves in the narrative or the solutions. A wild therapy without humans is not therapy. It is avoidance.

One of the problems I find with the traditional conception of therapy is that in this way it doesn’t look much like relating. It doesn’t look and feel like the world of every other relationship I see around me. Therapy has no echo in nature when you see it behind closed walls, sealed in to medicalised or clinical environments, disconnected from the messy edges of the encroaching world. Why would we want a therapy – a place for us to try out ideas, rehearse, carefully repair from the world’s wounding – that does not have a home within life as it really is? The messy world.

What is exciting for me is when we meet and work at the edges between inside and out, human and more-than-human, where the boundaries mesh and tangle and get complex. Traditional conceptions of therapy create more power and inequality than they profess to erase, too often foregrounding the egoic needs of an expert therapist. They do not honour variability in the inner landscape, unknown terrain, natural variability, total idiosyncrasy, messiness in the system or wildness of the two humans present and the residues of others, present in both. Instead, they seek to get people right according to a prevailing narrative of what is healthy today in this time, as deemed by people who have been given authority to declare what is good and bad, healthy and unhealthy, ordered and disordered. Therapy is always political, including our choices in where to offer it, or whether to offer it at all.

When I go outside with clients, some of the boundaries become slightly more permeable and open to fruitful negotiation. Our wildness is allowed to meet a little more freely than it might sat in two chairs. I don’t need to fix you, and you don’t need me to fix you. I trust you to relate your way to your own truth. Whether I am working inside or out, I know where my limits and boundaries are – there certainly is delineation for the safety of everyone, but I also know that in the overlap between people’s boundaries there is potential for interesting meetings and the potential for collapses. This is the liminal space of therapy, which for me is often best located and represented at the edgelands of place.

*

We stop near the front edge where some rocks have long-since tumbled away beneath us, and I wonder out loud what we could do here to explore the limit that Sarah feels she’s reaching. I involve her in defining the experiment (my term for the embodied explorations that I encourage clients to shape in collaboration with me; a legacy of my years in science, I suppose), as this experiential, sensorimotor learning is a vital part of how we cognitively develop, and how we elicit new knowing and understandings about our predicaments. She doesn’t know what to do at first and so we wait. Not knowing is difficult and it makes her anxious for a solution, which we observe. But instinctively I watch her shuffle closer to the edge, keeping her legs firmly planted but straining to peer over. What are you curious about? I enquire. She replies honestly, I suppose I want to know what’s over the edge. A big part of me wants to step back, but another part of me wonders what would happen if I just went a bit further. Great, a spontaneous place to begin. Her body-driven impulse revealing its own truth.

OK, let’s go to the edge then, I suggest, and together we inch closer. The drop-off isn’t huge, and the edge isn’t crumbly like a coastline – we wouldn’t be doing this if it was – but it’s big enough to elicit a body-knowing that a fall would be serious. I go with her, consciously mirroring her movement and stance this time so that she can see, and I can feel. This is literally how I feel at the moment. Like I could go over any time, she concedes. And what’s happening inside your body? I ask, knowing what’s happening in mine but wondering if there is a difference. Can you pin-point where you’re feeling anything? I suggest that if she’s going to close her eyes to work that out, that she move back a little first. I can feel a tightening in my throat, she says touching her throat, and my chest feels fluttery and loose. My heart is beating faster. She pauses. No wait, it’s a sort of tension in my upper arms in my muscles. To be fair, my arms always hurt, and my shoulders. All of this top portion, she says, motioning around the top half of her body. It sounds to me as if Sarah is activated in her sympathetic nervous system, and is not sure whether she’s scared or excited. Bracing in her arms sounds like she’s ready to fight.

I’m conflicted in my own body. I can feel the confusion of excitement and nervousness, but my legs are telling me to step back. Flight. My sense of activation is opposite. I reflect this back to her in case it’s useful. Yes, that’s exactly it. I’m like ‘come on then, let’s do it. Give me more.’ Even though I’m also stressed about it and feel fluttery. I feel like this a lot, actually. I mean, when you asked me how it felt I almost couldn’t tell. It feels normal to be here I suppose. We talk about this from a nervous system perspective, for a while. About how it’s responding to threat in a particular way, and how she feels stuck in this on position all the time, growing accustomed to its exhausting normality, and doesn’t know how to come off the edge or whether she should. I guess it feels like if I don’t do this, then I’m letting people down? And I suppose if I’m really honest and I know how bad it sounds, I feel like I’m losing at life. I see everyone doing everything. It’s amazing what some people cope with! Why can’t I?

Being alive in any meaningful sense is a balance of feeling and staying safe, and taking and overcoming risks. In safety, we have a vital place to rest, be comfortable and build the foundations of a life, and through risk we are expanded and grown. A life of adventures has shown me beyond doubt that it is through taking risks that we expand our safety – widening the boundaries and limitations of our existence into ever-broadening and rich terrains.

We work with safety and risk in therapy all the time, making use of a variety of physical somatic techniques, movement experiments and generally pushing our psychological and emotional limits in creative ways. Real and effective trauma work is about carefully restoring the inner grounds of self-trust and trust-in-world, increasing our capacity for risk, not striving to make the world safe. For people overdialled by anxiety we learn to find safety in uncertain, uncontrollable things. Risk-taking and the creation of ‘safe emergencies’ is the edge and excitement of therapy – it is where we get to experiment with new ideas and possibilities, and raise the prospect of living differently towards our unpredictable futures.

Being outside in therapy in a third space that is neither the client’s nor the therapist’s, but a neutral other place of non-judgemental nature, allows some clients to try on new and emergent identities. It allows us to be playful and also mildly imperilled by the public presence of others. I have worked with clients where I have invited them to come wearing the clothes of the person they would rather be, or to try walking and moving and talking in such a way that they are embodying the person they want to be. I have said let’s go further, shall we? in countless scenarios where speaking the truth feels precarious. These gambles are rarely comfortable for a client, but comfort is not therapy’s first concern. With safe-enough containment, and without riding roughshod over boundaries and the supreme right to a No, there is a place for discomfort in therapy, in walking the line between two discomforts: being who I am and being who I feel I have to be. Being this version I am stuck with or being something freer. This is, of course, another way of saying that sometimes we are caught between a rock and a hard place and what we need is courage for the journey between. It is not a comfortable thing to shed a skin, or slough off old material that has accreted to us over time. It is almost never comfortable to change our shapes.

Over-capacity

Our autonomic system is always on. It is a beautifully designed system that controls the unconscious processes of our heart-beating and breathing; the functions that keep us alive and safe, and more widely our whole internal state of being, regulating and supporting all sorts of processes that we aren’t required to have conscious control over in order to maintain balance or homeostasis. It is also true that we move up and down the ladder of our autonomic nervous system every day, shifting from calm and connected to stressed and ready to flee, and perhaps to despondency, lethargy and inaction all within the space of a few waking hours. It is a highly responsive system – its variability is natural and normal – but it is also a system that can be overworked, throwing its regulatory function out of sync. We ask it, and ourselves, to put up with a level of coping that by its nature is an edge rather than an occasional floodplain.

The body knows that there are limits, and it shows us what can go wrong when we don’t pay attention. Just as the earthquakes at the sudden release of pressure along growing fault lines, so too does the human body eventually say enough. If we push ourselves too hard, they ache and strain, and tear and break. We feel it in the muscles, the tendons, in our dry eyes and our jangled nervous systems. When we reach our limits we really know it, and it’s often painful. We get injured. We get ill. We get burnt out. We get depressed. When we go beyond our limits, the shadow cast by these sorts of breaches and their symptoms can be a long one, and not restricted to the presenting issue. Often, one anxiety bubbles into another, new trauma links up with old, and suddenly we’re in a bodily chain-reaction that storms the walls and flattens us for far longer than we might expect. Trauma keeps us in the wrong sort of place; in a perpetual present of fear, vigilance and chronic pain. In a traumatised and burnt-out present, we can’t live deeply and unafraid. Chronological time shortens and we can’t stretch out. We can’t enjoy the little things or look forward to a future of ease and peace.

Our bodies are in many ways a container that can be breached, and limits help to keep us from the worst of it. Like a delta with floodplains, we can mop up a certain amount if we have capacity, but if we have built all over the land or we have been flooded so many times that the whole volume of the container has been getting ever smaller over time, then we have no way of absorbing unpredictable difficulties, and every breach can be harder to recover from than the last.

In Underland, Robert Macfarlane talks eerily about the problem of long-buried items emerging from the ground as the permafrost melts in a warming world, reducing the capacity of the land to hold everything we have discarded into it. Likewise, the things that we push down within ourselves, bury and ignore for as long as possible also become a leaky methane window if left unattended. The problem is not so much that we bury things deeply, but that they tend to come back when we have no capacity to hold them. We are ever at the mercy of our own surfacings demanding to be noticed.

Most of us live outside the truth of our bodies, in traumatising ways. Which is to say we live in such a style of fullness that we often risk going over our capacity and overspilling our limits. All the information we could ever want or need is available to us now, and we have unprecedented access into the lives of others, and we use this to demand ever more of ourselves in exchange for wealth to buy ourselves more stuff or more time. Modern, more affluent humans are mostly busy creatures, frequently over-committed and indentured to a story of more. We have created high-demand lives that are always hungry and can be difficult to continuously fuel from our one mind and body, even with the outsourcings we arrange. An outsourcing that often exacerbates the problem, as we give away the work that supports us (for example, varied movement) in exchange for a level of convenience that doesn’t (such as more hours at the desk or heavily processed foods). On top of this, there is a lot to worry about from global pandemics to global finances that translate day to day as sickness, costs that can’t be covered, and many other legitimate needs that can’t be met. Our lives are a travelling story at the edge between avoidable and unavoidable. It takes wisdom and honesty to know the difference. Am I really unable to step out of this system, or am I afraid of what people will think if I do?

While we may not have any control over many of the awful things that can happen to us over the course of a life – systemic inequalities, neglect, abuse, accidents, war and violence to name just a few – taking care of our minds and bodies against the toll we exert on ourselves and do have some control over, helps to expand our embodied capacity, as well as making for a generally more balanced and enjoyable life. A life that is alive in all our senses and depths.

*

We know what the edge feels like for Sarah, so now I suggest we step some way back. My body immediately relaxes. I wait for a response from Sarah, who knows the drill by now. It’s boring over here. Sarah laughs. I can’t see anything. I suppose it doesn’t feel much like living compared to over there. I am curious about that I tell her. How do you know what bored feels like, where is boredom in your body now?

Good question, she mutters after a pause, which suggests to me we might be on the verge of something new. In my head? She offers it as if I am the quizmaster with the right answer. Perhaps, I say, anywhere else? Sarah continues to scout around her insides with her mind’s eye. I don’t really feel it anywhere, she says, it’s like it doesn’t exist. I mean, I’m not feeling very much right now. I wonder out loud if she is associating boredom with nothing much happening in her body and we consider the possibility that when we’ve grown accustomed to living in the constant on position of the sympathetic nervous system, then stepping down the ladder to a more restful place can feel like an absence of life, like boredom. After a while, we become compelled to live in an over-expanded bandwidth, taking ourselves to the edge of our capacity. It is necessary and familiar. Easier than coming down, with everything that entails. Sarah remembers a time as a child when she felt bored to death and we are better able to correlate the deep fear of nothing – feeling nothing pricking in her body, having nothing to do, no one to take responsibility for. At this point, various ideas start firing for Sarah as different parts of her start clamouring for a voice. A part telling her she’s ridiculous, a part that is sad for herself, a part that wants her to be good for everyone around her and fears saying she needs more help than she’s getting. What if there is no one? More begins to unfold than we can capture in this session, but I have a sense that a key is turning in a lock. We are into a therapy of parts jostling to have a voice.

Rethinking Limitations and Boundaries

As humans, we live every day with a core incongruity at the centre of our universal lived experience. That is, we have almost limitless imagination under the right conditions, and problem solving is the evolutionary masterpiece of our species, but we live in finite bodies. We are porous, permeable, occupied, transitional, a living flux state that is unenduring. It is one of the most defining paradoxes of being human, that none have yet solved, and in a fundamental way this will always put us at odds with ourselves and what we think we’re capable of. We have minds that will take us anywhere, but bodies that will say No. We have almost limitless ambition, but are checked by mortality. Where our head-minds are more likely to try and find a way around a limitation, it is our body-mind that will be the one to say stop, no more, I’m tired. Our bodies tell us what our brains won’t – that there are limits, that we are finite, and that instead of pushing the whole system to collapse, we would be better to ease off, prioritise, rest a while, and sometimes become more fascinated by what is, rather than what could be.

It is unpopular to say we have limits. We know this is true, we feel it every day, but to say it out loud feels like defeat. It feels like the kind of thing an unsupportive parent might say, as if in acknowledging the edges of our capability is a form of resignation or weakness, a negative or uninspired way to think. But if we don’t acknowledge that there are limits, then we are in denial of the lived reality for millions, or billions, of people globally. We are saying your financial barriers are a lie. Your lack of opportunity is make-believe. Your health struggle is in your head. You didn’t try hard enough. The idea that there are no limiting factors at work in life is a lie that will limit all of us, and prevent us from distinguishing which limits are real and worthwhile, and which need to be dismantled. Limitations – like time itself – are unequally distributed through populations. Some have none. Some have too many. This is a real problem.

To be in the truth of your body is to see yourself as the human animal that you are. And also the fox. And the fish. And the sloth. And the ant. And the bee. And the elephant. And the translucent space-jelly pulsating through the abyss. We have elements and tendencies shared with all the animals above, and many more besides. We can walk and swim, sleep, form groups with profound bonds, we can work, create beautiful things, laugh together, solve mathematical equations, go to space, go on holidays, decorate our homes, change careers, change identities. We can do so much, and while we can’t do everything, what we can do is enormous and magnificent.

Limits may slow us down long enough to breathe in what we already have, but they do not reduce meaning. In some cases, they may generate more. We’re not designed to be at capacity all the time, endlessly stimulated by activities, saturated in tasks to tick off, our attention stolen away by the demands of social media, social engagements, socially defined metrics of success. It is also a humbling thing to realise with each passing year that your body is a limited container that can only do so much. To remind ourselves of our limits is a kindness. Experienced with a compassionate outlook they can be a safety device, but also a relief. It is a truism that most will recognise that we don’t do as well as we might think without limits, perhaps because the burden of possibility is an unsteady thing. Without deadlines we get little done. With unrestricted options we revert to the familiar choice.

Unburdened by the pressure to be everything to everyone, all of the time, or to own everything that might finally bring us contentment, we are free to give ourselves to fewer things that we really care about, and in doing so find a satisfaction we couldn’t buy. In a sense, limits create more space where time becomes open and fluid, and doesn’t feel limited at all. By thinking of limits as boundaries, we can bring ourselves back from the edge, preventing the debilitating damage of stress conditions and burn-out, and the long shadow these cause. We can recognise that boundaries offer us safe protection to tend to things that need our careful attention, including the work of grief or trauma. Boundaries are reparative and give us space to build confidence and repair relationships with people who have hurt us. They offer enclosure, which is sometimes necessary and fruitful in a frantic world, and may help us define our niche in the world, better helping us find ourselves and what we have to offer by way of gifts and passions. Embracing the right boundaries reveals there is unexpected power in a No, and yielding – whether to limitations or the need for rest – is the original gesture before we pull ourselves upright into a new meeting with the world, into the next impulse for movement that always comes.

A great boundary – the line before the final limitation or intake wall, as it’s known in farming, beyond which lies the wild unknown – is one that is flexible, negotiable and permeable when it needs to be. It is the line we put in the ground so that everyone knows what’s what, but it can change if we need it to in response to changing circumstances and conditions. Boundaries are not rules. They are rarely hard-and-fasts though may sometimes be. Just as the edge of a naturalised landscape does not end in a clean angular line, so it is also true that more often than not we have to be generous with ourselves and each other in the fray and the fuzz, in the buffer zone. We have to be tolerant in the confusions. Sometimes there are fruitful incursions and interruptive appearances beyond the boundary that we might be grateful for as they have the potential to enliven and expand us. Our boundaries tend to serve us best when we are confident in their flexibility, when we recognise that they are often temporal and provisional, and can be re-drawn as and when conditions change or new needs arise. A useful containing boundary helps us flourish within them, not suffer outside of them.

A little further north and west from here at Curbar Edge, at the head of Hope Valley, and beneath the diminutive summit and impressive slipped eastern face of Mam Tor – or the Shivering Mountain as it’s known locally, owing to its unstable geology – is the entrance to Blue John Cavern. Above the tiny entrance building nestled into the face of the limestone hillside with its heavy iron door and fluttering Union Jack, sheep graze unperturbed by the world beneath them, unworried by the possibility of collapse, of sinkholes opening, of the yawning depths beneath them.

Blue John Cavern is the northernmost of a cave complex that tracks along the line of the limestone border before it meets shale basin below, and then sandstone on the other, northern, side of the valley. Passing through a narrow opening, the descent into Blue John Cavern is immediately felt. Within a few steps the walls get wetter, the floor becomes slippery, and the temperature makes its way to a constant 8°C. You pass a few tenacious ferns clinging to life on the inside, before life becomes too difficult and gives way to nothing but rock and the occasional algae patch, seeded from spores brought in on miners’ and visitors’ clothing, and now stubbornly growing where lights have been installed for visitors. Eighty-nine steps down, the air smells of ironwork from the stairs and handrails, and the walls are coated in precious, ancient flowstone, a speleothem or cave-based mineral deposit of calcite and other carbonate minerals that are often a creamy colour.

As you head further down still, you hear water trickling through gaps you can’t see, last year’s rainfall perhaps as it makes its slow journey from the surface through its own cracks and joints of weakness. But it’s not the flowstone or the fossils, or the fact you can fit cathedrals or football pitches into the space between basement and ceiling that make this cave so special; it’s that this is the only place in the world where you can find the mineral Blue John. The semi-precious mineral is a rare form of fluorite, mined for decorative and domestic purposes owing to the beauty of its blue-yellow colour variations and striations. Standing in front of it, in its country rock, its appeal is in its unassuming rarity, only revealed when a direct light is shone on it.

In this vast cavern it would be easy to pass on through without seeing the only vein visible to the public, snaking unobtrusively through a back wall. While blue fluorspar is found elsewhere in the world, this haphazard, banded variety is the only one of its kind, with the nearest similar mineral being found in Zhejiang Province, China. In this tiny area of the national park, the limestone holds this rare and vanishing secret within its body, formed at a time when its fluids ran high and hot, and then cold once again. A crystalline seam of precious mineral formed because of, not in spite of, the cracks and fissures that have opened in the parent rock, creating the boundaries necessary for its startling formation.

*

Reaching our boundaries is not the same as limiting our growth. Sometimes we find our edges and an amazing thing happens; capacity is rebuilt, old wounds are healed and we grow further and more beautifully than before. The process is analogous to mineral growth in rock. Without a surface and a set of containing edges, minerals that we prize for their beauty, function and even healing properties do not have the right conditions to develop. Crystals do not grow in the open, where space is boundless. Where crystals become their most vivid and multi-faceted is where there is containment that gives shape and definition to what is alchemically coming together on the inside.

We all need a container to hold and ferment the rich potential of our energy and talents – this is the crucible of newness from which all creativity and life flows. Even the earth has boundaries and limitations, such is the necessity of being in a universe where no matter can be lost or destroyed.

In an unprecedented age of fluidity and boundarylessness – where we are told we can be whatever we want – limitations can feel like the end of the road, and acceptance can feel like death, but often in the frustration of limits and stuckness something else happens. A new movement twitches into life. A different thought arises. Life has a remarkable way of finding its way around the least useful of our limitations and is rarely far away in the form of imagination and innovation. It is always amazing to me that creative output can be at its most startling, unique and poignant under limited conditions; indeed, many of us do better with fewer choices to overwhelm us, and almost all of us do better with something to rally against. For the limitations and boundaries that aren’t arbitrary, growth within limits is an invitation to deepen where we can’t broaden, instead of living a mile wide and an inch deep. Within boundaries we nurture substance. We become more rock.

It is clear that there is no solid truth of limitations and boundaries. Enclosures may be useful, but when we allow messiness and newness in, we are often enlarged by the experience, in a way that will seek us despite our most controlling efforts. To be a body – a living human animal – is always to be somewhat encroached upon, with a concurrent need for space and protection from the worst of that. Life is an ever-unfolding event where the boundaries between happenings are not always measured cleanly in life before and life after. We are not a discrete collection of objects stranded together by coincidence in space, but an ecotone – a transitional area – of unboundaried and permeable borders which shifts our conception of where the boundaries of impact lie, and even what animal we truly are.

Limitations can be restrictive, but pushing them also grows our capacity, allowing us the satisfaction of resilience within a broader window of bodily regulation, and the space to be more to ourselves. But we can take that too far, not knowing our own healthy edges. In many ways, what we need in terms of boundaries and limitations is often predicted by our early or formative relationship with them. Boundaries for people who have grown up in a culture of resource, support and confidence-building might be useful because they have been brought up to believe anything is possible, only to find that it isn’t. But on the other hand, people without resource, for whom too much was expected, or who have been subjected to limitations that were too hard and tight, may benefit from pushing past them and being given the resources and empowerment to do so. We live in a time where we are collectively trying to negotiate carbon emission limits across the world. As I write, COP27 is taking place in Egypt and arguments are ensuing about who has to limit their emissions and who shouldn’t have to. How can offsets and reparations be made if we’re all to have the same limit? How can there be limits for those who didn’t create the problem? The situation reveals the precarity of one-size-fits-all solutions, and single-agent decision makers. Boundaries are all a matter of perspective.

*

Using a technique called pendulation, I invite Sarah to move between the two positions of being alive at the edge, and bored far away from it, and as she moves to start to be interested in where the middle ground would be in a physical sense. She moves back and forth a couple of times, and I follow, encouraging her to slow down so that she can pay attention to where her body suggests the middle is. Eventually, she stops and considers a spot that is nearer the edge than distant from it, but is not as close as she was. Tell me about this place then, I say. What’s happening here?

This is the point where I start to feel something in my chest and arms again. It’s the moment where I think it’s just starting, she explains, and I’m impressed that she is becoming so well attuned to herself. I guess I am still too far in some ways, but I don’t like the feeling of being back there, and she points behind her without looking. Well, that’s fine, I offer her, this is a really interesting step to have made and seems more comfortable than either of the other positions. She agrees, and I encourage her to say more about what she thinks of this place. She explains that it would feel like a big change to stay here for long, but concedes that she can still see the edge, and does still feel signs of life in her body. She’s not convinced, but considers what could be better about this place for her. I think it keeps me in touch with what makes me, me. And what people expect. I mean, I can’t just give everything up, can I? This is my life I’m talking about. It’s here now and I have to live with it.

We consider the pragmatic realities of this statement, but I also hear a fear of what people will think if she changes, and what she would think about herself. Well, let’s come back to that, I suggest, because we’re out of time for today, but let’s just take a moment to take an ‘inner snapshot’ of what this new middle ground feels like, and then we will have a shake-out and go. She closes her eyes one last time, straightens her back, and I think I can see the very beginning of a smile. She takes a big in-breath and then opens her eyes dramatically as she exhales. We have a quick shake together and make our arrangements for next time.

In many ways we are all habitual creatures, and our routines and rituals can be stabilising and grounding in an uncertain world. It is also true that sometimes our routines reflect an increasingly fixed way of thinking about ourselves and the world, and may reveal a fear or anxiety about doing differently, even when it becomes apparent that something needs to change. This is especially noticeable in outdoor therapy, when the client has arrived seeking a change, but their routines have become a holding pattern of behaviour that is preventing new movement, both literally and emotionally, reflected in the route we walk, week-on-week, without hesitation or deviation. For these clients, it sometimes becomes necessary to reflect on the stuckness that has taken root through their feet, helping them to see the way that their automatic movement choices might be reflective of an entrenchment in their emotional situation, that might need shaking up. Indeed, some clients may never have been shown that it’s OK to be courageous. For these clients I am keen that we climb out of the well-worn ruts, push down new pathways or even walk in the opposite direction, which can be very strange for the most routine-based clients. This interruption almost always elicits some sort of response, and while it’s not a miracle cure for stuck feelings in the short term, it often injects new life into old ways of thinking and opens a fruitful conversation about the ways we can slip into unhelpful (but safe) habits without realising what’s happening, or, to name just one avenue of exploration, the peril of a lifetime spent having no confidence or body-autonomy.

In contrast, some clients will arrive to sessions and will naturally choose different routes each time depending on their feeling in the moment. From somewhere they have the benefit of confidence to roam. In those clients I observe an ability to be flexible and exploratory in their patterns of thinking, and therapy is often shorter for it. It is as if their bodies hold a tendency towards curiosity, which helps them think more broadly towards new decisions. Perhaps they have grown up around secure and supportive attachment figures, for example. They have, it seems, an embodied ability to cope with the inevitable inflection points in therapy where choices must be made to do things differently, if it is change that is sought. More often than not these clients may suffer from too many choices and crises of indecision, or it is their heads keeping them from what their bodies already know. These clients may also burn out in the face of their ever-demanding inner over-achiever.

Of course, these are not hard-and-fast rules, but the body moving outside is so often giving up clues that we only need to tune into for insight. If you suggest a person seems stuck based on the content of what they’re saying, they can often fall into shame. Oh, I am so boring, aren’t I? or I’m so sorry for being such a broken record, you must hate working with me. We can work with these responses of course, as they are important in their own right. But if you offer your observation on the way their movement patterns seem to reflect a stuckness – a perpetual route taken, or a way of moving in their body that you see over and over again (we all have movement signatures!) – shame seems to be less often triggered, as if their body is a third animal that we can look upon with gentle kindness and compassion. Where possible, I would always prefer to offer an observation I have seen in the client’s way of being in their body, and I always let them show us the way.

Our ability to be flexible in our bodies in a literal sense, but more importantly in our choices around how to be in them more generally, can reveal our ability to be flexible in our thinking about ourselves and the world as it comes to us. There is no objective measure of flexibility in either sense, but from any baseline of ability we can usually identify when our thoughts and bodies are lithifying or cementing. Regardless of fitness or ability, we can all benefit from shaking up our movement choices as a way or provoking new shapes in body and thought, keeping the connective tissue supple and the fluids moving. Put another way, moving differently can help us think and feel differently, freeing us into greater emotional flexibility, creative problem solving and the confidence of knowing we have a repertoire of possibility to draw on in times of need.

A Geology of Discontinuity

There is an absolute banality to the fact of boundaries, for anything in the world that has substance and is not abstract. This is the nature of nearly everything we conceive, as one thing becomes another and differentiates. And yet we find the idea of boundaries a challenge to our imaginations, torn between what’s good for us and a merging that would safeguard against loneliness, unbelonging, separation. At its essence, a boundary represents a change point – a moment in space and time when what was no longer is, and a new state is emerging. Some of the edges are comfortable and go unnoticed, but some we feel keenly and painfully and would rather stay the same, for fear of what we might feel, or what others might feel about us in a new place. It is often true that others are not as invested as we are in our changing. Change threatens the norms, and breaks in behaviour or intention are unsettling and invite stinging judgement often rooted in fear, designed to keep us as we reliably are.

Geology teaches us that discontinuity is normative throughout the existence of all life on earth, that the conspicuous absences in the rock record otherwise known as unconformities are not the exception but the rule, running right the way through to the core. From breaks in sedimentary bedding (as we see at Curbar) to great gashes in the earth that erupt magma into lava, the separations that define life on earth can be everything from a minor inconvenience to a major disruption. The rock record shows an endless cycle of changes from one geology to another, where knowledge is lost or unknown, and demarcates life looking one way, from life looking another. Indeed, some of the breaks reveal an end to life, and others the beginning. The same is true in ourselves – our gaps are a break in knowing who we are, and are not always easy to account for in a world that wants a complete narrative, a complete CV, a complete account of one’s trustworthy consistency, endless productivity (and hence worth) that won’t wait for illness or even deeper contemplation.

In a culture where we prioritise coherence and continuity, rupture seems abhorrent. But in reality, continuity is largely a construct of our imaginations, designed to help us feel fluid, coherent, manageable and safe. The edge we are walking on today is entirely cracked and faulted. It is full of joints, gaps and sharp edges, but our pattern-seeking perception sees a long line of unbroken rock. The fact that it is a fragmented story full of sharp edges, smooth run-outs, invisible pathways and crumbling foundation covered in vibrant green plant life, takes nothing from its whole, only enriching it. If there is a coherence, it is on a larger scale than we are accustomed to. That things are in a steady state is not to say that they aren’t also punctuated with breakages, which only serves to confirm their inevitability and necessity.

So much of what we love in a landscape is the result of discontinuity. A terrain is created by displacements and breaches, along faults and cracks. We love edges and borders because they lend beauty and interest to what would otherwise be a flat plane of existence. There is a liveable jauntiness to the dislocations that were once horrific, and are no longer painful, but time-smoothed. They become part of the shaping.

Ultimately then, edges tell us about life. There are many ways of living that can erode our capacity to sustainably go the distance of our lives, but mapping our relationship with them, and telling an inclusive story that encompasses the gaps, breaks, edges, divides and missing parts, invites us to live more wholeheartedly in the transitions and gaps between our inner places and states, yielding to their possibilities and affordances, rather than working against their restrictive potential. They truly are where we find ourselves.

Sarah will ultimately meet a defining threshold where a choice needs to be made – will she go over or will she step back, and how will she deal with the consequence of either decision? Some of what Sarah is going through she is doing to herself because she is unable to step out from her internalised oppressor. That is, the shadowy, egoic figure within who wants her to be the best employee, the best mum, the best partner, the best child etc. But the oppressor itself is likely systemic – her current internalised oppressor being just the latest inevitable incarnation in a long line of cultural and systemic oppressors that have affected us all. We wonder at the rate of burn-out as it tears through the West, forgetting that we have been fetishising productivity, efficiency and optimisation of our time for many decades now, encouraging the conditions that have led to fire. The competition was set for us long ago, and we have pitted ourselves against each other in the scarcity game to varying degrees ever since. Sarah is all of us. I have been there too. She needs a therapist right now because there is a fire to be put out and personal reflections to be explored around what success really means, about the price of relentless at-all-costs ambition, about her fear of not being good, around the spectre of mediocrity and boredom, but she also needs an erroneous system to fall and be replaced by a system where human no longer equals automaton resource, and one person isn’t expected to do everything, achieve everything, in an endless series of 24-hour cycles.

Much of my therapy work sits at the boundary between these tensions of self and system. That Sarah is in a less precarious situation than many and can technically afford to do a little less, does not make her struggle easy, but I do have a sense that resisting the inferno of burn-out would be personal salvation as well as a significant political act to and for those around her. One person refusing to be lost to the abyss gives permission to the next. And who better to try, than someone who still has some ownership over their mind, body and time. We all have to be wise in wondering who owns our time, our work, our capacity? Who benefits from our efficiency that always teeters on the edge of exhaustion? What systems are upheld when stressed people spend money on solutions that help them do more, not less? There comes a point for all of us when we have to stop moving towards that which we know is bad for us. At almost every conceivable level of our imagining, it is impossible to create a change without a discontinuity, without a moment of not knowing who we are, or what we are going to become. Rupture precedes revolution.
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The great gift of an embodied and emotional relationship with the land is that it offers itself so completely and generously to the parts of us that hurt. Of course the lands in which we live offer us so much more besides in terms of sustenance and joy, places to be in the everyday passing of our lives, but in my work I am often struck most profoundly by the way a landscape both carries and contains us, at the times when we need it the most. Far from being impersonal, blank canvases that we happen to have landed in (although for some this can be the case) and on which we map out the arc and shape of our human-orientated lives oblivious to our surroundings, the places we live can speak to us, soothe us, hold us, create space for us, provide nourishment for us and in many other ways lend substance and stability during the toughest times of our lives. They offer us the widest of containers. They can lend themselves to our imagination, provide anchorage and sanctuary, an expansiveness that goes beyond our inner grounds, and a comprehensive field guide to the living and the dead.

We don’t only live in landscapes and impact them; they also impact and live in us. Instead of asking only Who am I in this place? we can also ask Who is this place in me? Or, put another way, What is the effect of this landscape on me? How can being here help me understand myself and my experience better? How we internalise and explore the outer landscapes of our lives may be of fundamental importance in how we navigate our own inner terrains, and rarely is this as important and resourcing as it is during times of weathering grief and loss.

In therapeutic terms, ‘resources’ can be thought of as ‘tools’ that we can call on when things are difficult. They are often personal and specific, and our ability to make use of those tools when we need them will often predict our ability to weather what life throws at us. While the language is utilitarian, in practice a resource could be anything from talking to a best friend and confidante, or spending time with a companion animal, to visiting a favourite sit-spot in nature, to having the ability and financial buffer to take time off and rest. Resources may be tangible (a favourite object) or abstract (a comforting thought), big (holiday) or small (a well-timed cup of tea), and all have a different role to play in meeting our needs day-to-day. To be resourced is to feel supported in whatever we are facing; the more ways we have to support ourselves, the more likely we are to feel met in our needs.

*

Paul and I are walking side by side, and in the space of 15 minutes he has gone from lively to lethargic, with our pace gradually but steadily decreasing until we are at a draining plod that feels like going backwards. I track his movement and I can feel that the change is abrupt and meaningful. Occasionally he stumbles or trips over his own feet, which he seems to be dragging behind him, reluctantly. As if his own body is just too heavy to carry on. There’s a physicality to walking in grief. The way we drag ourselves through the days, and through places of continuance. It changes our posture, our muscle tone, an observable sense of vitality that sits somewhere between the skin and bones of us. Paul’s shoulders are rolled forward, his back hunched, and his arms swing redundantly at his side. He is stooped, as he so habitually is. As is often the case in my work, I notice his body seems to be telling a more honest story than his face and words, which are a mix of strained smiles and optimistic updates about the week just gone. We have been working together for eight months now, and I have grown familiar with Paul’s posture, having tried it on for size several times as a way of connecting with how it is for him to be alive in this grieving, questioning body. I ask him to stop for a minute so I can show him what I see, and explain that I sense he’s actually having a really difficult week. Drawing Paul’s attention gently towards the incongruence I see in his posture and words invites him back into body truthfulness and allows him to speak more freely about how he’s feeling.

Paul’s most recent bereavement was 15 months ago, though his life – as he tells it – has been punctuated by one death or major ending after another. Every time he steadies himself, it happens again, and he has begun to think that perhaps his whole life’s project is about understanding death and coming to terms with his own mortality. I feel a lot of affection for Paul – his existential project is an almost unfathomable one in its breadth and heft, and yet he shows up for it as best he can every week, and his commitment to the deeper questions of life always give me pause.

Somehow, despite the erosions of a life defined by regular loss of people that matter to him, Paul’s curiosity is very much alive on his better days, though today isn’t looking like one of them. On those better days, Paul loves to be out here on site; he is a keen wildlife spotter and seems particularly attuned to big skies and passing clouds. On days like these I observe (and share with him) that it feels to me as if he is getting lost within himself, and can no longer be reached by me, or presumably anyone else. He agrees, and says it feels like it’s a bigger problem as each new episode of going inwards and feeling lost can turn into a depression, and hurt those closest to him. He says that when it happens he doesn’t know how to come back, and so part of our work recently has been helping him find ways to come back, while also recognising the necessity of private space and solace at the right times. We are aiming to shorten the gap of time in which he feels alone, and so I ask him if it would be possible to take a look around the place where we are standing for a moment, to see what he notices.

As Paul looks around and considers the nuance in the question, I join him. The place where I work is, in many ways, unremarkable outside of a local context. It will never make it onto a 1000 Places to See Before You Die list, and it can barely be considered a beauty spot. Yet to me this semi-moorland forest fragment, typical of the southern Pennines, bounded by major and minor roads, agricultural fields and a golf course, is important and generous. To human eyes more interested in obvious beauty, it might seem like a confused upland jumble of pine (Scots, Corsican and lodgepole), larch, a few broadleaf species at its margins, and areas of rampant rhododendron. But this is where I have chosen to work: a home to other species; a landscape with its own history and story turned into a patchwork fabric of endurance. Of things grown and cut down. Replanted and cut down again. It is somewhere that has known its own troubles.

It took me a while to find a place to walk with clients: a place that wasn’t too popular, wasn’t too pretty by conventional definition; a place with possibility that was rich in metaphor; a place with a good energy; a place with a welcoming, more-than-human community that I wouldn’t be trampling over and causing more harm than good; an elemental place. When I found it, I spent some time alone here listening, sensing into the space and – with an open heart – asking for permission to be here. After all, this is a home before it is a place for me to work: a community of species that are to be respected, valued and appreciated, and by choosing this space I am now somewhat responsible for the life within it. The least I can do is ask permission, give thanks, pick litter.

This is a forest with a plan – a human plan – and it has been worked since plantation in the late 1940s. Today, as you walk around the area, you pass through sections of forest that have long since been felled and are now busy regrowing, maturing growth stands that are due to be felled for timber in the years to come, and areas that will now be left for natural regeneration. On top of this official usage plan, I also bring an agenda. By turns this is a site of economy and recreation, a place where old management decisions meet new.

Just like the forest, our own lives, minds and bodies are sites of mixed use, conflicting priorities and conspicuous beauty sitting alongside shadowy wasteland. When I offer workshops to other therapists looking to move their work outside, I am quick to caution against choosing beauty spots. Not only because they tend to be popular and present a challenge to the sacred confidentiality and thus unbreakable boundaries of good, ethical therapy, but because obvious beauty as it shows up in our lives cannot be the only determinant of value and what is deemed worthwhile. Far better to have a landscape that has seen its own hardships.

From where we stand you can walk north, into and under an Alice in Wonderland-style vibrant pink mass of bushes that I call the rhododendron cathedral in the summer months, for it offers precious shelter from the baking heat outside, as well as the surprise of fairy-tale ruins overgrown with moss and captured by dappled light. Turn south and you will soon find yourself in a field of Christmas trees, shot through with yellow grass on black peaty soil that in the winter becomes Narnia-esque and impassable. Walk a little further west through the extent of the woods and arrive in fields with views into the Peak District that are laid to grasses that for most of the year are short and fine for plodding along with castle views, but in August grow tall and slender and shimmer pinkish gold in the heat. This place is big enough to spend an hour or two in without feeling cramped, remote and unknown enough that you aren’t likely to meet anyone else you know, but small enough that you can become familiar with its charms and affordances, and the safety that familiarity often brings. For several years now I have been around on the swallows’ last day as they prepare for their winter departure, fussing and preening, twittering goodbyes on the telegraph wires that mark the limit of the site. Knowing that by next week these wires will be still again, buzzing only with human conversation.

Paul has his eyes closed. I guess I notice the wind, he says, it just keeps coming and coming. I close my eyes too and listen. It is often windy here on the ridge. Moorland weather. It’s like I’m being left behind all the time, he continues. Everything keeps going and I don’t.

Together we look at the treetops blowing, though their great trunks stay still, and suddenly Paul bursts into tears, and cries the kind of tears you can only cry standing still; tears that require the vigilant attention of your whole body. He apologises, uncomfortable, and for a moment I wonder if I might be too; after all, it is hard witnessing the raw despair of others and not rushing in to close it down with a well-meaning It’s going to be OK, there, there. In reality, I would never do this. I’m glad you’re letting this go, I say, we can do tears. I encourage him to let the tears take him wherever he needs to go – to attend to the physicality of his grief in this moment – and only talk when he feels ready to, if at all.

Eventually, his sobs slow down, and he wipes his eyes with his sleeves. It’s like something just came over me. I agree. Yes, I say, it’s almost like something came on the wind there. He gives me a sad smile and we talk for a while about how he loved the wind as a child and wanted to be a pilot, but then his dad died and no one took him to see aeroplanes after that. I observe his breathing, and what’s happening to his body now, because I am keen to feel-into with my clients what it’s like to still be breathing when all seems lost, and what it’s like to open the body’s receiver to the natural world when you have been closed down.

Containment

How we are affected by the land around us – be it a land of our choosing or not – is a fundamental question in my work with clients outside. I always have it in mind, as we move through time and space together, often through the changing of the seasons. Linked to that is a further enquiry about how we might consciously work in and with the landscape to create a healing effect or in some other way elicit a particular sort of engagement with the client’s sense of selfhood. I am interested in the way that landscape is simply there and having a background effect in my work with the client, but also the degree to which we might want to be explicit in asking as a starting point, What can the landscape offer you in this moment?

I am always walking a line that tries to honour the giving goodness of nature, in a way that might improve human relationships with it, without wanting to exploit the land in yet more new ways. What the land offers its inhabitants is potentially always rich and multi-layered even if a client doesn’t have a particular language with which to speak about its offering, but one aspect we return to time and again in therapy is a sense of containment. That is, a place that is present to us, that is in some way holding us as we think our thoughts and feel our feelings, that is a safe place to explore ideas, or cry, or to be seen by another person. In this way, place becomes a companion to us at difficult times.

Containment is a word familiar to many therapists because this is such a large part of what we provide the people with whom we work, but therapy outside the place we work can also have a role in creating containment, and though for some clients the outdoors will never offer enough containment for their needs at that time, for others the holding capacity of a landscape is an extra way to be safely seen.

Containment is most commonly achieved through a set of behaviours and attitudes of the therapist to create a psychological feeling of safety, but the role of landscape in containment spans both the imaginal and the physical. Walls and gates may offer safe enclosure, trees may offer cover, expansiveness of sky might offer just enough space for those who feel easily suffocated. Containment can be tightly held but also expansive, and is as much about what the landscape is at its own foundation as how we imagine it to be based on everything happening in the present (or based on our prior experiences in the past, or what and where is friendly in the landscape).

I have worked with people for whom containment is found in a feeling of safe envelopment offered by a foggy day in the forest, but I have also worked with those who have found the muffled stillness of low cloud to be suffocating. For those people, a higher sky is needed to feel safe, a horizon that can be seen in the distance, or the hopefulness of sunshine. Containment for some will be space to expand into, and for others it will be the enclosing quality of a smaller place and ambience. There are no rules, only intuitions, which can reveal so much about a person’s experience of being in the world in the present and past. Most often, I see that how we relate to the weather is governed largely by our feelings at the time. A dance of outer and inner, where what might be tolerable today is intolerable tomorrow. What is safe can become suffocating; what is expansive can become lonely. Anything is possible.

Sometimes the effect of being outside for our therapy is important but diffuse, and the role of the human therapist is simply to be present and listen. During the pandemic, I worked with Jill, an NHS worker. She was tired, fed up, angry and restless – unable to settle when she wasn’t working, and always waiting to go into battle on the next shift. She was exhausted by her own vigilance and resentful of people she would usually care about, and she was confused and despairing at all of the out-of-character things she was feeling. Coming to therapy in a live and ongoing situation, rather than to reflect and process an old one, is a different sort of work. The client is not yet out of the other side, not in a place of ease, and they are unable to take down their guard. I had my reservations about the efficacy of a therapy that couldn’t rely on changing the environment of Jill’s life for the better in the short term, and the prospect of letting her down made me anxious. Jill deserved better than I could give her, and in a parallel process I started to lie awake at night fretting over who I would be seeing the next day. This is a rich sort of volleying that happens between client and therapist when both feel anxieties that are triggered by and arising in and around the work. But it wasn’t long before I remembered that my role wasn’t to protect her from a global calamity – none of us can protect each other entirely, though we all try – it was only to hold space in which she could be listened to and understood. To not judge her anger. To create a safe place where she could stomp around in her frustrations or sit quietly under a tree. It was the holding embrace of nature that gave itself to Jill’s imagination and sensing. In the plentifulness of things to smell, touch and listen to as we walked among the trees and tall grasses, we found quiet places to put down anchors. So much of counselling is seeking safe harbour.

Over the weeks and months, Jill found refuge in the outdoor space, which allowed her to relax, if only for a short while. In those quiet moments she was able to think clearly, offer herself compassion and be kind to this angry, scared and tired animal self that she didn’t know so well. The gentleness of our surroundings offered her a soft place to pour out some of the worst things she had seen in the preceding months. Monitoring her own calmness on an embodied level showed that it was possible. In short, she was able to be soothed. We worked together as a pair to collaborate and iterate a way forward. Together, we created a bit of new capacity in her overspilling container, and she learnt that at moments of high stress it was important to look after herself by calling on a few simple techniques that seem unsophisticated in our technological age, but are still very effective on our unsophisticated nervous systems. At the very least, she was able to create a moment of pause and therapeutic distraction.

Containment and holding is a vital part of therapy, because it is a vital part of our human and individual development. When we are babies, if we have good-enough parenting, then our caregivers will hold and soothe us at times of distress, which creates physical and emotional security. This in turn creates a blueprint for what safety feels like, which can be recreated ourselves or by others further down the line when we need it the most. But it is not only other people that can fit the early template and offer reparative experiences of security, safety and holding – though they are arguably the most important given that most of our harms are done by each other – we can also find a gentle, empowering embrace in the body of nature. Among tree limbs, rock crevices, pools of water, or pressed against other warm bodies. Working outside with clients, at a specific place and time, becomes a place of return, like the secure and safe caregiver. A place for safety and nurturance even in the processing of difficult things. Nature can be the confident mother, and it is therefore not surprising that so many of us feel anxiety and despair at the harm we see happening to the living planet. It is foundationally disturbing and unsafe to see such an important caregiver suffer.

Not all landscape is containing of course, and people’s prior experience outdoors will sometimes turn a fundamentally safe place into an unsafe one, but in therapy we can work with either position, and the many places between, to ask, Can this landscape offer me safe containment to work through the things that are hurting in me? For people who are grieving things that have been lost, sometimes the most containing aspect of being outside in the landscape is that it doesn’t offer you the platitudes and expectations that a well-meaning person might. It doesn’t wish you to be fixed or better, but offers a witnessing that so many of us really need as we navigate the losses.

Containment is one of those therapy words that makes sense in context, but in other ways of interpreting containment the word does not have the same positive associations. It can connote imprisonment, restriction, oppression. Containment can mean being trapped with nowhere to go, and lonely. When a container is not large enough, or too tight, it becomes suffocating; instead of offering safety and holding, it is actually designed to close down. But this isn’t containment; it’s discomfort or insecurity. A containing person, or landscape, doesn’t swallow your truth whole, without really listening to it, and bury it as quickly as possible. It encourages you to carry what is yours, but with support. When I speak of the containment of land, and of helpful therapy, I think of it more akin to a giant earthenware bowl: broad and vast and capable of holding its contents, but with an open space for its contents to be held and spilled into. The space available for this is more than equal in size to the bowl itself. It can be double, by volume – if not more – and as broad as it needs to be. But everything is undergirded by the physical veracity of the bowl. This bowl is a go-to. A reliable vessel for all sorts of fillings. Containment, then, is not just a therapy word. It is not only a dry academic word. It is not only a word of entrapment. Instead, it is a bowl – available to everyone – and the bowl can be made of valley sides, ridge walks and deep soil.

Sometimes it is the landscapes that hold us, other times it is parts. Residuals. Things left behind. Sometimes we find feathers. Signs of life, now gone. A bird flown leaving some of itself behind. In it we find a person and their legacy. We pick it up and smile, remember. Stow it away for safekeeping. Put it in a jar on the desk. And sometimes we find metaphor in the delicacy of a bare umbellifer, strung with web. Or in the numinosity of a pale moth’s wings, in the case of Kerri Ní Dochartaigh’s devastating story of generational and communal trauma, and the healing potential of place. In Thin Places we see in exquisite detail how she has internalised her land – how the lines and borders run through her – her body alive with nature metaphor, spoken as someone who has place in her, as much as she is in it. A place she longs for even when there. For her, thin places are places where we meet ourselves, where we find the gaps in silence, and where we may get called up by the wind. First the curlew, then us.

Can nature cure us? is the wrong question, because there is far more to health than curing disease. This is the kind of healing that place provides. Not conversant with symptoms, place instead is a medicine that reaches the spaces between treatment pathways. Where physical meets emotional, and emotional meets spiritual. It is interstitial in its action, providing salve to the cracks and joints between pains. This kind of healing has nothing to do with the clinical and sanitised spaces of Western medicine, which though important, has much less to do with conditions of the body-mind, than they do infection or broken bones. It’s unnecessary to position natural healing against modern medicine in order to find a pure choice. Both have their place alongside each other, with a fundamental origin story lying deep in the roots of plant life. Arguing for or against pathways to health is a race to the bottom, where people miss out and options are reduced.

In the land, we find all that needs to be found to speak to us in places and ways where doctors and gurus lose their footing, in a language more earthy than a priest directing us upwards. When the old tricks are no longer working – when we have found the limits of developmental psychology and learnt that a toolbox is useful, but that we long for something more mysterious to speak to us about the things that remain mysterious within us – this is when we go to the land. Can a landscape heal us? Yes. Will it always? No, not always. Because it’s not the work of land alone to heal human-inflicted wounds, and very often we need (even if we don’t know it yet) the solace of our own species. I encourage you to take any and all experiences into the outside world as important and worthwhile, and hold them with equanimity. I often hear people say I never feel worse for going outside and this may be true, but you do not have to feel better every time either. You do not always have to be positive. You are welcome to take outside your grief and anger, your injustices. You are called to see the gaps, erasures and trouble with your own eyes, because if not you, then who? Going outside isn’t about one-directional healing and a bypass of the difficult stuff, it is about the space to see life more fully.

*

After a while, Paul’s breathing steadies and we resume an intentionally slow and rhythmic walk together beneath the trees. I show us my preferred way for times like this. This is what I have come to think of as ritual-pace, or vigil-speed – a way of holding attention and witnessing in our bodies for the things that we have lost, and also for what’s in front of us, things that would be overlooked if we walked faster. Paul stays in touch with the wind and how it feels to be moved by it (with my encouragement), and as we look to the trees he spots birds moving in the tops, identifying what he thinks might be a crossbill. He notices a line of ants carrying leaf cuttings from behind a rotten stump of pine, and together we follow the trail to an emerging city, busy with tiny bodies running in all directions. We ponder a while on the futility of work, and whether anyone is watching us, as we watch the ants. A moment of levity.

Mindful of our feet as they make recurring contact with the ground, Paul’s short breath gives way to a steadier, deeper in-breath. A big sigh, followed by a stretch, and a shake of the head. I feel lightheaded, he says, in a good way. He is smiling a little bit. Surprised. Relieved. I ask him why he thinks that is? I feel like I haven’t breathed properly in ages. All that air has made me dizzy. Like I’ve come out of the mud or something. I don’t know. He trails off. But I notice he is standing much straighter at this point in our session, and I am not surprised it was a rush of blood to the head. After so long metaphorically and physically bent over, breathing in fully can be dizzying, nauseating, almost too full. Standing upright again can be unfamiliar, confronting and unsettling. And yet this is what signs of life look like, I offer. This is what happens when you keep inviting the living world back in.

Paul’s nodding tells me he understands, but I realise that his gesture is more for me than him. It’s true, he says, but I suppose I want that feeling to be more permanent. I’m so tired of carrying this weight around. Sometimes I get rid of it for a while, but then it’s just there again. Well, as you know, I guess! I mean, I’m still here, aren’t I? I notice his hands instinctively cross low around his stomach and waist. On one level, I see that he is showing me the location of where he is suffering under the weight of this recurrent heaviness. On another level, I wonder if he is also protecting it. It is just an idea, and one I may pick up on in the future, as these sorts of theories are sensitive and can easily be wrong-footed. I know nothing for sure; I am only looking at things as they appear to me, and I choose instead to reassure him that there is no timeframe for grief and her associates. It is OK to still be here, from where I stand.

However, I also recognise his frustration with the immoveable presence of stuck feelings, even if I don’t see stuckness myself. So often, I see tiny upward shifts that suggest fluidity, like tiny rivulets that flow under glaciers. If you listen carefully, you can hear them trickle beneath the groaning of ice. I suggest another experiment, and we walk to a place where I know there are boulders. OK, push that, I command. Yes, ma’am, he replies, and I laugh. It’s been said before that I can be very directive, and where I used to feel squeamish about that – who am I to exert my authority? Will I go too far? – I now realise it can be useful, disarming in its playfulness. In therapy, if you offer a strange experiment without surety in your voice then you lose the confidence of your client. It is essential that you have been to the depths yourself. Go on, push it, I repeat like a building site foreman, and he sets about the task with a touch of the theatrical.

It is a well-established technique in therapy to externalise the voice we have about ourselves, or the issue we have, or to speak of the problem as if it were not us. We are often encouraged to talk to ourselves as if we were talking to a best friend, or to see ourselves as a part in a narrative that can be reauthored. This gives us distance and a little more objectivity, and compassion. Instead of I am anxious, we can say anxiety is with me today. Instead of I am so bad, we can say I am doing my best. We can take this further still if we embody a relationship with our immoveable material. If we push a rock and realise it cannot be moved, then we have to take a different approach to dealing with it.

Paul extends his arms to full lock, and instead of letting that be it, I ask him to get creative. To try different angles of leverage, different intensities of pressure, I encourage him to put his back into it. We have worked together for a while now and I broadly know where I can bring a bit of cheek. When it still doesn’t move, I ask him, Now what? What else can you do? He stands back and looks at the rock with consternation. I guess I could just walk away? he suggests tentatively. I encourage him to try that and notice that as he walks away, he can’t help looking back every metre or so. I wonder if there are other possibilities, I call over, because it looks like you’re not ready to just walk away. Paul returns to the rock and hitches up the legs of his trousers, before making a scrambly hop onto the top of the boulder. He gives me a captain’s salute from atop his new ship and I ask how it feels to be up there. His actions have told me everything without needing words, but I would like him to make the connection to his own embodied discovery.

Many times I have asked a stuck client to experience how draining it is to try and force a very large thing to move, by pushing on rock. To feel the inner heavy weight of cold, hard stone, and externalise it. When the shoving and heaving and hammering of fists has offered nothing new, we have sat on it, talked with it, laughed about it, done a silly dance around it, even put our arms around it and felt the cool grainy face of it press up against our own. Good – now we are doing something different. An intangible weight at the centre of our gravity is an awkward thing to negotiate with, explore and leave behind, but we can climb a boulder, push on a boulder, sit on a boulder and weep. We can talk to a rock about what has lithified within us, and then maybe one day walk away with greater ease.

*

Grief is a landscape and it makes a landscape of us, exhuming what substance we have into the shattering and blinding light of new loss. It shapes us into new lows, and later, eventually, new relative highs, as is the balancing principle of erosion and uplift, of land finding its equilibrium. There are no stages of grief, and no cures. It doesn’t go in sequences, it only comes to us in terrains.

It flows in rivulets, streams, rivers through and out. It touches the parched places and inundates others. We are the floodplain to grief, on which we build in hope and expectation because where else can we go, and where else is as verdant as the ground that grief washes? We know that grief has a recurrence interval. We know it will come, and come again. But if we find a way to live with the river, if we don’t fortify the channel through which it flows, then in between we have good, rich years. We harvest alongside the flow. We make a home within it, alongside it. We keep an eye. And when the flood comes again there is a known course. There is a way for it to meet the sea.

In grief, we are made nomads in our most familiar places, strangers to our friends, unfamiliar to ourselves. There is no going back to a landscape you knew before grief, because you are now irrevocably in a different place. The valleys will not infill and flatten out, there will always now be the spectre of shadow on the lee-side of the sunlit uplands. A shadow that was always there, but never seen in the young days before things started to disappear.

In journeying the terrain of losses we don’t know where we will end up. It’s not a quest for redemption or deliverance, but eventually you will find your place in this new world, and grief and her terrains will find integration in you. Movement through the terrain will become possible again in ways that you can never imagine when you are lost in the depths of this new, fearful world. Life will be restored in the most desolate of places, but they won’t look the same as they once did. Sometimes fault lines remain, and there will always now be the potential for water to seep in and seep out, through vulnerabilities you might not have known existed until the exact moment they are leaking. This is the unknown land that has become yours to know now. But you will build fluency in it.

What builds over time is a palaeogeography of grief. Hopefully we look back and see the old dwellings. The old lowlands, and channels that all the hurt ran through for a while. Its levee breaches, its floodplains. We may see the fossils of friendships lost and plans discarded. We can look at it all from a newer vantage point. From within a new geography. We live many geographies in one lifetime.

Grief has its own time, and with it its own ontology – that is, its own essence and nature of being – that runs outside of the usual parameters and conveniences, and takes root exactly as it deems necessary. It won’t pass because you need it to; that’s not the way of loss. The very deepest hurts, those that are happening, and those that are anticipated, or ambiguous – the ones that turn our cells grey – pull us out of time, causing a rupture in the normal running of things, and all we can do is attend, witness, journey with.

Grief troubles our quick tendencies, slowing us down, bringing projects to a halt, in the way that the discovery of bones so often does. Mourning anything, but especially our most keenly felt losses, requires a different timescale that cares little for getting things done. It is not a friend of productivity, and this is exactly its radical proposition. In therapeutic work, it feels important to be honest about what is possible and to go beyond the ways we want to shorten the prospect of grief and its inconveniences. Grief is not convenient, no loss is. Nothing will erode you faster than grief, I have seen it with my own eyes time and again. People who have been ravaged by a determination to swallow it down, keep it in, pretend it’s not a long and scraggly thing. And it’s not just grief of course. This is how we relate with ourselves in all manner of ways.

We are socialised into loss from the beginning – leaving the womb is a loss, maturing away from our caregivers is a loss – but we cannot live under the spectre of all the possible disappearances, so we carry on as if we are gaining enough to create an offset, to bargain with later on. We build towers against loss. Shrines. We fill our cupboards and the spaces under our beds. In short, we live in a forgetful way. We forget the river running past our back door.

Big Animal Work

Grief is the most visceral, bone-rattling, feral thing you will ever know. Even the smaller losses can shake the earth for a while, upsetting all the balances we set our clocks by. Grief tenderises us. It pounds on the muscles, fibres, organs, bones of us and courses through the fluids. It rips open the very vessel designed to hold together the assemblage of parts that are supposed to keep us alive. It is the most raw and frantic way of experiencing the words I love.

Early in the land of grief, words have precious little power. When there is only howling, of the audible and inaudible kinds, it is our bodies that need the most support. The wildest of grief isn’t so much a state of mind as a whole-body phenomenon that significantly alters the biochemistry of the still-living. Our heart rates change, so too our capacity for respiration. Our memories dissolve (though often temporarily) into thin air, our appetite, digestion, blood pressure, muscle tone and ability to sleep, all change. Dampen.

Indeed, grief is such a muscular thing and some of our losses are so much bigger than our enclosures, that I call grieving – or perhaps mourning – Big Animal Work. There is no better place to take our grief than outside, as nowhere else is quite big enough for the weight of heavy hooves. So often loss and its sadnesses make us a slow beast of burden. A lumbering thing. Hard on the ground, it pulls up the fresh shoots and turns over the field. Doing the work of grief requires you to shift your centre of gravity – to drop into your bison legs – because walking the land, taking on the stores of fat and water you will need for this passage here on in, is vital. Because in grief, we have to trust that land which has been opened is now available to the seed.

Being tenderised by loss helps us close the loop of separation between the beginning and end, so that both run together between the earth and the sky. Sometimes we meet both at precisely the same moment, coming in on the air, or up from the ground. This is my understanding of thin places.

In grief that has had a moment to settle, we can become a receiver: a wide-open dish gathering in both the pain and poignancy of everything around us. I can, myself, remember times where in grief I have had some of the best therapeutic sessions, because with my receiver open, I have taken in every murmur of the other person’s frantic heart. To say everyone grieves is not to diminish the uniqueness of your loss, but so that in time you can find from a vast and tender map the people who can see you through this particular way of weathering, if you need them. And we all need them.

Halfway through my PhD, when I was 24, I got a telephone call to say that my dad had died. He was on holiday with his partner and had a massive heart attack while walking downhill. That last detail became so important to me. There was nothing that could be done, people who were with him told me. The shock itself, or perhaps the one administered to try and revive him, stopped his watch at his moment of death – a watch that now sits in a drawer forever held in that moment. Out of time.

In the landscape we meet all the possible liminalities at various stages of emergence and disappearance, and below that still we meet the fossil record. The fossil record is one of death, not only life. While it reveals life existed, mostly it serves to remind us of what died, when. It is a death registry. A book of remembrance. A haunting of the land. This shouldn’t upset us; instead, it should remind us that weathering, erosion, death, is built into the system, and that despite this there are many ways to remain. I have experienced many losses over the course of my life – some big, some traumatic, some relatively run-of-the-mill with hindsight. I have been at the centre of universal pains, and on the periphery of personal tragedies. They all have their own feeling tone, their own troubles to attend to, and their own specificity that hurts uniquely. But I have survived them all, as most of us do. Geological time shows us that every great explosion of life has come after the calamity of an extinction event. Including humans, who are the most recent life to crawl from the crater, but will not likely be the last. Indeed, life cannot begin without a rupture, without an earlier chaos. Everything starts from a crack; even the seed must split. What comes after is not always better, but is always different. We are always made new by grief.

Most of us can probably remember exactly who and where we were before the news of a great loss landed. I have been sat at my desk in a shared office puzzling over data, and another time about to make an offer on a new home. I have been serving a customer in a pub, and on my way to see a friend. I have been watching TV. I learnt fast that in some places there is not much spare room for emotion. Doors softly close. The questions I might like to have been asked, swallowed down. Simple questions like What was his name? Or Would you like to tell me a bit about her life? We do grief, it turns out, as we do so much of life: in avoidance. How often in grief are we left sitting alone, waiting for something to happen, for people to arrive, for plans to be made? A contract with the universe is broken in the moment of significant loss, even though there were no signatories, and it is common to just look at your empty hands for a good while after. Three days after Dad died, having flown from an unfamiliar airport to a foreign country to see him one last time and arrange for his repatriation, I flew home and returned to work – to shy nods, and deafening silence. To my rocks and their thin sections. I have signed the contract on a house immediately flooded with despair. Loss finds you where you are, with no allowances, and sometimes what you need most is not easy to find in other humans.

For people who have known a lot of loss, going outside into transitional places can be a balm or a trigger, or both at the same time. To go out and be confronted with the impermanence and provisional nature of everything can be too much, too unsteadying. And yet at the same time, it can be a huge relief. A closening, not a distancing. An opportunity to remake a relationship with what or who has gone, towards an aliveness that is maintained by your consciousness, if no longer theirs. It is a chance to be made larger by the full and frank inhabitation of our disappearances, away from concerned eyes. Taking our grief and loss outside is, at its most basic, a foundational act of physical care that pulls us back into the world a little; into the tangible peatiness of things. Into regular, claggy and damp time. Even on the driest, bluest day it is possible to find life at work in the soil overturning all that is lost into nutrients, new bodies fruiting over old. Being outside with your losses doesn’t make any of them go away – it only reveals what is shared, and renders it in greens and browns, and brilliant speckled reds, and sulphurous yellows. A spectrum beyond the black hole. At some point, this recognition becomes essential.

Going outside is one way to become intimate with our disappearances as poet David Whyte might implore us, but it doesn’t have to be epiphanic. It can always be neutral. It doesn’t have to feel right straight away, or even be comfortable. Sometimes what we need is not the warmth of the sun, but the desperate beat of rain that leaves us shivering and cold. Sometimes we need to be met in a way that mirrors our inner weather. When we have lost the things that make us who we are, or were never allowed in the first place, it’s not easy to know how to rebuild. Most people can concede that the rest of nature is non-judgemental, but then what? Sometimes I will ask a client if they can find themselves outside. This is often the only beginning we have. Mirrors. An appeal to reflections that may not be visible in the peopled world, but can still offer solace. If the answer is yes, then the work begins. If the answer is no, then the work begins.

*

Paul and I continue to work together for a further four months, until the life that is coming back outweighs the life that is draining away, and Paul feels like he has a gap big enough to live in again, better able to engage with those around him. In some of our sessions we keep running experiments, but mostly we talk and draw on the things we have already covered. As with much therapy, we continue a little bit beyond the time when he starts to feel reliably ready to leave, just to check – a phrase I hear often. We make a catalogue of the resources he has available to him now should he have a wobble, including reaching out to others when he feels himself sinking, Parkrun, which has become a regular fixture and follow-on from Couch to 5K, and a deeper awareness that grief will come and go and can’t be forced away. Two months after finishing our work together he emails me out of the blue just to let you know that no one else has died. I laugh riotously into a cold grey morning, and shove the phone back into my pocket while I wait for my first client of the day to arrive.

A grief well-tended to is a grief that has been given space to unfold and be felt. We become operant through grief, not often in the beginning, but in the time span of its whole existence, because through its terrain we find the precarity of life, and its preciousness. If we rush grief – as is the imperative of a culture phobic about death, a health system that pathologises it, or an economic system that would rather we get back to happiness and, thus, work – then we miss grief’s whole terrain over its own life span and ours. If we question the value of grief – as some people do – then we give up our agency to feel anything in this world. Because it is not only grief that we’re expected to race through; it is all of the inconvenient givens of life. People that are feeling are a risk. So, to feel is to resist. Feeling takes time, and makes it, and takes it back again. No one chooses loss and grief, it is not a choice we make, it is not the course to enlightenment, it does not need to be character building. It is an inevitability. It just is. It is a consequence of cherishing and losing precious things. It is the wildest face of love.

A dog walker emerges from the edge of the woodland, like a cog at the centre of eight spokes, each with a different sort of dog on the end. She unclips each of them in turn, and each in turn bounds towards me, before swerving on to a new trajectory as a whistle blows. I wave a thanks. From my investigations, this plot will no longer be felled as originally scheduled in the area forestry plan, but will soon be given over for recreation or some sort of mixed use. I can’t be sure, but the site gets busier all the time with dogs and their companions, and it is rare that I hear chainsaws these days. When we enter landscapes such as this, we don’t walk into pristine places; indeed, most of us don’t know and never will know pristine places, people or relationships. Instead, we step into places heaped in their own losses; landscapes that have suffered too because of us. Species other than our own that have been driven from the land or so reduced in number as to create ghosts. My place of work is a place full of breakages. But to help heal us, a place doesn’t have to be unwounded itself. On the land as it is with people, it is through the sites of ongoing repair that we resonate with each other, towards mutual restoration. It is an act of meaningful reciprocity to grieve for and with the land, not just in it. We can become the container for the land’s grief and, from here, take action. As environmental activist Joanna Macy reminds us, if we cannot grieve, then we cannot love.

My place of work is taking on a new story, just as my client has, just as I will when a new person joins me here and a new body of work begins. The grippy boulders that make up the rough path out of the woods beneath my feet show a faint tell-tale banding of multiple sequences and stories of a time that far exceeds all of us, but I have a notion that the story of our therapy is enfolded into this land now too. It has landed as droplets of breath that breathe the words and regulate the emotion. Heavy feet driven by big feelings have compacted the ground in summer and churned it in winter. We may well have brought in seeds on our shoe treads. We can’t not have left a trace. Perhaps something new will grow.


CHAPTER 3

The Resourceful Body
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It’s a damp but close day on the Pennine Way, and all is caramel. From the dying grasses that blanket the hills that are gradually enveloping us, to the heather tips that have passed from mauve-pink to pumpkin-orange. Even the path itself is an ombre hue of fine golden sand, to the grey-brown of sandstone slabs. Small puddles are starting to pool on the bridleway where they will take hold and expand as autumn gives way to winter, and they too are toffee-coloured and milky. And not forgetting the streams and rivers that flow down every spur from the Kinder Scout plateau into the valley bottom where we begin our walk, which bubble the colour of golden ale and leave a foam scum in the shallows where the water rests before its next plunge over each short waterfall’s edge. I too feel syrupy but agile. Now that the weather is cooler, I feel free to move at a pace that suits me best, and I enjoy skipping and hopping lightly between puddle, path and boulder, letting my body arrive into this familiar landscape. Hello, Edale.

This morning, I’m taking a small group up the valley to The Woolpacks – a vast and impressive field of gritstone tors on the edge of the plateau overlooking the valley below and hills on the other side, which act as a natural border with Hope Valley beyond. While these tors (and others like them, such as the granite tors of Dartmoor) look like boulders, they are in fact not separate from the underlying bedrock but are instead the weathered remains of the uppermost gritstone bed that have been washed with water for hundreds of thousands of years, gradually revealing the forms that are explorable today.

I have brought the group here to spend some time with the rocks, to investigate the connection between our inner and outer landscape, and learn to listen a little more deeply to the natural world with our whole bodies. I would like the group to encounter and engage with the landscape through their bodies first, rather than their minds, and make new associations and discoveries that might be useful for them in their day-to-day lives. Today is a creative day, and while much of my one-to-one work is detailed and nuanced, this group session is about asking new questions, making interesting explorations and trying to connect with our bodies and the rest of nature in surprising ways.

Together we set off at a leisurely pace, paying attention to how we’re feeling this morning, and allowing our feet to respond to the textures of the routeway and the surrounding environment in whatever way they feel drawn. I am taking the group – Lucy, Mya, Andi and me – along the Pennine Way because it’s broad enough for us to talk and move side-by-side, but also because, as a longer route, it gives us a chance to move gradually, mindfully into the landscape, the valley sides drawing us inwards, and gradually up.

Where time and place meet is a body in the present, standing at the intersection of the vertical and horizontal axes. At the meeting point of time and space, surface and depth. This is one way of saying you are at the centre of your own experience and world-view – a position that’s hard to get out of, except for in moments of deep relating, empathy and our conscious intellectual perspective shifts. Your journey here – evolutionarily, but also developmentally – started in the horizontal plane, on the ground as a child, before you moved upwards and became a vertical adult, and also a fully realised Homo sapiens rather than a ground-dwelling ape. You have travelled some distance, seen a lot along the way, gathered in the fruit, taken part in the challenges, and perhaps you are now arriving with a desire for depth over distance. You are getting older. You are being pulled on the vertical axis once again, until you – one day – arrive back at the ground. Ready to merge, compost, blur the axis once again. This is your three-dimensional life, lived through your three-dimensional body made possible by the existence and internal architecture of your bones, and echoed in the tripartite direction of your thoughts that move effortlessly between past, present and future. You move, you think, you feel.

A whole and complete life is marked by our ability to be in all of our axes – to move between them as and when we need to, at a time that is right, and not to suffer for the lack of one over another. Perhaps we are all more entangled and complex still, but there is an elegance in imagining this simple geometry of life. That we experience our world through the body in the present, and not as a single body but as a body among other bodies. A body of many bodies, together.

For all sorts of reasons – some protective, some cultural, some habitual – many of us are disconnected from our bodies in the sense that we do not understand how they are related to our emotions, how they store our lived experiences, or what to do about it when things are going wrong. This is unsurprising when many of us will know more about the cosmos or lives of trees than we do the naming and mapping of our own internal organs and their core functions. It is not uncommon to live in a chronic misattunement with our needs, often forgoing the basics of food and water throughout the day in order to be more productive at a computer, only to wonder why we are angry and headachy by evening. Indeed, our bodies sit day after day, lonely and longing to be put to movement among other living things, but when they try and get our attention with aches, pains and other symptoms of neglect we are often too absorbed in our phones and the lives of others elsewhere to notice. Life gives us plenty of options to dissociate from our bodies, offering us many ways to stay in our heads, or distract our brains from thinking about what’s happening in our bodies. The result is often a persistent, niggling feeling of being out of alignment, trapped in some way, or living under a seemingly mysterious joylessness.

We have lived so long being in our head under the primacy of our head-minds that we have neglected a functional literacy around our body-minds and, as such, are left floundering when we experience the body-based symptoms of states such as anxiety, misattributing them as conditions of the mind which we then try to treat – often unsuccessfully – only through the reframing of thoughts and feelings without giving due attention to how anxieties, worries and fears live in our bodies, and need to be worked out through our bodies. This misstep is indicative of a broader belief that if we can just change our thinking, then our feelings will follow and we will no longer feel the ravages of, for example, anxiety. While this may work as part of a broader ecosystem of change or as an initiator of new habits, in my experience it is having new experiences through our bodies that builds confidence and self-efficacy, and creates lasting change. It is the building of new body literacy over time that both helps people attend to their distress, despair, shame or depression (all states that are expressed through the body) in the moment, and expands their capacity and confidence to make different choices for themselves into the future, when they have a better idea of what their bodies are holding and how their bodies are involved in holding them back.

Building new body literacy starts with understanding that our bodies are rarely causing us problems deliberately, but are protective by ethos, and driven to keep us safe. Our bodies are sensitive creatures, attuned for disruption and prone to setbacks. Eventually, we are each forced to confront the reality that they are not the optimisable machines we want them to be. Nevertheless, we can begin to map the feeling terrain of our bodies, matching up emotion with sensation, noticing the places of plenty and pockets of empty numbness. By working with the body, and building new literacy around what they are doing, how they are maintaining certain patterns of symptoms, stories or self-beliefs and how to, for example, regulate activity in the nervous system, we are able to offer our bodies compassion for all that they do, and release them into better emotional functioning and a deeper freedom of expression. Working with the nervous system to better understand its emotional regulatory function, and learning methods to release stored emotion through the body in order to integrate it back into chronological memory, is particularly important in working with trauma, but there are many other ways that help us get in touch with the inner felt sense of our bodies, and the loci of intuition.

In my work I help clients build their own methods and language for understanding themselves, drawing on established methods, but also experimenting with new ideas as they arise in relation to a client’s particular material. What works for one person doesn’t always work for another, not everything is trauma, and working with the nervous system might be the whole solution for some clients, but only the beginning for others. In my own body journey I was held back by a fear of not knowing the language of embodiment, which has made me sensitive to the need for everyone to find their own words, gestures and movement. A simpler question is almost always the best question, and we can all begin by asking our bodies every morning, What can I do for you today?

Body literacy is not just a corollary to healing (if indeed such a point of arrival is possible) but is often the missing piece in developing self-worth, confidence and creative expression. Almost without exception, I find that those clients who are courageous in exploring their bodies experience a steep trajectory of insight and progress – as if they have found a new, fascinating missing key to themselves. This isn’t always a comfortable process, being either slow and delicate work or fast and precipitous, but it is often fruitful and enlarging in the longer term when you are out past the breakwaters. We are very accustomed to communicating one mind to another, but moving together, being seen by another body, bypassing the verbal altogether sometimes, is a different way of knowing each other and brings a completeness to the experience of being together. Being mirrored by their caregiver is vital for children, but attunement for adults is also essential and profoundly co-regulating, even if it can feel confronting at first if we’re not used to a deep level of adult-to-adult attunement and body-based empathy.

While not everyone will experience the weathering effect of chronic health issues or trauma, everyone will at some stage experience a level of worry, anxiety, fear, shame, flatness, sadness or depression in their bodies that is distressing or holds them back for a time. All of our human experiences can be and are expressed through the body, and so everybody benefits from growing their body literacy, being able to attend to their resourceful bodies wisely and with compassion, and in doing so reducing their suffering and enhancing their joy. Better body literacy is not a short-term cure, but a long-term project and radical proposition – and might be vital in how we live more integrated, fuller lives; lives where we have body-based freedom to express who we are and are therefore able to live more authentically and congruently as ourselves in all of our parts and multitudes. This is a benefit that extends far beyond the individual, and improves and vitalises our connection with other people, the natural world and our planet at large. People who find freedom within their own bodies are typically more enabling of the freedom of others, which is better for families, communities and all of life looking to thrive on its own terms.

*

At the top of Jacob’s Ladder, the ancient pack-horse route that brings walkers up to Kinder Scout, named after a local farmer from the 18th century who cut steps into the fellside for better access, we take a moment to catch our breaths and look back at the distance we have come from the train station at Edale. The surrounding hilltops are now almost entirely beneath us and from where we stand the hill-line of Mam Tor, Hollins Cross, Back Tor and Lose Hill rolls out to the east like a quietening sound wave. The cloud base, which was already hanging low, drops a little closer now and an aeroplane making its descent to Manchester Airport thunders invisibly overhead. I briefly orientate everyone to where we are in relation to Kinder Scout – the Peak District’s highest point (though it is less of a point than a broad, boggy plateau of equally high ground) – and to various points of interest on the horizon. With a finger I trace the Edale Skyline, a popular fell-marathon route; Stanage Edge off in the faded distance of the east; and the general direction of the border with the limestone country of the White Peak. I can’t imagine being up here in thick fog, Lucy notes, cognisant of how bleak this upland could be in poor weather. It’s a navigation challenge, I concur, nowhere else in the country will teach you finer and more nuanced navigational skills than here when you have so little variation to go on.

We all stand in silence, looking around. I think back to a time, years ago, when I got briefly disorientated while out with a client, as I paid unbroken attention to a distressing story from their upbringing, only to take my eye off the landscape and the mental route-marking that was running in the background in some other part of my brain. It wasn’t long before I found us again, and my client would have been none the wiser, but it was the last time I did any work here in deteriorating conditions. Luckily, it looks OK today, I say, for myself mostly, let’s head over there to The Woolpacks, you should be able to see them appearing now?

Heading north-east we pass the Edale Rocks, which sit like stacked discs keeping constant watch above you as you climb the valley; Noe Stool; and Pym Chair, a tor that is the gateway formation to the Woolpack area at large. The ground up here is the darkest peaty black, and squishes underfoot. Designated a site of special scientific interest, the peat plateau-land of Kinder Scout has been a nature reserve since 2009, and is a valuable carbon reserve. Here, at the plateau’s southern edge, you get a taster of the vast peat tracks and hags that run across the plateau. In the summer I have seen them steam, dry and crack, and in the winter go crusty with ice and snow. Today, we weave around the wetter parts, and I can feel excitement rising in my stomach. I keep coming back here to be with these rocks.

Arriving, I feel my body twitch and tilt between excitement and impatience; the feeling you get when you’re close to home, turning into your road, seeing the front door. It is an agitation that flickers in my chest, as well as my legs. When I’m here I feel switched on and present, free from the distractions that hold my life in a workable routine, but are distractions in the art of subtle listening nonetheless. The difference between routine and ritual is an intention for a sort of habitual sacredness. My routines are pragmatic. My rituals are profound. Both can intersect, but can get in the way or provide a cover for anxiety. Both can create anxiety. But the intention for sacred encounter is what keeps a ritual fresh. I’m excited but also nervous to share this magical place with my group – none of whom have been here before or worked with rocks in this way.

In 1989, geology professor R. V. Dietrich designated the rocks, rock faces and rock-based landforms in which we see faces and human figures as mimetoliths, from the Greek word for imitator. Mimetoliths then are a specific form of simulacra or pareidolia – both words for our tendency to perceive meaningful visual associations such as faces and animal shapes in forms such as trees, clouds, the moon, and even toast. Arriving at the Woolpack tors is like walking into a gathering of giants or trolls who reanimate at nightfall, and while many have a looser formation and shapeliness, there are a few characters here that look very human, including a pair on the cusp of kissing locked into an almost-moment for the rest of human-observable time or until weathering moves them on, and another couple who look northwards together, side by side, their noses and eyes set in a serious stare to the future, or perhaps the past. There is an aliveness in the air here that I can feel in my group as they are already dispersing to have a look around. Before they go too far out of sight and sound, I call them back to let them know where base will be for us for the next few hours, and to give them a couple of guidance questions to take out with them. What does it feel like to be here? How do you experience your body in this environment? How do you want to move? What does an embodiment with rock mean to you? How can we listen to rock and what needs to be heard? Who are you, out here?

*

With a bit of time for my own exploration, I take an initial walk around and start to notice who or what I’m drawn to. Which rocks are speaking to me today? This is not about listening with my ears but with my body. Sometimes I am drawn to the simulacra that I see in rock. Perhaps they have a face that meets my own. But most often it is just a feeling. An intuition. I am drawn by shapes, but it’s not only that. My body hums and sighs when I meet a rock I want to spend time with. A resonance of parts. While some rocks here remind me of faces, to me they are more reminiscent of joints, knuckles, pelvises, vertebrae. They are massive, but also sculptural and full of movement potential. Balls and sockets. Absences waiting for presence. And so, I too drop into my own bones here. Into the inner ground of my supporting structure. Into the protection and solidity that arms, legs and spine offer.

In the way I might hug a good friend on seeing them after a long while, feeling their warmth and my hands lightly pressed on their back, I touch my hands to a rock’s surface, feeling its temperature, texture and contours. Rock has a sensuousness and substance profoundly similar to our own – we share a contoured curvaceousness, a surface that is folded, cracked, lined, recessed, protruding. We share a materiality. We are both a defined substance, with an edge, a border, a mass, an inner area and volume. We are baked and folded through with time.

The rocks here are gritty and rough to the touch, often with a thin skin of moss and lichen, which softens their curves and make them warmer but slipperier to stand on. But here on the edge of their world, these rocks are a hardier tribe and a far cry from the woodland rocks that I spend every day walking among – rocks with a dermis of greenery that is so deep as to render the rock sponge-like and almost cuddly. Rocks with a fur skin you can run your fingers through.

From here, I find a place to sit and listen. I spend some time looking at the world that they survey. I feel myself drop into a calm and restful place. Claimed by their peaceful and solid presence, I am brought back to myself. In stillness, I feel like I can hear the rocks breathing. A slow millennial inhale and exhale. Looking around, I can see some that are inflated by their own fullness, and others at the end of their breath, shrunk round the middle, contorted.

Walking around again, I seek the rocks that have a willingness to be climbed, on which I can stand and stretch and enter into a dance of sorts; an unfolding movement that is exploratory and instinctive. Moving in a way that feels natural and in tune with the rock, not quite choreographed but improvised through contact and curiosity. It is the making of a conversation. It has been said that the best way to know the thing is to become the thing – so, in my own way, I become rock. I find a gravity and solidity in my own body that matches theirs. My movement becomes a type of kinaesthetic empathy, expressing an openness to knowing and understanding, and I find myself drawn repeatedly to gestures and movements of balance. Stretching out, I find myself wanting to explore a feeling of geometry. I want to lengthen myself and rotate, all the while maintaining a sense of my own dynamic mass. I wonder if this is how rock is speaking to me about itself.

But there are times, too, when I want to be in dialogue. I want to be a human in my own nature. I want to retain a sense of myself, and my own species, and not merge, and so my movement is one of conversing not imitation. Like two dancers, we bring ourselves to each other, and together find a rhythm that reveals both of our selves. I become aware that, unlike rock, I have legs and a water-based body. I am part water, part mineral, part vegetal and animal. I can root, but I can also get up and go. The poet Linda Hogan reminds us: ‘To enter stone, be water’. That this is the only way in. If you want to understand, know more about, or break down a hard thing then you need to be fluid and flexible. You need to flow and filtrate. Be both soft and purposeful, know when to practise force.

Here then, I find a slow flow, moving on and around the rock, through the corridors between tors. I become the water finding a route through the cracks; a human fractal of the process that these rocks have seen for millennia. I become aware of my own erosive potential – suddenly saddened by the way humans degrade and denude even just through our successful existence, rather than any malicious intent. This way of being on the land always brings a mix of joy and grief, and we have to find ways to move forwards with this tension. I clamber on to a rock and sit again, back pressed against it this time, out of the wind and eyeline of others.

When I touch rock, or I try and move with the rock in this way – and this could also be a plant, or water, or a tree, or an animal – I am letting my whole body associate. I am letting it feel, resonate and make contact with other beings. I am not closing myself off or resisting. I am not protecting myself through inhibition and dissociation. I am inviting the solid outer ground to meet my strengthening inner grounds, from which everything I can offer the world flows. I am embracing my ecological self and coming back to life as the interconnected human animal that I am. I carry a label that identifies me as a grounded sort of person, but it wasn’t until I started to meet the solid ground beneath my feet in new ways that I truly understood to whom I had been apprenticed all these years. Rock is my home, my friend, my greatest inner resource.

Towards a Geosomatics of Substance

By its nature, ecosomatics is something best understood in the experiencing rather than the writing, which can be an over-complicating layer of analysis, eclipsing the simplicity of what is essentially a bodily way of understanding your place in the natural world, and communicating with it. Indeed, I was moving through the world this way long before I had a name for it. There is a lot we know in our bodies before we know it in our heads, but it often feels that the brain comes first, because we miss the earlier body-based signs.

Ecosomatics is an emergent nature-based discipline at the intersection between ecology, the environment, and the lived experience of the body. It refers to both the relational web of all life, and our experience as a body within that, as felt from the inside. It is a body-centred practice of listening, sensing and observing ourselves, but also the world more broadly on varying scales of locality, with a view to supporting kinship, belonging and even radical entanglement. At the core is a question of emotional, physical, spiritual impact: How am I affected, and what is my effect? Listening beneath the endless layering of sound, through the layers of our whole bodies, is how we can give time and attention to a world that we still have. I am listening to learn what is important, to bear witness and remember.

It is at once cultural and contextual but also intimate and specific. A way of understanding and being understood. A way of living in the landscape of our lives through our bodies, rather than living everywhere but our bodies. It is the opening of a channel through which we can live a life of deeper ecological alignment and explore what it means to be a better citizen of the world. It is a reorientation to our evolutionary potential, our capacity for togetherness, our deepest of identities. Listening is how we can love better.

There are many ways to explore and develop an ecosomatic practice – or put another way, a practice of deep inner listening to the natural world – and my particular interest is listening to rock. What is it like to spend time with rock? How do they make us feel? What do they have to tell us about themselves? While what is heard can be very different, and is invariably expressed differently, listening to rocks and listening to people are not so different after all; it’s paying attention that reveals the need, and need reveals itself to those who are willing to listen – be it to a person, plant or land. You don’t need to search high and low. It is not a special thing, and it is not especially hard, but there is plenty that gets in the way.

All living things that are not immaterial, thought-based or abstract have substance, and rock seems to me to be the truest expression of substance that we know. How then do we know what substance feels like from the inside? How can we connect with a rock’s experience of its own substance? And how might we use that to resource us into a healthier mind-body state towards becoming more substantial? By which I mean, more grounded, rooted and in touch with our own matter and materiality.

It is hard to imagine spending time with rock and not feeling their reassuring mass as a starting point. For people who don’t know their own substance – who might be disconnected from their bodies, untethered by trauma, or for other reasons may feel lacking in a sense of their own strong, capable and resilient potential, rock offers a way into a new set of experiences. In a wounding and judgemental world, spending time with rock keeps something inside me solid when it would be easy to collapse. I don’t need to know how to be tender – I start in that place – but I do need to constantly stay in touch with my more resilient and resourced parts. By touching, moving on, moving with, listening to, and feeling the sensation of your skin against rock – which I propose as a geosomatic approach – you can come to know something wildly resourcing for life in a weathering world.

Rocks have broad shoulders. They carry a lot of weight. They uphold cities, entire worlds. They are in the truest sense of the word, foundational. What we might then call a geosomatics of substance teaches us how to load-bear, and thus gives solace and reassurance for the most difficult times. After all, life is not light work; it demands heft. Exploring how to bear weight, to be resourced by gravity, to know your own substance, is perhaps one of the most fundamental requirements for a human being, or indeed any creature in the modern world. A world of new predators, such as an overburden of stress beyond an amount that is useful, a persistent urgency that runs through every day, and the divisive, hierarchical nature of modernity itself. Not to mention the existential threat of climate breakdown. Indeed, every family or community has a rock – the person that holds things up, keeps the strain from getting too much, carries more than their fair share of burden. Perhaps that is you? Life as we all know it often requires us to be load-bearers, and the gift of rock is to show us how to do that.

Rocks also offer themselves especially well to our moments of transition; giving their reassuring presence to us when all is in flux. Given that rocks are the stuff of time, it is perhaps inevitable that they have the most to offer those who are engaged with ageing – which is to say, all of us. Questions of life and death and the passing of time are not only for those who are further through their life, but for all of us who are waking up each morning with less time than we had. In a rock’s longevity, there is something soothing; their endurance doesn’t necessarily give us a jolt about how brief our own lives are, but somehow reminds us that we do have enough time. They seem to stand for an ethic that is something along the lines of It’s time to just get on with it. Observing people working with rock, I have still not fully understood this dynamic, only that there is a powerful relativity at work in the relationship between rocks and people, and a little bit of time in their presence goes a long way.

While rocks are the quintessential counterpoint to our soft vulnerable bodies, lending us momentary solidity when we’re unsure of what lies ahead for us in new terrain, it is not necessary to become the same as rock. Indeed, it is often the strong rocks, overbaked by heat and pressure over time, that fail. An artifice of strength is no protection when the big events shake our foundations; in these moments being a softer, oozier, flexible body of rock is what’s needed to shift and reform. The wisdom of rock appears to reveal itself best in complementary companionship, where rock can be rock and humans can be humans. We can borrow from their substance, but also recognise our own fluidity.

I am interested in moving towards an understanding of the way that rocks can teach us about solidity, as certainty feels presumptuous. All enquiries about the mind of another, including that of nature – animals, plants or rocks – can only ever be provisional. It is also true that while rocks are strong and stable to the human eye, they too will only last so long. Our greatest stone structures will eventually crumble to rubble. A rock face can fail. To depend on the endurance of rock entirely is as much a folly as the ones we construct of stone – a meta-folly! Everything in nature is contingent, and there is no expert when it comes to another’s experience, no absolute dependability when it comes to the wild natural intelligence of another. It is also true that listening is always provisional. We can hear what we want to hear and speak only what we want to have heard. We are primed for themes and motifs: sense-making threads that lend coherence to the mystery of lived experience. Deep listening is a willingness to put aside our preconceptions and move inwards. It requires a hearing-heart that can always be surprised.

*

Back as a small group, we huddle into a grassy area between the gritstone stacks, forming a smaller, fleshier mirror of the gathered rocks that offer us windbreak. I am keen to find out what has emerged for the group, and so as we pass around tea and packets of biscuits and cakes, each of us begins to share our discoveries and insight. I usually find that in this sort of work every share is caveated with this is going to sound silly/weird/ridiculous and today is no exception, but I encourage Lucy, Mya and Andi to be courageous in their truth, and not censor for fear of how it might sound. Nevertheless, it is hard to do and together we laugh at how hard it is not to preface what we’re about to say, or in some way prepare the listener for what’s coming with an alternative explanation, or even to apologise. Andi notes that this isn’t just because we’re talking about rocks, but that this is a habitual way of moving through their world. Everything is assumed to not make any sense. In therapy, I so often hear the words does that make sense? at the crumbling end of something that has been explained with absolute clarity. For some, I suspect it is a verbal tic, but I also wonder to what degree it is the inevitable product of knowing that every time we speak, it is into a busy and noisy world that is better at generating noise than listening, to the extent that we all these days – to some degree – anticipate being misunderstood.

I suppose I really noticed a sense of my own vulnerability, Mya explains, fumbling over a biscuit, it’s like we’re so small and breakable and I really felt that and yet at the same time I also felt pretty safe just sat against a rock. Lucy chips in her agreement: Me too! I wasn’t sure if I wanted to curl up into a little gap in the rock and hide or if I wanted to stand and howl into the valley. I am curious whether she did either, but she explains she felt self-conscious and instead found some middle ground where she felt able to stand quietly with her shoulders back, but recognised she didn’t dare make a sound. We talked about this for a while, including the tension between doing what our bodies might want, against behaving in a way that is more socially acceptable in a place with other people around. Bringing clients into spaces like this is a chance to work at the edges of bodily inhibition and creative expression, to explore confidence and freedom of expression. I’ve not met anyone who isn’t pushed by the invitation to move their bodies in public spaces without step-by-step guidance on what to do. It is in public that we need most permission to exist as ourselves. Nevertheless, moving more creatively outdoors is a practice that can be wildly opening.

Another thing I noticed was that I became much more aware of my own bones, Andi offers, if that makes sense? I smile. It does make complete sense and I encourage them to say more. I guess it’s what Mya was saying about vulnerability. We are much smaller and breakable, but at the same time I wanted to climb some of the rocks and I really needed to use the big bones and muscles in my legs and arms to do that. So, I was vulnerable, but also strong. When I was a bit higher up, I felt really good and strong. Like the rock. Like we were meant to be there together. All of us nod in agreement, though Mya notes she didn’t know if she was allowed to stand on the rock – wondering aloud if it was because it felt disrespectful to the rock, or simply not acceptable in a place where others were mainly walking, or even because this was how she always feels outside, like a trespasser on someone else’s land. Her anxiety is poignant and layered. Too much of England is still in private ownership, and on top of that are systemic issues of race, representation and accessibility outdoors. We discuss this for a while as a group, before each thinking of new ideas and possibilities we might explore as a result of the discussion, when we go back out for another period of solo time and give ourselves back to the land for a little while longer.

However, before we do that, I suggest we take a moment to be still after the energy of sharing so much, and come back to ground by connecting with our bones. I wanted to return to Andi’s thread. Unless something has gone horribly wrong, it is, of course, difficult to directly touch our own bones (or indeed any organs other than our skin) but this doesn’t mean we can’t feel towards them, sensing them under the layers of skin, muscle, tendon, fascia. I am not particularly able, let alone proficient, in sensing my own embodied anatomy, but in my own way I can imagine into my bone structure and get a sense of their framework through movement and external touch, and it is this that I invite our group to do together, by choosing a bone that feels close to the surface. I work with my forearm, but Lucy selects her kneecap, Mya touches her forehead and Andi flexes a leg out as if to check if that will be suitable for the job in hand. We close our eyes to better bring our attention inwards, and I encourage them to experiment with different types of touch from a firm grasp to a light brush of their fingertips. What is it like to feel your inner structure? The scaffolding that makes your life possible? I offer without expectation of reply. I am reminded of a time that my therapist observed me gripping my own leg during a similar exploration, with a firmness more reminiscent of punishment than curiosity. I meant like a massage therapist might, she said, smiling with a pointed look. We can be very hard with ourselves.

The Mineral Body

Bones are our primary kinship with rock, and along with our teeth reveal an everyday geological presence of sorts that resides within us. While bone is mostly made of collagen, making it a living, growing soft tissue, it is the body’s ability to convert calcium phosphate into hard bone that gives us an upright structure and three-dimensional life. In humans this mineralisation process is called ossification, and in rocks we might call the similar progression – from soft to hard – mineralisation and lithification.

With 99 per cent of the body’s calcium contained in our bones and teeth, we are not only stardust, but in some ways a little bit limestone at the core too. Our bones are our mineral body, holding up everything that is elemental, soft, fluid and vulnerable, in the same way that the underlying geology supports the land. In this vein too, our belonging to the land is sealed in carbon; a primary building block of life held in the ground in places like this. This is your inheritance; you are sculpted from the earth’s slow and mumbling out-breath. We often think of bones as dry because this is how we most often come across them. So too rocks. But both rocks and bones in the ground and body, respectively, are far juicier. In our body, bones are pliable living tissue, in the ground, rocks are held by wet soil and soft, mushy life. It is up to us to make both juicy and fascinating again, instead of drying them out with cold, scientific scrutiny, or worse, our inattention. How many of us really think of our bones unless we break one?

We cannot be grounded without a deep appreciation and confidence in our bones and all that they do for us. In the same way that rocks record their histories and environments of deposition and growth, bones also reveal ours. They are the ground of our being, that reveal the imprint of our personal and collective evolution, and are a foundational part of our own body geology. Our ancestry lives in us as bone memory; it is what remains when we have listened deeply to the world. The way we crawled out of the water, then back in, before emerging once more as mammals. We too have a strata that can be peeled back in layers, revealing a system that is complex, organic and inhabited by multiple species. It is not by accident that we can perceive our inner landscape; it is in fact not only metaphorical but a lived reality. Our bodies are a rich, physical, vital terrain: the staging ground for our whole existence. We are both a landscape of our own and, at any given time, situated within a broader landscape. Our skin, a soil horizon and also a coastline. A repeating pattern. We are a fractal of the whole.

Indeed, there is a point where bone becomes rock. When the boundaries blur, and we find ourselves once again at the merge-point between one thing and another. Through a process of permineralisation during fossilisation, the honeycomb pore space in bone gets filled with minerals such as calcite or silica that precipitate out of ground water in the burial stage, and form a cement that effectively changes a bone to rock even when the bone parts themselves may remain unaltered. You will know a fossilised bone because it is heavier than unaltered bone, but to the eye both rock and bone can have a visual fluency that speaks to their association, and ours with rock.

The majority of species alive today are soft-bodied and have no hard parts. As such, they do not have, and never will have, a presence in the fossil record, which biases those with mineralised bodies of bones and shell. Of those soft creatures with no hard parts, nothing will remain when they are gone, and when we who have memories to remember them have gone, their last trace will evaporate into thin air. We are the lucky ones. Perhaps we who have hard bodies owe it to the soft bodies to take good care of them when we can, to be worthy guardians of their value, to offer a level of protectorship that our skeletons offer us.

*

At the end of an all-too-brief day above Edale on the edge of the Kinder Scout plateau, we pack our journals into bags, re-tie our shoes, and say goodbye to the rocks before heading out east for our descent back into the valley via Grindsbrook Clough, a scramblier route down the hillside, offering a different aspect on the valley and a chance to put our felt sense of solidity into action as we pick our way carefully and adeptly over loose rock and mud.

For a while we walk in companionable silence, letting the last few hours percolate downwards. Being in the presence of rock has its own gravity, but I wonder what our presence offers the landscape here. Giving your presence to other beings with eyes and lungs and hearts and vascular systems feels easy. But giving our embodied, playful presence to rock and landscape can be more ambiguous, more challenging to our sense of what is weird; reflective of the extent to which we are unsure of their consciousness and animacy. What difference does this sort of radical and attentive presence really make to the abiotic world?

Offering our time and attention to the landscape and geology here is to hold witness to a whole system. It is not dissimilar, to me at least, from regarding the whole bodily system or environment of myself, or a client. We can look at parts, but we can also look at the whole picture. We can consider the ways that everything is interconnected and working (or not) as a whole. Taking in the whole terrain is as important as giving time to the constituent parts of the ecosystem, which doesn’t work in isolation, but is an assemblage of vital inter-related parts co-creating a life together which works for all. To be with rock is to be respectful of everything that is foundational in a system. It is to deepen the holism that we need if we are to leave no one and nothing behind. It is to be attentive to the material reality of life that is always present when you take away dreams, aspirations, ideas and concepts, spiritual beliefs and faith. It is giving time to origin and provenance. It is understanding the role and quality of bedrock in creating a soil system suitable for growth. It is making the link between who thrives where and on what, and why not. This is an essential way of being able to see beyond individualism and individual pathology. If we are to be serious about reducing our impact on the earth, we need to take into consideration geodiversity and geoheritage, whether that’s rare minerals and fossils, the common geology that upholds the character of a bioregion, or the difficult-to-describe ways that we relate, interact and make meaning through the geology of a place. Paying attention to the subtle relationship of people and geology is part of a new cultural geology that is only just being understood and formulated.

Spilling out of the clough together and emerging back at the valley floor, we walk side by side again. How was it then? I ask, eyes wide and lips pursed, fizzy. I feel really good! Lucy says with evident surprise. I mean, I’m cold and tired and I nearly went over on my ankle twenty times on the way down, but I loved it – the rocks are so beautiful! I mean, I’ve never thought of rocks as being beautiful before. Apart from, you know, nice beach pebbles. I am curious about her surprise. I suppose we just take rocks for granted. I was a bit sceptical, I guess. I appreciate her honesty.

You really feel like they’re watching over the area when you’re up there but from here you can’t see that. But you know they’re there. I find it quite comforting. I didn’t really want to leave, Mya offers, smiling.

I guess they push the boundary of beauty, don’t they, which I’m absolutely here for! Andi suggests, continuing Lucy’s line of thought. We’re used to being pushed a particular idea of beauty. The male form. The female form. Blah, blah, blah. It’s so old. I mean, these aren’t even the most classically beautiful rocks are they? They’re grey and massive, not like a mountain or the Grand Canyon or something obvious like that. But I agree with Lucy, they are really impressive, and have weathered into the most amazing shapes. I feel pretty inspired by them. I’m feeling good.

Rocks have always been beautiful, of course, and perhaps a victim of their own success, as to be seen as almost separate or at least forgettable from the source material that made our greatest and oldest art. Indeed, one of the world’s oldest known works of art is an 11-centimetre limestone figurine discovered in Austria called the Venus of Willendorf, a fertility figure with curved hips and breasts. It is thought to have been crafted between 30,000 and 25,000 BCE, long before the marble Venus de Milo, or Michaelangelo’s iconic David, and represents what we see as the beginning of a long history of stone statuary and carving that has enabled humans to express their aesthetic interests, desires and stories in ways that last the test of human-time.

We have always played with bodies of rock in interesting ways, supersizing our own proportions in stone, making our fleshy selves formidable. We enjoy the contrast between what we know is finite and hope is infinite – always striving to make ourselves the latter through analogue 3D rendering. We are never successful, but this is perhaps beside the point. Through rock and its home in a deeper time, we can take shelter, for a little while at least, from the humiliatingly short time that we actually have. Our geological bodies are made of solid stuff, but not solid enough for those who want the eternal. Rocks lend us a temporary legacy unavailable anywhere else in nature, even if this is a naivety. It is as close as we can get – a legacy we can only try and approach through technological advance, digital manipulation and filter, but which are also only valuable as archives for as long as someone is around to access them.

Rocks have long offered a pseudo-impermanence that we can cling on to and move with. They last longer than almost everything we know, and yet still they have their own rock cycle of accumulation and erosion. Even rocks can go extinct when the conditions for their creation are no longer met. When fault lines rupture, long dormant volcanoes explode back to life, new ones erupt, or rock faces collapse, we are shaken not only physically, but because we are confronted again with the destruction, fallibility and decay-potential of all things. Nothing is immutable forever, even within a geosomatic of substance. Rocks will turn to rubble. Even the most resourced person will flounder. This need not feel violent, but releasing. We are all tender to the touch, trying to make it through a bruising world, defending against our vulnerability with a hardness that doesn’t suit our reality and capacity for fruitful delicacy.

As we get closer to the end of our time together on this trip, I look back up the valley one last time to see The Woolpacks, but they have disappeared from my view. A portent of what is to come, but also a reversal. After all, it is almost certainly they who will see me go, and not the other way around. There will be a day when these rocks – all rocks – are left alone again. When they are not described, defined and named by us. When they are no longer a resource to be traded, or even gifted. When there is no one to dance with them, or feel wonder at them. When they no longer bask in our glory, or are servants to our follies. They will exist independent of humans once again, but not likely lichens and grasses and insects and soil horizons, for a while at least. Rocks will return to their own timescale, and exist unto themselves. A state that is far more familiar than the time of human influence.

And then they too will be drawn down by the rain. They will be shaped towards an end. Not all degradations and disappearances are brutal. It is said that most deaths are not sudden, but simply a slipping away as our breaths slow and stop. Their simulacra will dissolve into new forms, eventually returning to the ground, into soils and water courses, and taken into the melting pot of the earth where they will re-emerge in another time and place, perhaps not under the influence of our sun and its weather at all. Rocks do not consider us in their future, and yet we are to consider them in ours. This is the blessing and responsibility of short, powerful things. Who can know whether our elevations have been worth our extractions, in the mind of rock? But just in case, we must proceed with caution. We talk about achieving an impact that is carbon neutral, but what if we could make our presence a blessing on this land? A net positive. It is a thought that I want to leave with, now and in the future. When we dance on rock, we are given a chance to celebrate and commiserate our own precious brevity – to honour all that can touch us and enrich us, before once and for all, we leave them to their peace.


CHAPTER 4

The Wild Intimate
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We can either go in here, Steph says, pointing at a gap in the ground where water rushes in, and is surely not big enough for a sheep, let alone me. Or we can go further up there, and she points beyond us in the direction of Ingleborough Hill to a general area that I can’t see. Let’s go in here, I decide quickly, as I weigh up the balance between slithering straight into an improbable gap in the ground, or walking a step further in my wellies and caving suit, purposely oversized to allow for layering of clothes and free movement, but necessarily hoisted up and held in place by a fabric belt, which I find out later will be useful for grabbing hold of me with. Together, we climb a stile and without further ado disappear through the opening into the hillside, immediately getting on our hands and knees and clambering into the limestone between beds, leaving the surface as if we had never been there at all. As I turn my headlamp on and let my eyes adjust to the shifting light, I imagine a sheep giving us one last look before walking away without a backward glance. In barely a moment, we are gone from each other.

Steph Dwyer is an internationally acclaimed caver and cave diver, managing director of Yorkshire Dales Guides, rescue caver with her regional mountain rescue team, and she is an expedition leader for the Ario Caves Project, in search of Europe’s deepest cave. She is also an endurance fell-runner, climber, Spine Race record breaker and plenty more besides. But on the day I meet her she is my private guide. We have been set up by a mutual friend, because I want to experience first-hand what time underground can teach us about how to live, and Steph too is interested in psychological theory. I want to know what caving does to the mind and body, and whether there is anything that surface dwellers can learn from those who choose to transgress the horizontal norms, and instead choose to go underground into the unusual inner world of the earth’s body.

I have my ideas, but I am keen to talk to a like-mind, and the best way to find out anything is to give it a try. I have been in several show caves, and I caved once as a child on an outdoor week organised through school, but most of my outdoor life is spent above ground, seeing the earth from the outside. I am a confident outdoors person, but though I have always felt the pull to go inside-out, for want of a better term, I have never followed the instinct. Waiting to meet Steph, I wonder aimlessly about why that might be, rubbing my hands together for warmth. Steph and I meet on a cold December morning just outside Settle in North Yorkshire. I am tired after a poor night’s sleep, and Steph was up late after a rescue in the area, but as she sizes me up and passes me my caving gear, she is at pains to tell me how safe caving is really, and I believe her. This is a woman who exudes confidence, and besides, I have an intrinsic trust in rock and so far a good sense of rock that is stable and rock that isn’t. Steph is a busy person, so instead of meeting in the limestone caves of the Peak District, I have travelled a little further up the road to the northern extent of the Pennines, where we will go caving in the limestone of the Yorkshire Dales National Park instead, Steph’s home caves, and home of the famous Cheesepress squeeze – a term used to describe the passable but tight spaces that you have to get through to reach the next part of the cave.

Underground, I am immediately aware of how little we crawl around like this as adults, except for when we’re playing with a child or searching for something under the sofa. My ground-based movement feels rusty and tender, and immediately my knees can feel the oyster-shell shaped flute marks on the limestone that reveal the direction of water flow through the cave over time. Adjusting to the dynamic space around me, I either hit my head in the narrow sections, or bend down where it isn’t necessary. At the surface where we spend almost all of our time, humans naturally acclimatise to the reachable extent and boundaries of their own body: the space that constitutes our kinosphere or personal space, and the space our bodies take up in relation to other bodies around it – all of which we can call proprioception. But underground I realise quickly that my body is having to work to recalibrate what it knows. For the first few minutes I feel clumsy, but I am amazed that before long I can feel my body adjusting to a different spatial orientation.

*

Not far into the cave entrance, Steph points out an example of the largest species of spider in the UK, which I spotlight with care so as not to disturb it and set it running. I don’t mind spiders, but like Steph I would rather know their fixed position, rather than have them crawling over me in the dark. Under the lamp I look into its eyes and commend it on such a fine hidey hole. Sweeping my headlamp around this enclosed space, I notice water droplets shimmering gold on the ceiling, an echo of the spider eyes, or more fancifully, diamonds, and I am struck for the first time by what a beautiful place I am entering. All around me, cracks pull my eyes towards them, some running beyond the limit of my sight, others quickly closing again, others still joined to the space below by limestone stalactites and stalagmites that have met each other in the middle.

Everywhere I look, there is a new line of sight to follow, a passageway, a pool of still water that only shimmers when you look at it. Entering a space large enough to sit half-reclined in, we turn off the headlamps and I rest back onto my elbows. Dark is the blanket thrown over me, and I snuggle awkwardly down.

Part of my draw to caving is a fascination with darkness, always being keen to leave the bright lights of life at the surface behind. The lure is literal and metaphorical. I have moved house before because of the nuisance of the overbearing outside street lights, and hate anything but soft lighting in my home. But as a therapist interested in the parts that we hide away, or the parts of us that disappear out of sight, or the time that we spend in difficult emotional states, I am also drawn to the emotional, spiritual or psychological dark – not the stereotypical dark of psychosis, but the everyday dark of living a regular life between the light and shadow, and where the two merge and swirl. I am curious about the intersection of the literal and metaphorical.

Sitting in the dark was a delicious experience, offering an immediate richness to listen into. Suddenly, the river running in front of and away from us was a roaring torrent – annihilating any possibility of silence, a white noise gone errant, charging and yet invisible. I longed to turn the water off, but also revelled in the privacy that it created in the space. The dark, like the noise, enveloped us, and I had a keen sense of being hidden from view, protected from being discovered, held in a perpetual flow of the earth’s life-force coursing through its stoney veins and vesicles. In caving, away from the entrances and exits, the dark is as close to absolute as I have ever experienced. There is no adjustment to the light, no possibility for shadows, no way that you will see yourself again. I blink and there is no difference between having my eyes open and having them closed. Waving my hand in front of my face, I have the unnerving experience of losing my hands. Unable to see any part of them, my brain seems to remove them from its cognition altogether. I only know they are there by bringing them in to touch my nose, which is reached faster than I expect, and I am repeatedly off-centre to the left. I am fascinated, compelled to stay here forever, but before long Steph pops on her light and I am thrown back into solid existence again.

*

Invited to crawl the next section behind Steph or in front of her, I opt for the latter. I want to have a taste of pioneering my way between rock beds, my lamp being the first to light up the passage beyond. But in reality, I get stuck behind simply because I move poorly on my belly, my legs ill-practised at the frog-like position I need to adopt to move with any locomotion. The posture feels new, but as I reflect further during the exertion, I realise that this is one of the oldest movements I know, even though its memory is stored in the structure and recesses of my developed body rather than as a storied memory – it is the movement I made as a baby. Flailing on my tummy, trying to hold up my head, grasping for purchase on the ground to propel me I am – I guess – somewhere between three and six months old. I am new in my world, keen to explore with my newly discovered hands and toes, and I am aware of a world just beyond my grasp.

Laughing at my ineptitude with Steph, I let myself enjoy the regression. I am at once a tiny child exploring the boundaries of my body, and a tiny human crawling through the womb of the earth, squeezing through its openings and out the other side with less of a plop than a slump. Birthed into the next passage where I can return to my hands and knees, I feel excited, energised, full of my own vitality, but also humbled. The earth is holding me on the inside; its walls reassuringly solid under calcite concrete that has sealed in anything crumbly and precarious long ago. I am inside a vast body, moving between the earth’s stone lungs and oesophagus, around ribs and lithified tissues and tendons strained in solid repose. As if the whole of my existence is in the space between the earth’s latest, long and ancient inhale and exhale. Most of the earth’s life-building stuff in the form of carbon is stored miles below ground and deep down below the crust in the mantle. I am reminded that our mineralogy reaches deep down into the earth’s core – not only up to the stars. Down here, I am moving in the direction of origin. Towards a beginning. I feel the immense privilege of life on the inside – to be here feels akin to being allowed into the inner world of my clients, their vulnerabilities and fears. I am party to a world that not everyone gets to see, and here too inside the mountain I feel the honour of this situation.

Ahead, Steph is preparing to navigate me down a short climb and she explains the best way to use my body in this sort of space, and in caving in general. Instead of focusing on elegance and economy (though these are no doubt required in advanced caving) she implores me to use my body in a variety of ways that respond to the form of the rock I am moving through. I am encouraged to expand my body into gaps by exerting pressure outwards, creating stability, but by turns to become fluid with the bends in the rock and to simply let myself flow through. On other occasions she tells me to just do the whole whale thing by throwing my body into an upslope pull, and later she encourages me to find my balance with ledges and footholds. I have never retained much of an interest in climbing, and down here I realise that just one facet of that uninterest has been an internalised pressure to look a certain way. As I am encouraged to use my body to respond to the rock in the same way as a climber does, I am also aware of the dirty old suit that clothes my body. The wellies my overalls are bunched into, the belt that’s riding up to my bra underwire. Down here, I am a long way from aesthetic concerns, and it frees me to feel into the capability and creative intuition of my own body, unencumbered by the desire for it to look a particular way. We pass a couple of other cavers exploring a different passage, and in a fundamental way we all look the same. They are not beginners and I am, but I feel a togetherness in our shared, somewhat transgressive endeavour to dare pull our fleshy bodies through the cold, hard body of the land. We are all audacious and curious. A team unknown to each other.

Moving up and down the beginner’s passages Steph has brought me to, I feel both an egoic sense of inadequacy, but also a total sensuousness. Steph, in her complete encouragement, is helping me feel comfortable to take risks. Risks that are small by any definition, but that still evoke a quality of I don’t want this to go wrong. Knotting a rope into a fixed bolt, she is always happy to give me an easier, safer option that I could cling on to at any time, but with her capable tuition I feel able to take my time and think more deeply into the problems in front of me. Take smaller steps, Steph suggests kindly as I attempt to traverse a body-deep pool in two strides. Of course, I mutter, why do I need to make it hard for myself all the time? Instead of grabbing on to holds and hauling myself up under brute strength, she encourages me to find a sense of balance with the rock in front of me so that I can be lighter and expend less energy. Of course, I mutter again to myself, why do I need to make it more exerting than it needs to be all the time? Never judging me, Steph holds a space – along with the cave itself – for me to find my vulnerabilities in, and quietly work through them in an instinctive, embodied manner. Smaller steps. More balance. Things I strive for every day but am quick to forget under the pressure that comes from my own internalised, competitive capitalism that always seems to drive me further and faster towards imbalance.

As I pull myself along, I think about my work a little more. Taking embodied safe-risks and working with the physicality of fear and adrenaline shows us in tangible ways how we can self-soothe and find groundedness and regulation in things that feel fearful but are, in fact, safe. In many ways, travelling through a cave is a handy embodied metaphor of what it’s like travelling through our nervous system – dipping in and out of fight or flight, down into fear and collapse, and back up into connected, alive and calm. It is great for showing how fear lives in the body, and how it is largely based on a perception of danger in the present, rather than an actuality. Much of what we feel anxious about in life is not a reflection of its danger, but of our difficult relationship with uncertainty in a world which is safer and more convenient than ever for many people.

My caving experience with Steph is as safe as any activity I would take for granted over land, but my perception is altered by the unknown terrain and the lack of control I feel as a function of my inexperience. With time my perception of danger will change, my capacity will expand, and I will find new comfort and safety in what was once stressful. Through caving, I am meeting these thresholds and sensations in real time, and have a chance to work with them as they arise, before applying the lessons more broadly to my everyday life, which I am busy reflecting on. The fears of the pandemic years. Too much talk of safety. Committing to expanding our capacity for safe-enough risk puts us back in touch with the reality of life, as neither truly scary nor truly safe. Recognising the way we are over-held by a desire for safety is essential in recognising our own lack of self-trust. Living is risky but we are fundamentally equipped for it by virtue of our existence and ability to learn. While bad things happening can weather us, so too can not living to our potential, which often resides just beyond the touch of our fingertips. Risk lies in the porous enclosure of otherness, meeting it necessitates a leap of faith.

*

Unable to go further vertically into the Long Churn cave system without roped climbing and abseiling equipment, we turn round and return along the passages we have just come through. Leaving, I deposit my desire at the edge of an extensive pot, wishing for the first time of many since that I had started caving earlier in my life, wishing I had known someone who could encourage me to do it, and show me how. Turning back from the adventure was regretful, and immediately exacerbated by a strange unfamiliarity in the tunnels we had just journeyed through. Rock passages, pinnacles and pools all looked different from only moments ago and quickly I lost my sense of spatial awareness. Had we really just come from here? Was that giant rock really there before? The shift was unnerving and curious. Turning my body just 180 degrees, I was wide-eyed once again at great, smooth sweeps of yellowing flowstone formations and crevices filled with small terraced pools of water, a fractal version of paddy fields in India, tea plantations in China, or the salt pans of Bolivia.

My perspective was warping and shifting before my eyes in a fascinating way, but also for the first time this trip I recognised the potential for getting lost in a cave system, for becoming disorientated and unsettled by it. I became suddenly aware of my limited navigational talent underground, and that while I am a competent map and landscape reader overground, down here I was unskilled and unattuned. With no sun, no trees, no vegetation, no fencing, no contours to navigate by, I realised I would need new ways to see the world, underneath. New signs. New waymarkers.

Of course, with Steph my worries had very little room to amplify beyond the energy I chose to give them for the experience. Which I did. I allowed myself to dysregulate just enough to feel into the disorientation and emergent fear. As we continued moving through the cave I let my mind wander into vaguely disastrous scenarios, feeding it with thoughts of last night’s recounted rescue, with thoughts of reduced oxygen, hypothermia and insatiable hunger. I let my mind dip a toe into frigid pools of possibility and noticed how it quickened my breath and narrowed my vision still further.

My mind wandered to many years prior when I learnt to dive, and the way that as your perception narrows in the underwater world, your breathing becomes a measure of your emotional and mental stability. The more you dysregulate and move from calm into an even slightly stressed sympathetic nervous system, the more oxygen you use. I remember taking an hour to kit up for a dive, only to have 15 minutes underwater due to my tendency to hoover up the air. I would need to learn quickly how to stay calm in more than thoughts alone. In this remarkable, enclosed underland, I felt the same reality fray at the corners. It can turn on an instant down here, and if you panic things could unravel quickly – in just the way that they can for clients who experience anxiety and panic. I wouldn’t hoover up air from a cylinder down here, but I could quickly impair my own judgement and problem-solving ability as the fear-centre of my brain kicks in. I have a measure of confidence in my ability to regulate my emotional response to scenarios like this, but it was only the night before that my mind ran away with me; I’d been in my campervan by myself, with no phone signal and an enveloping fog all around me. Fear can affect anyone at any time – for reasons that are real and immediate, or memoried and distant, or some combination of the above. The impact is felt physiologically in the body as well as the mind, and working with both – especially the body – is essential in therapy where fear and uncertainty is the driving factor in a person’s life.

Moving into another magnificent passageway, replete with brachiopod and coral fossils, we found a place to sit again and turn off the lights. This time my brain wanted to enjoy the safety of the dark again, but my body had other plans. After four hours underground, I was starting to get cold to my bones, and now the dark felt different. As the minutes passed, talking to each other in real time about the potential of caving for building resilience in the nervous system, I could feel my perception shift and suddenly my shivering body was telling my mind that things were getting scary. Steph, my safe anchor, was only inches from me, but plunged into the dark once again I started to doubt the distance.

Before long, I started to think about how poor my hearing is and has been over the last few years, which cascaded into the imagining of footsteps coming towards us down the passageways beyond. Not the kind feet of fellow adventurers, but murderous boots. My cold bones were starting to rebel and I was losing focus on Steph’s words, feeling instead the need for hot tea and a desire to be back on the ground above, while simultaneously letting fearful thoughts run away with themselves. Letting them, because this was the point of the exploration. The creation of a ‘safe emergency’, as we call it in therapy. For a moment, I wanted nothing more than to see the first fern appear in a passageway, and for the golden water droplets to reveal the nearness of our exit, and clenched my eyes tight shut in the hope they might suddenly appear when I reopened them.

Eventually, Steph checked in with how I was doing, and I confessed to feeling cold, at which we turned on our lamps and made for the exit. Back under the reassuring gaze of Steph’s lamp, the visual of my own feet on the floor, the solid walls of our surroundings so miraculous in their form and impossible age, I quickly felt myself again. Cold, but known. Reaching the cave exit and passing a recognisable hole in the ground that fell away to my right, blades of grass shone under my lamp, vibrant in their nonplussed familiarity. We had come into the cave in the light of lunchtime, and we were leaving in the dark of late afternoon. The sky wintery and damp. Casting around a field with only drystone walls catching in my light, I realised I still had no sense of where we had emerged, but together we made our way downhill towards the lights of a village off in the inky distance.

Peeling back my wet sleeve, I glanced down at my Garmin. We had done fewer than 5,000 steps. I had been on a journey, but one without a particular destination. Where the arrival points were both around every corner, but also situated largely within myself. Around every rocky bend, newness. Around every experience, a new bodily response. Making an internal check of myself, I realised I was exhausted, but also energised. I was emerging from the grounds of slow, deep time, but had spent almost every moment of the last four hours in absolute presence to myself, Steph and the cave. Time had gone slippery, dynamic, but also not one thing or another. I wasn’t emerging from darkness into light, but from dark to dark, an ambiguous threshold that I was yet to assimilate, but I was more grounded for it. In the cave, I felt vulnerable and unfit, but at the surface once again I felt solid, muscled, capable. In Steph’s words, I was reset.

*

To be a geologist and a therapist is to have a foot in two timescales – the longest imaginable, and the shortest. In outdoor therapy, we cross both terrains. The term deep time is an ironically short, catch-all way of describing the vast expanse of geologic time, covering everything from the time of the formation of the universe to the beginning of the earth (approximately 4.5 billion years ago) and all of the time that has passed since as captured in the geological timescale, which remains open at the present and is defined using chronostratigraphic and geochronological techniques for relating strata or rocks in time and determining the age of them, respectively. The geological timescale is packed full of names and dates, some of which are familiar by now (Jurassic, Cretaceous), while others remain stubbornly unmemorable, and though this linear chart is rich, deep and in places very well age-constrained now, the timescale it represents is still almost unfathomable to the human mind, which broadly struggles to conceptualise time beyond the span of a human life, or that of a few generations, let alone into the realms of millions and billions. Those of us immersed in geological time through study or keen amateur interest may be able to travel imaginatively back to a snapshot in time and see the type of environment, flora and fauna present, say, 100 million years ago – in the same way that any of us might memorise a beautiful illustration from a picture book – but very few people will be able to make that journey sequentially in their minds, giving each time period the correct relative weighting, all the way back to the beginning. The 24-hour clock analogy used by many natural history museums to situate all of known time on a familiar clock, that puts the Big Bang at the first stroke of the hour and the present day as the current second, is helpful, but still abstract when we can’t embody the countdown, and are restricted to simply walking around in a confused attempt at awe.

If the centrepiece of a geological understanding is to offer us a richer appreciation of deep time, then what are we supposed to do with this knowledge? Many books have laid out well the expanse and curiosities of deep time that we might have a better awareness of it in our lives, but in real time for humans in the present, it’s hard to grasp what we’re supposed to do with this information beyond being aware of it and letting it shift our perspective away from egocentric short-termism into a more ecocentric long-termism where we are no longer at the centre of time, or at its pinnacle. Many of us can begin to make this leap intellectually, but as with all paradigm-shifting concepts, it is usually unclear how we are to translate it into operational, day-to-day lessons that we might better live by and act upon. In this regard, the purpose of deep-time awareness is hazy, its nature disorientating. It might even be a red herring.

To only consider geological time as deep, dark and miniaturising of the human experience is to overlook the many different and equally instructive times of geology; the dynamic range of times that exist, quantumly, all at once, as was apparent emerging from the cave with Steph. The reality of geologic time is that it is fast and slow, rupturing and steady-state, directional and entropic. There are slow sedimentations and fast erosions in any life. At the same time as tectonic plates move together and apart, explosive energy at the major global fault lines can lay whole worlds to waste. Populations and terrains can be destroyed in a few minutes of volcanic pyroclastic flow, and still below sediment settles over millennia through the water column into the world’s deepest oceanic trenches.

There is a strange and curious dissonance in the objective and impassive nature of deep time at one end of the geological timescale, and the increasing subjectivity of time as it shortens (into more and more bars on the column), collapsing into the present moment of our lives, and it is never clear when exactly we leave one timeframe to join another. When does this moment become part of deep time? Where our life-times are ever more fragmentary in their nature as we dash between jobs of fleeting security, loved ones scattered all over the globe, endlessly refreshing to-do lists and an abundance of other distractions, from childhood through adolescence, adulthood, middle age and maturity, deep time continues to stay bulky and immoveable. Deep time, though remote and ever mysterious, possesses its own certainty, but as we fall forward into the known times of our life, things become less certain, more subjective, more contingent on each other and the world around us.

Time is so diverse, and experienced so differently between subjects in the present, that any prolonged effort to constrain what time is falls apart. There is the time of insects who live no more than a day, and the time of tortoises that outstrip our own. There is the time that for me is saved, but for you wasted. There is the time that can never be equal in an unequal world, where you can relax and I have to work or vice versa. There is the time we experience in chronological order (or chronos) but there is also the qualitative experience of ‘everything in its own time’ time in the moment (or kairos). There is time as it is experienced at altitude, which is different from time at sea level, and there is the time that shifts and bends with longitude. There is the slow time of youth when ideas and experiences are rushing clear and fast like spring water, creating an endless and expansive present, and Christmases that never come, and the fast time of elderhood when a lack of novelty speeds life up, racing forward like an arrow to a target without hesitation or deviation. There is the time of our psychological experience, the relative time of Einstein, and now also an entropic time rooted in what physicist Carlo Rovelli calls our ‘quantum ignorance’. ‘When we have found all the aspects of time that can be spoken of, then we have found time,’ Rovelli declares. For now, then, we do not know time.

In this vast chronodiversity, how are we to live our lives? Sometimes it isn’t clear to me whether we are all dying in a living world, or all living in a dying world. How are we to be what author Roman Krznaric calls time rebels for a living future that needs us to be less deterministic and depressed about what is possible? Caves are one visceral way of immersing ourselves in the multidimensional reality of time, where ancient and present are compressed cheek to chest. At the surface, this complex array of times also spills around us endlessly, while we continue to believe our time is linear and expendable, rushing only towards the end of the egg timer when the sand runs out.

In the cave with Steph, I realised that while time passed on the clock, together we had created a doubling of time. She had hers and I had mine, and far from rushing by, time seemed to lengthen the more I stayed, with its momentary unfolding. So too I have found when I spend time with my husband, or with family, or with a good friend, or with my dog, Juno, or in absorbing therapy, or in the garden tending to the plants, or even sat on a rock – when I give my time wholeheartedly and without distraction to be with another (or they to me) – time seems to double and not divide. It is time well-spent. Far from being the case that we never get our time back, we do in fact have plenty of chances to right our wrongs, try something more than once, do things we love over and again. This is not the maddening, inexorable creep of time running out that we are programmed to fear, but of malleable time that expands the more attention you give to ensuring the quality of it. This inconstant lurching around of different temporal realities reassures me that just because something hasn’t happened for a very long time, doesn’t mean it can’t. What has been steady state can lurch into life once more, which is promising news for anyone hoping that things, or they, can be different.

To weather well the clock-time finitude of our lives, we need to make a new relationship with time that is neither in service to the panicked, ceaselessly fast, exploitative flat-time of productivity capitalism, nor the newly commercialised and privileged package of slow time (which almost always seems to require someone else to go fast and underpaid to make it possible). Time is not a resource we have for cashing in. True timefulness, as geologist Marcia Bjornerud calls it, is to live in awareness of the dynamic and unpredictable array of times that co-exist within one life, as well as the intersubjective nature of time between all individuals. To live it well, we may need to break the temporal norms altogether and finally come to terms with time as entirely relational and contingent upon each other in specific and localised ways. In this way, time becomes unique among individuals who co-create its meanings and who give it vibrancy and liveness through their interaction with each other. The time I have in my space, surrounded by my people, in my environment, in its own seasons, with its own prerogatives to live, is different from you in your time and place with your people. And still, we might only live a few metres apart. This is a time that honours time spent with, conversation, touch, participation, reciprocity, listening. It is the time of in-jokes, shared imaginings, pet names and secret languages. It is a time of rushing when need be, because this is sometimes the only way to catch a fast and fleeting thing, and slowing down when the environment of our lives demands it. It is embracing dynamism; of being a creature of no particular time, but all times, and humble in the face of ambiguity and changeability, and the different priorities of others. It is creating a ‘longer now’, as Krznaric calls it, with each other.

My sense is that the deep time of chronos is for rock bodies, not human bodies. It reveals the extent and limitations of our lives, which is at times reassuring and at others frightening. It is primarily for those great erratic stone wanderers of eons and epochs, not for bodies living in the seconds and seasons of their brief lives. The time we want to follow is the time of kairos, which is also translated as weather in Greek. Weather time. Or Weathering time as I have come to think of it. The time of changeability and aliveness lived through the seasons and senses. The time it takes to live. The time of the cave, the mountain, the smell of pine, the cold water. There is no ideal life that is objectively defined by how we spend our time. There is only the good-enough life that you choose by being in a time that is most meaningful and worthwhile to you and those around you, not counting down the minutes, days and weeks (or monitoring the usage of others’) but expanding into them more fully. In this way, we are never out of time, but always just in time. Not beating time, not storing it up, not wasting it, not running out of it – just with it, open at the advancing end, just as the geological timescale remains open to the possibility of a different tomorrow. Being a time rebel might simply mean having our say in defining what it means to be alive, and advocating not only for ourselves when we do.

You Don’t Have to Be Afraid of the Dark

One of the aspects I loved most about caving was embracing the edginess of the dark. Was I excited or was I scared? Was I on the edge of calm or on the other edge of panic? It was never entirely clear to me where I might land, but this uncertainty created a visceral invigoration of my senses, and a resultant awakeness that kept me fully attentive to the present. In the threat of collapse, I was also resoundingly alive. It is not easy to go into the dark, but a trustworthy guide made it feel safe to explore. A few weeks after our caving trip, on an incongruously bright day, I meet two friends and outdoor-therapy colleagues at my therapy site, to discuss the ways that they directly use darkness in their work. Both love what the darkness affords. Finding a quiet spot to sit, we take out our flasks and I begin an interrogation of the subject matter. Next to me, Juno digs a peaty black hole in the ground.

It’s really about that atmosphere, Sean explains, circling in on the key difference of what it’s like to work outside with his therapy clients in the dark rather than the light. It’s incredibly important. How do you put words to the different atmosphere under a clear sky with stars? The moon lighting your way, the shadows moving … there is something ethereal. It feels more intense. The sense of that shroud that the night sky offers: the sense of darkness around you. Sean explains that he is in his third winter of working outside, and that both he and his clients often feel the excited apprehension of what’s ahead as their time slots pull in the dark around them. I have a sense that the dark becomes an enclosure of sorts, a blanket thrown around both parties, and Mary confirms this: The darkness provides an envelope of something that’s very containing. It’s just the two of you, and the fauna of course, referring to the different soundscape of dark therapy. Instead of small-bird song, you hear owls, the yipping of foxes, the skitter of bats as darkness descends. Animals you can’t see but can only hear.

Mary continues: I think [being in the dark] evokes that very early part of us. The very early imprint of us as humans. The outdoors can help with that, but outdoors in the dark specifically can make that even quicker. I nod and remember how I pulled myself through the cave on my belly like a baby finding my way out into the world. I can really see that, I say pensively, but wonder if the quickness can be too quick? Can the dark be too confronting if we are being thrown back to our own early childhood material in a matter of minutes? Mary and Sean concur that if the process was forced then it could be too much, but Sean speaks to the grading of the dark over a period of weeks, starting in twilight, that appears to gradually deepen the material in its own step-wise, intuitive fashion, slowly moving into the deeper, darker material and recesses of the psyche – sometimes to a point where the darkness creates an altered state of sorts. Likewise, Mary confirms that the presence of the therapist makes a huge difference. Where most of us have felt the pain of being alone in the dark, not all of us have had the experience of being with someone else in it, in a holding and compassionate capacity. In the dark, in the safe and containing presence of another and in an environment approached with intention, the dark can allow clients to feel disinhibited.

In the dark, we are able to hide but also to be seen – both at the same time. Words can be spoken without the fear of what reaction might be written on the other person’s face, thoughts can be aired without the hot flush of shame being witnessed, silence can be held more comfortably when neither party can see each other. Far from being uncomfortable, it is clear that the darkness can lend a deeper sense of safety to the client in accessing early or difficult material. Darkness becoming a place of its own to be honest about your struggles, and also a facilitator of truths that might be hard to voice in the light. Together we reflect on that incisive edge of the dark that cuts through the norms and stigmas of daylight, but also with the possibility of the moon’s gentler light coming in and out of view – shifting the possibilities of disclosure and exploration on its own terms and casting a softer light on what has already been revealed.

Sitting together, Juno still digging a hole to bury sticks in, I reflect on dark therapy as a revealer of truth, just as caving reveals the embodied truth of your current nervous-system state. In the dark, there is nowhere to hide, but also everywhere to get lost, and so in both therapy and caving we are asked to show up and stay present. To stay with our senses and see what emerges.

I am struck by the wildness of both processes that call you into a more whole experience of your senses. I think some of the domestication of being human is having more data, isn’t it? Sean offers. There’s something about the dark that’s shedding that information. In therapy outside, the data is stripped away, or pared down, to a muted and monochrome visual landscape, and a sonorous soundscape provided by just a few species of night-dwellers. Everything is being shed in that regard, and slowed down, which invites a feeling of wildness, so counter to our information-driven daylight hours. Unhurried and unrushed, our wilder senses focus themselves, and a space emerges for different thoughts to arise and run free. We have time to roam and snuffle in newly surfaced thoughts, and howl into the oldest and most difficult. The dark then invites a primal way of being, an uncluttered and altered perception, an ability to navigate the shadow-world, a divination of what’s within, rather than without.

But paradoxes abound in our discussion, and far from being wild in an untethered sense, it is clear that the dark fosters an intimacy. When I was caving with Steph, she was the only other human in my world for four hours; even those at the surface disappeared from my inner eye for the time that I was navigating small passages and waterways with her. Underground, we switched off our lamps together and talked about the passion we both have for our work. In those moments, I felt I was getting to know her quicker than I would be at the surface, both of us speaking into what is most essential when the light went out. In therapy too, Sean and Mary speak to the intimacy that is created by the dark. As the data is removed, and two bodies disappear into two voices or two breaths, inhaling and exhaling, there is a sense of the boundaries dissolving. Of the silhouettes of everyone present – including the trees, landscape, grasses and rocks – merging. Far from being an isolating and lonely experience, the dark is a chance to be present to oneself and each other, strengthening what philosopher Martin Buber calls the I–Thou relationship between subjects, which facilitates true personalities meeting and speaking together with mutuality and reciprocity, rather than a communication between a subject and an object (I–It), which involves utilisation and control, creating passivity in the person cast as the object. Traditional therapy has long been troubled by its reinforcement of I–It relations, and so too our relationship with the rest of nature. Intimacy in therapy is a difficult subject to talk about, as it is freighted with connotations of abuse that extend back decades. But for the many therapists who are able to maintain firm ethical boundaries, a sense of intimacy is a natural, vitalising enabler of connection and progress in therapy. Through intimacy we learn to trust each other, and ultimately set about the work of healing old relational wounds.

Speaking together in the dark might be one of the most deeply human activities we can share, but as Sean explains, so too is sitting together on the edge of the dark abyss. In this regard, darkness becomes the metaphor once again, for the difficult periods of our lives that we find ourselves thrown or slumped into, or sitting on the edge of fear and unsure of what depth we might plummet into next. Sean and I are both interested in working with the parts of our clients that have been given up and have ‘gone into the dark’. The parts that are no longer calling for attention, the parts that have long since been exiled, the parts that have gone missing but are causing a depression nonetheless. As Sean explains so well, a lot of therapeutic work, initially at least, is working with what’s calling for our attention. How do we find the parts of our clients that have given up? As an embodied psychotherapist I am interested in the parts of my clients’ bodies that have gone into the dark, away from their attention, and what that might mean. Which parts have gone numb? Which parts of their own landscape do they no longer travel to? What fell between the cracks? Helping a client understand the meanings of their own disappearances and helping them to reassociate with their missing parts or emotions is a key part of our work that often starts with a search in the dark for the parts that aren’t calling out to be found.

My sense is that the darkness offers us clues in how to be with it, as well as what has gone missing within it. We have to employ a broader range of senses, create intimacy and safety to foster connection, to wait patiently for the things that only emerge when the conditions are right. Calling out the parts of us that have got lost or don’t want to show themselves takes time and care. Reliable togetherness. A willingness to witness. Reassurance that it’s OK. An attunement to the smallest of movements and signs of life. A guide to safely lead us out. As silence moves to noise, so too does dark move to light. With some inevitability, we can emerge from our dark places with new discoveries, just as a therapy session in the dark will end with the warm glow of a room, or the yellow light of an opened car door.

*

The goodness that is found at depth is the promise of both geology and therapy, but both present us with a reckoning dark. In geology, to journey deep into the earth – to go back in time – is to go into a literal darkness, where navigation in and out is only possible by our own illumination. To stay safe underground, exploring the dark places of the earth – requires a resourcefulness in your mind and body developed through continual attunement to your body’s needs, and commitment to a moment-by-moment regulation towards groundedness and total presence. In therapy, to journey deep into our own pasts and presents – to go back in time and stay in the dark of the present – is to alight on the shadowy gaps of lost memories, the black holes of coping strategies, or the fearful black spots of depression, regret, and other dark nights of the soul. Darkness is the preserve of our spiritual and existential crises; it is the caverns we retreat into to lick our wounds. It is the ego deaths and the ennui.

Of course, it is clear to me that, figuratively as well as literally, there are different darks (and different lights) and that their comforts and discomforts sit along a spectrum of experience. Some darkness is more malevolent, and falls into the category of illness in which no one should have to dwell, but for the other everyday darks of protracted not-knowing and lostness – the type that shows up in our lives and therapy all the time – we are instructed to stay put a while longer than might be comfortable, and learn what other senses we have for the job. When the dark is no longer about seeing a clear route forward with our eyes, we switch to hearing, feeling and developing intuition, paying attention for the most subtle of markers that might call us forth.

Caving, or indeed therapy, in the dark, is the literal embodiment of a metaphorical journey that is made time and again in therapy. Like Persephone of ancient Greek mythology – vegetal goddess of dark, scary places and seasonality – returning to Hades with her sheafs of corn, we step into the dark abyss. Each client must go into the realms they would rather not – into the spiritual death of the dark, wandering for as long as the dark season takes, before they are allowed to return. Persephone’s journey is not a short one, but the retrieval of soul and essence is not as easy as switching on a light – we must go deeper and darker for these things.

In therapy, the darkness of not-knowing and lostness might look like the emptiness and loneliness of persistent disconnection, or betrayal and destroyed trust – by a person, or perhaps by the universe. It might look like realising you have been living only for your partner or children all the years, or trying to be someone you’re not, leaving you with no sense of who you are for yourself. It might look like a person who is technically alive, but is spiritually dead, depressed across all markers or life and wholly unable to find joy or fulfilment in anything. Sometimes it looks like the wasteland of life after a breakdown when the lies lived at the heart of one’s life have finally been acknowledged and unravelled. Sometimes it is living with chronic pain and illness that is resistant to treatment, and calls the person into a lengthy question about what life is, if it’s not about getting cured. This work is hard work, for the client and for the therapist. Weeks and months can pass without any discernible movement. We all want to help people that we care for, and the rush to rescue is especially strong around people who are losing hope. It is hard for anyone to stay calm when they are fearful and blindfolded.

Many times I have been tricked by my own anxiety to please into frantically searching for solutions that are almost always received with a yes, but, or else have already been thought of. At these times it is well to remember that clients in the deep dark seldom need a solution they have already researched themselves; they need a companion for the journey. No one can retrieve the soul or the essence of their fulfilment alone. Indeed, we may feel we are trying to save a client from hitting the floor, without realising that they already have – in this case they don’t need a solution to prevent falling, they need another body to lean on for a while. Variously, my supervisor has encouraged me to just be with the unknown a while longer, challenged my own discomfort with the collapse of depression (she’s right – it terrifies me, it’s the closest thing to death), and reminded me that we each – with support – must find our own reasons to choose life. We must wait together for the next impulse to emerge, for the oxidation and combustion of materials that turns into a flicker of life that no one else can ignite for us, even if the wait is excruciating.

A journey into the dark is a pilgrimage we all must make, and none can avoid. We have to stay with this trouble, even when we think we don’t have time, or that it’s too difficult, because health is not about wellness or an absence of illness, but wholeness of experience. Our rush to be fixed is understandable on an experiential level – no one wants to suffer and be in pain – but fixedness is also an unreasonable expectation for the complex experiential, relational and systemic domain of mental health and wellbeing.

The dark of emotional, psychological and spiritual winter is a necessary season, as much a part of the cycle of life as the diurnal dark that we sleep through every night. The waking dark is also a liminal dream time, and we can let it simply run its course unexamined or we can be curious about the images and visions that present themselves when we are in the shadowlands. In the modernised West, the encouragement to sit with the dark has become culturally unintuitive, raising a spectre of fear about getting caught in the sharp gaps and dark recesses of our own lives. It is perhaps inevitable in a culture fed on religious stories of light and dark duality, and on cautionary fairy tales about the perils of the deep dark, that when we think of difficult times we explain them through a metaphorical lens of darkness steeped in association around its inhospitable nature.

Darkness is either suffocating and painful, or as vast and expansive as the universe. In both, the individual becomes isolated, trapped by unseen forces, or lost forever. We might reasonably wonder, will I ever leave? Am I not supposed to be always well? Shouldn’t I get fixed? But staying with whatever comes for a while longer than is comfortable is what it means to live in all the seasons of our lives.

The many seasons of life are not allocated according to who is deserving, but are a process for all of us. We will each experience all of them, at one stage or another. Living in the dark, slower seasons involves the recognition that the more we push into the dark to be ignored and forgotten, the less likely it will be that we successfully achieve either. In working with trauma, we can observe that nothing stays pushed down forever. Many things can haunt us from the dark. Everything starts to feel worse, eventually. Exiled parts return. By not tolerating, visiting and bearing with the dark, we only prolong the inevitability and extend the duration of our stay, or else give our bodies the burden of suppressing what we can’t face, which they will eventually have enough of and serve us back up, painfully. I have worked with many clients who have taken into their bodies the difficulties that they can’t bear looking at – always for good and protective reasons – but are now bent over from suffering with all sorts of secondary aches and pains from inner-ear issues and migraines through to stomach complaints and arthritis. This process of somatisation can be a painful way to live. Eventually, we are forced to recognise that in matters of the dark, the only way out is through.

What we need, instead of a hasty exit, is to be radically patient and compassionate, to become wildly intimate with our fears and despondencies, and give them the legitimacy and dignity they deserve. How often have I walked with clients in brilliant sunlight, and felt with them the overbearing pressure to be happy on a sunny day? How often has light felt too much when I have needed retreat? Who hasn’t wanted to climb into bed and be enveloped by a warm dark duvet where no one can find you? The dignity of darkness is not to be in denial of it, but to acknowledge that this is sometimes the most rational response to life.

If we can be courageous and go into these liminal, impermanent, dark-associated places with kindness and curiosity and the intention to bear with – be it with the shame we carry, the depressed periods, the fears, the sides of ourselves we don’t like – we will find out new things about ourselves, we will learn new lessons. There is more that grows in the dark than fear. It also incubates transformational and transitional power. Greater sanity and clear-sightedness are often the rewards of emergence, and likewise a deeper appreciation and gratitude for the small things that had fallen from our eyeline long ago.

I am reminded again of the mineral Blue John that grows uniquely in the caverns of Hope Valley – a lesson about the precious things that grow in the dark. Without a light our eyes won’t adjust to the dark, and so the life that the dark sustains is not a light-based one. It is the creation of heat and pressure dialled up and down, as fluids rise and fall. This is the chemistry of emergence and newness in our underground realms. Running your fingers across the erratic trace of the rock’s mineral vein, along the line of fluid long gone, it becomes obvious what beauty is possible without light. What magnificent texture, colour and form is developed over time, out of sight, as natural forces churn and transform elemental parts into new matter. Underground, it is more apparent than anywhere that brilliance has its source deep in the body. That radiance comes from within. That the treasures we covet most form best in the unlikely places, under the toughest of conditions, bounded on all sides with the growthful containment of bedrock. I think of all the extractions that take place all over the world all the time, the endless surfacing of precious things out of the dark, without an earthly consent. The recklessness of that, and also the necessity to power an ever-lit, blue-washed world. The responsibility we have to exercise restraint and respect around things surfaced from the dark places, but so often don’t.

Having changed careers in my mid-thirties, I often feel a niggling pressure to make up for lost time. But having spent time underground and considering the darkness with friends, I feel relaxed about my journey here and the long percolation route it has taken to arrive into this work I am doing now. I think of the many caves I have been in, questioning myself, my choices, my sanity, grieving unexpected losses, and wondering if I will ever emerge into better things. In the midst of your own restless and brutal formation it’s hard to be magnanimous and wise. Instead, you feel the pain of what’s happening to you, the slowness of the changes, the never-ending liminality between where you are, and where you would rather be. In some ways, every client I see is swimming in their own crystal mush. Just as I have been and will do again. We are all in a process of change and seeking a steer, or reassurance, or tools for the journey. We are all becoming away from where we’ve been, towards a new place and new way of being. We are all bearing with the dark of unknowns and challenges along the way. How to do this might be a fluid question in the meantime, but when it all comes together and solidifies, a new type of person emerges with slightly altered chemistry and form – a new crystal structure. This is just the way preciousness always comes into being. First in the dark, then to the light.
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This is how I see my life, my friend – who is also called Ruth – says, gesturing at the trees and parts of trees in front of us. Just ahead of our feet, off the side of the path, lie metre-long segments of felled beech tree. Solid and lifeless, not yet decaying but on their way, yet possessed with an air of recency. Rising behind and around them are other beeches in their prime, releasing gold and brown leaves in great drifts with each gust of new wind.

We look up and down at the confusing scene. I have to carry both of these realities now, she explains. When it comes to the job of making a new relationship with time, of learning the lessons of dynamic deep time, it is impossible not to talk about our own place in time, our shortish finitude, how we commune with our ageing, our inevitable elderhood (assuming we make it there, as so many don’t, and as we both know having each lost a would-be-elder too young) and what it means to be a good ancestor.

On these topics, there was only one person I wanted to speak with. Ruth is a fellow psychotherapist with a passion for working outside and has spent the last few years working in the NHS. She is also a career-changer like me, having come to this work after a previous life in the civil service, but is now six months retired, and working out what comes next for her. Ruth is my friend and – as is often the way of intergenerational friends – a guide of sorts. We met in the Derbyshire woods a few years ago, and we continue to meet a few times a year here at Longshaw Estate to walk and talk about the big things.

It is a fitting place to meet, as the estate owes its current existence under the care of the National Trust since 1931, to another remarkable woman. In 1928, environmental campaigner and pioneer of the countryside movement Ethel Haythornthwaite led the campaign to raise awareness and vital funds to save Longshaw from planned development, and in doing so ensured the establishment of Sheffield’s green belt. Indeed, Ethel’s commitment to the area, and avant-garde understanding of the vital role of nature on people’s health and wellbeing, was instrumental to the founding of the national park in 1951 and was essential in embedding green belt government policy across the UK, which arrived just a few years later in 1955. She said, ‘Outside the city – there one began to live. The escape into clean air, the gradual return to nature – with this came satisfaction, peace, freedom, solitude, excitement. One grew to become conscious of its profounder value, something beyond health and high spirits – something to worship.’

The Longshaw Estate of today is a popular area of moorland, woodland and farmland situated close to The Outdoor City of Sheffield on the eastern edge of the Peak District National Park. Within its perimeter lies Padley Gorge, through which Burbage Brook flows. It is picturesque and nationally significant oak-birch woodland, considered by some to be the most inland remnant of the ancient temperate rainforest of the UK, in which are found some vanishingly rare lichens, little known elsewhere in the vast Midlands area.

I have a sense that in our seasonal meetings we have a rhythm that is timeless, and every time we meet and part, I wish everyone could have a gentle friendship like this. We are in different life stages but as I experience it, this is the essence of our chemistry. Typically, I bring the fast-speaking energy and drive of the middle-years without children, and she brings the considered wisdom and depth of a woman fully engaged in the intentional process of ageing, but kept vitalised and purposeful by her role as grandmother.

By location and temperament, I consider us both Pennine People. That is to say, I observe a type of personality in myself at least that is reflective of our underlying land. A depth that is also straightforward. Practical. Reliable. It is as if the rock beneath my feet has shaped my personal culture and mythology – informing an identity that I now identify with, reinforcing those characteristics further until there is a blurring of lines about who I would be independent of this landscape, in a different geology. I used to consider myself a complicated person – in as much as all humans seem fearfully complicated and contradictory – but in recent years I have begun to recognise a simplicity to my fears, desires and aspirations (or at least a simplicity to the reliable complexity) – which I put down in part to the landscape of my dwelling. It is an edgy sort of simplicity that can easily tip into homogeneity. I often find myself longing for more colour. More vibrancy. More juice.

In contrast, cities are often as diverse in their geologies as the people and cultures that reside within them. London, as just one example, is a great assemblage of rocks brought from all over the country, and in some instances the world, to build itself tall and wide, reflective of the people that live and work within its buildings and landscapes today.

To travel into the city, into its rocky fabric, is to find true diversity in a way that can never be seen in countryside outcrops. To take a geological walk in the city is to see more rock types in one day than is possible in a lifetime walking around the Peak District, and a greater time span of the earth, besides. In cities across the world, the geology is reflective of a robust and enduring ethic of practical togetherness, that may not be forged from shared heritage, but is nevertheless created through shared place in the present. Different food, different art, different cultures are preserved inside walls of different material, inviting the urban dweller into greater variety, not less.

Every city has a geological history and story as rich, if not more so, than elsewhere, giving the curious urban dweller a new way to connect with nature on the deepest and widest scale, when green life feels hard to find, or vanishing. What cities may lack in visible bedrock, they often make up for in stone monuments (be it carved columns, old stone buildings, boulders left by volcanoes, landslides or glaciations, memorials to damage caused by earthquakes) that so often become personally and publicly significant meeting points for social gathering and sites of collective activism, respectively. Their histories may not be comfortable, but the dialogue they provoke is often essential to those who live in cities and further afield. Urban geology is in some ways a far edgier field than rural. For people living in the many cities across the globe built along fault lines, at plate margins and in the shadow of volcanoes, unstable mountains or overburdened dams, familiarity with the geological life of their place is a non-negotiable part of ensuring future safety. Their geology cannot be taken for granted, calling for attention at intermittent timescales like the proverbial bell of mindfulness, reminding us again, if we have forgotten, that erosion always wins. That life and death are not things to be complacent about.

*

Ruth has the presence of rock. An easy thing to say of anyone we find to be solid and dependable, but for me she truly is that rare sort of person. This is made more remarkable because I have never met anyone like her in her total, vulnerable, honest and earthy commitment to exploring the process of elderhood. For as long as I have known her, she has been deep in the most tender of enquiries to which she brings both softness and robustness of intent – really asking from all angles, What does it mean to get old? Who am I? Who do I want to be? What is the meaning of life and death?

Looking between the energy evident at the treetops, and the torsos of beech waiting for a fate that is unknown to all of us, I feel the autumn chill. Though Ruth tells me that in her new appreciation of the Celtic wheel of seasons, this for her is nearly the new year and she’s ready to fully root into this British landscape of home. I can feel the change in her from when we last met before her retirement. Together, we head out from the enclosure of trees and onto the moor, following a route less by intention than intuition. Rambling along, we look out into the Peak District, eventually climbing a series of steps towards a crooked tree and further again into a windbreak of shapely gritstones, before journeying back down again and into the trees of Padley Gorge where we talk awhile at the threshold of a small wooden bridge, observing too the multiple timescales of life layering up around us, from the ancient to the seasonal as leaves make their quick and final flight to the ground in today’s gusty wind.

Having explored what it would mean to cross the river (which we don’t this time), and having spent some time among the gnarled limbs of the older moss-cloaked trees, we find a place to sit down and talk further about what elderhood means to her, and what then it might mean to others her age who are asking the same questions, or to people like me, who still have elderhood ahead but are certainly not getting any younger. We find a spot and pour two cups of tea. Opening a cloth bag knobbly with promise, she tells me what she has learnt so far, through a series of stones.

We Are One

The first stone pulled from the bag is a palm-sized, grey beach cobble from north Wales. A quarter of the surface is intact, like skin, and the remainder of the rock has a cellular, honeycomb, structure. I hold it to the light, which peeps through some of the more eroded vesicles or chambers that make up the majority of this small body of rock, noticing the passages that have been revealed as the rock’s outer ‘skin’ has eroded away. It’s as if rock has become tissue, Ruth says, smiling, and it reminds me that We Are One. She says this slowly and deliberately, as we continue to inspect this rock caught in a long phase of transition.

The stone is compellingly tissue-like, I agree, blurring the lines around how we expect a rock to look, and we both enjoy its non-binary state that seems part mineral, part organic. A stone caught in the middle of its resistance of being either/or. A rock on-the-way-between. Its sponge-like appearance suggests to me that this is in fact a fossilised coral that has lithified over time and is now eroding back to reveal its original form, but the line is blurred and that’s the point. It is a rock in the process of transformation, and in that sense reveals how we are all part of each other, a part of something else. Composite.

I’m moving on in my journey with nature; of the outside world reflecting my inside world. That was wonderful. But I’m going beyond nature being a mirror and I want it all to flow as genuine reciprocity and understanding, Ruth explains, and as we talk further, I hear that what she wants more of are the stories that go both ways, a relationship with the rest of nature that travels between subjects of all different species. Nature is not only there to show us ourselves, though this is helpful; nature exists for itself and has its own consciousness, its own life history, its own story of living and dying.

I nod my agreement, and as we turn the rock between our hands, wondering about the evolving life this rock-coral has seen lithifying within itself, we try to get a handle on what it means to live in fuller reciprocity as compassionate and curious action, rather than only thought-based gratitude. When we realise that this is the growing edge for both of us, given that neither of us have the answers entirely, and that we both hope the next generation will continue to find new ways that go beyond the strictures of our own conception and experience, we arrive at a question around what it means to be a good ancestor, and whether a part of our legacy-responsibility is to resource the next generation to find answers that we have failed to find. Ruth notes that her own love for learning came from her father, and that her love for nature came down the female family line – from her mother, and her mother’s mother – and continues to travel in the same direction towards her granddaughters, who are both showing signs of becoming plant people like their grandmother. We agree that passing on a love and practical care for nature is an important part of what it means to enter into a reciprocal relationship with nature and be a good ancestor to people and land, because love and fascination are both precious resources for the future.

As we sit in silence for a moment, I consider the idea that the land itself shows us how to be a good ancestor if we pay attention. That while we can agonise over our own human solutions and whether they are adequate enough, getting lost in our anthropocentric cognitive biases, it is easy to overlook that the landscape and its inhabitants show us on a daily basis where we can put our efforts of care and restoration. The answer is not always universal, but personal and specific. When we get to know a habitat locally, we can see with our own eyes the changes from year to year. We can see the depletions, removals, erasures. The land reveals its wounds, just as people do, and if we pay proper attention then both are perfectly able to communicate their needs for healing. We only have to listen and act accordingly.

The Power of Something Small

Ruth moves alongside my reverie with another stone. This time she pulls from her bag a fragile, warm-grey mudrock, which has been split roughly in half. This irregular-shaped little block is also palm-sized, but this time with a lid of sorts, which Ruth removes as I look on intently. I am in eager anticipation of a tiny ammonite fossil, but what is revealed is a tiny hole. An absence. A gap in rock where something was. It makes me laugh, Ruth explains, doing exactly that. That a tiny creature – or something – has made a hole in the rock. Sometimes I feel that everything is too hard, too much, and that there’s no point. But something made that hole. Something that was small. That gives me hope.

We play with the rock for a while; an adult version of peek-a-boo, lifting the lid on and off and wondering about the order of events that created the hole. We note that the hole feels like a secret – something happened here, but was unseen from the outside – and that this is perhaps the nature of what it means to get on with being in a reciprocal relationship with the natural world, as well as being a good-enough ancestor. You have to keep going, because you never know. You never know.

Ruth says she understands better now that one person can’t do it all – that we all need to contribute a drop to the river – but that to do that you also need to know yourself and where you get stuck. Your contribution needs to fit your character and way, not go against it, and this is made in some ways easier by finding the human tribe that understands your mission. I want to be with people who are interested in the same story, Ruth says. Hope is spiritual and collective.

In the ensuing pause, my thoughts wander back to Ethel Haythornthwaite and whether she knew when she started how important her fight for Longshaw would become. Did she know she would be instrumental in the creation of national parks and green belts when she set about changing British people’s hearts and minds towards the intrinsic value of nature as – as what? A place? A god? A form of worship? Across the world, women have often been instrumental in the establishment, preservation and rangering of national parks, though their influence has often been downplayed, and the role of indigenous women in particular, which has been longer and broader still, is frequently overlooked or unacknowledged altogether. But times are changing and in 2021, CPRE Countryside Charity volunteer Doug Colton proposed that a list of 95 hills, tors and trig points over 400 metres in the Peak District be designated ‘The Ethels’ in her honour. Shortly after, Colton designed an app for hill-baggers to bag their haul of short summits – a very modern tribute to a timeless small act of local love that became huge through the community that it pulled together. I crane my neck backwards in a stretch and steal a glimpse through an opening between the trees, spotting the slope leading to Higger Tor on the horizon. One Ethel.

We talk at large about the stories we have to tell, the new stories of hope and continuance that we want to participate in, and how natural it is for humans to write better outcomes as a way of calling them into being. It is well documented that stories of hope, with a positive inflection, are predictive of longer-term, meaningful and growth-orientated – eudemonic – wellbeing, and that stories with a negative outcome that can be predictive of depression. This makes intuitive sense of course, but how might consciously telling stories of hope create a more positive outlook for the future? This is not the same as positive psychology, which is so easily mocked for dismissing the value of the darker emotions of life, but a way of purposefully distributing our energy into channels that will resource and elevate, rather than diminish and degrade. In matters of emotional or anxious ambiguity, where there is a crossroads in how we choose to think or interpret certain issues around an unknown future, I see the benefits of choosing the more hopeful option every day. Your pessimism doesn’t know anything more than your hopefulness, when it comes to a future that none can predict.

Yet still, I can’t help but reflect on my own anxieties about how I never quite feel I’m doing enough to contribute to the bigger picture, or how I berate myself for not being able to do the things others do so effortlessly. Whether it’s in my work, for my business, for my family and friends, for the planet at large, I often have the intention of being a better or more impressive version of myself, but so rarely feel as if I’m making gains on any front. The metaphor is apt; it feels like a war on myself at times. In the more persistent battles I have with myself, I need to have people remind me that there is power in the small things we can do, and that no one person can do everything, be everything. I need to hear that not every action will change policy, or establish a national park-sized monument to the goodness that we want to save in the world, and that small can be small. Small can be done well. Small can be mighty to the recipient. I resolve to keep going even when I lose heart – as I know I will. I want to trust in the ripple effect of small stones tossed into the water.

The Task of Elderhood

Perhaps sensing my need, Ruth suggests in a wistful sort of way that it’s important there are people who hold knowledge of deep time in a world that is so fast paced. I look at her and smile. The next two stones that Ruth pulls from her bag go together but look like opposites.

The first is a smooth, blackened pebble that I assume to be sandstone when Ruth tells me that she pulled it from a stream in Shining Cliff Woods, Derbyshire. It sits snugly between the heart and life lines of my right hand. I look closely and notice that it has an almost burnished shine beneath the black. A bronze patina.

The other is half its size at least – an inch or thereabouts – rounded rather than flattened and bright white with tiny soil-black thread veins that run loosely in appearance around its small, round body. I think about scratching it to determine whether it’s quartz or calcite (the latter scratchable with a fingernail, the former only with a metal object) but I remember just in time that these are sacred stones, and this is not an identification class. I know Shining Cliff Woods well, with its half-hidden quarry faces that are busily being reclaimed by possessive thick shrubbage that seems intent in pulling the land’s rocky innards back into itself. I also know the ancient and at times eerie broadleaf woodland canopy, which in places drips with moisture and straggly moss even in the warmest months. Its rich dark soil is perfect for composting dead trees and fruiting translucent jellied fungi, and its hidden-away shallow streams send water around the understory linking everything above and below together, but with a privacy that feels accessible only to those who are willing to spend prolonged time there.

These stones were found years apart, Ruth tells me, but to her they represent a journey from one state to another. They speak to the task of elderhood. Holding both, one in each hand, she continues, I feel as if they are the same rock. Looking at this one, she says, holding the smaller white one aloft, and then looking at the black one, it’s like the other one but stripped away. All of the parts of both pebbles are present in each other, we observe – in colour at least – and I ponder that maybe the white pebble’s country rock is this sandstone somewhere far upstream – but in the white rock something is being revealed. It hasn’t got all the stuff on it that we have in the middle stages of life when we’re building and climbing, she says as I briefly cast a gaze over my 40-something body from my mind’s eye. That stuff has to go, she continues, and my attention is back with her. This is the difference, I think to myself. Ruth has a new confidence and stridence. I don’t use the words ‘letting go’ anymore, because it’s too passive, she says. I’ve got to strip it all away. I’m burning it away. I’m choosing to do this. She explains that letting go is a term that has never worked for her because it sounds too much like regret. There is a reluctance in letting go, she tells me, and she doesn’t have time for that anymore. Time is running out, and she wants to make sure she spends it wisely, with the right people, doing the right things. I’m not going to just let go. The task of elderhood is an active process. A stripping away to reveal what you actually came on this planet to do.

Listening to Ruth talk I’m reminded of Buddhism’s idea of the original face we have before we are born, and together we consider the idea that we are all born with gifts to offer the world, but that in being born we forget, and so it becomes the journey of a lifetime to remember what it was we were here for. And that when we lose our way, if we are lucky, the universe will nudge us back towards our heart’s direction. I find the idea compelling though I am unsure of whether I believe purpose is something we are given, or we create. I am more inclined to the latter – that there is no defined meaning for our lives, but that it is ours to nurture into being through the experiences we have along the way. Nevertheless, I am struck by the beautiful and stark central task of elderhood. To release and unburden oneself from everything that there’s no longer time for, in order to get clarity on what there is still time for.

And what there is time for now forms part of a schematic that Ruth has devised to prioritise what matters, and where she wants to place her time, energy and other resources for the years ahead: in a fully embraced elderhood. She describes to me a circle that she has portioned into eight segments – four of which can be grouped into Time With … and the remainder into Transformation. Time With includes time spent with close family, her human tribe, and the rest of nature. Transformation includes her commitment to continual learning from others and the centrality of spiritual exploration. This alchemy of elderhood she hopes might be useful for keeping herself on track, as well as helping others, in a similar position of transition, give their own priorities a new shape. I have always felt alone, Ruth reflects with the poise of a person who is moving away from old truths, but I don’t want to be anymore. I can spend time in nature, that’s often been easier somehow, but I want to be with my human tribe as well now. This is really important to me. And I want to help others feel less alone based on the things I now know and have learnt along the way.

It’s OK to learn from the wisdom of others’, isn’t it? I ask, somewhat rhetorically. I worry that as late capitalism fuels a rampant individualism, then learning from others has become an unappealing concept – a route to the diminishment of our uniqueness. I think of the ways that suggesting other people have walked this path that we can learn from can sound to a person suffering as if you are not hearing the specificity of their experience, and that what is heard instead is everyone suffers, so get on with it. I think of the universal experiences of grief and loss and the atomising effect of therapy that separates so many people with the same sort of issues. And how I often feel the need for more connective systems of sharing and healing. As were the old ways, in communities and fellowships, together. I think about Ruth’s desire to both widen her circle and shrink it. To recognise that We Are One, but also to wind down a life of service to a broad crowd, and instead focus on a smaller group of people who share ideas. Yes, Ruth replies to the question I had forgotten I’d asked. It is OK to learn from others. This is what helps with the end of life and those ultimate questions about existence. It’s the interconnections that make it possible to die.

There are two things left, Ruth tells me as she pulls a matryoshka doll-shaped pebble from her bag and places it on the table. As before, I turn the blueish pebble over in my hand, enjoying its ergonomic shape and white mottled patterning that looks like daubs of watercolour rain on the surface. It’s from Whitley Bay, Northumberland. Fossilised coral. I have something similar. When I look at this, I see a wing, Ruth says, pointing out the stone curve and would-be feathers. We Are One, I remember – a central theme. This reminds me that when you’re at the edge you have to fly, she laughs. I learnt it from being a grandmother.

There is compelling evidence that one of the factors that made Homo sapiens so successful in their evolution, unlike other Homo species, was The Grandmother Effect. That is, the role of grandmothers in co-rearing and teaching young children in the family, so that the adults of child-bearing age could get on with the task of having more children, feeding them, and growing the pool of living legacies to the Homo sapiens inheritance. Without grandmothers passing on their knowledge and wisdom of the world, as well as being able to provide physical care, younger family members would not have the time or energy to expand themselves into larger numbers, or give their young the quality of learning needed to create the cognitive boom seen in our species.

Being a grandmother has been so important in working out this phase of my life, Ruth confirms, and tells me about the joy of spending time with her granddaughters and taking them outside to look at the plants, of which they are particularly fond. My five-year-old granddaughter already knows the Latin names, she tells me proudly, but with some surprise. It’s clear that her granddaughters are two of her legacy members; the people she wants to spend more Time With. Being a grandmother is providing the impetus to keep passing her knowledge on, though it’s evident as well that the job is an exhausting one. Being a grandmother – along with so many other things in life – takes you to the edge, and you have to fly, Ruth repeats. You just have to. It was with my daughter being so ill – nearly losing her life – that was the ‘event’. There are moments in life when you have to change directions and fly. You have to get off the ledge. Make a decision. It’s difficult for Ruth to talk about the reasons she ended up leaving civil-service life behind for counselling and psychotherapy, but she also speaks to a spirit of getting on with the job and not overthinking what can happen at the edge. Likewise, she tells me about the day she found this little stone wing, during a weekend workshop at the very beginning of her retirement. I went with friends and we stayed in a caravan and it was so much fun. I had just finished work and I just wanted to fly! This rock is about being ready to fly. And having fun.

It’s easy to imagine eldership as a process of letting go, preparing for things to end, getting ready for death, but at 66 Ruth is stretching the time out ahead of her, drawing an infinite circle around her inevitable finitude and saying There Is More For Me Yet. It is taking a firm grasp of what it means to be enough, do enough and have enough, and still to make space for more depth, more journeying, more learning, more gathering-in from the field, and more joy. I think about the times in my own life when I have reached an edge and simply had to jump – when there hasn’t been time to wonder if I will fall. When I flew out to repatriate my dad. When I handed in my resignation on a decent career in order to retrain. When I started a business. The myriad times I have had to say No to things that would take me the wrong way, or bring something to an end: life choices that were harming me. When I decided to bring geology back into my life, my way. When I decided to write a book, and then another. To make space for my creative practices. To say No to having my own children. We stand on our own edges in all sorts of ways, every day, faced with the question of do or die. Death will come eventually, so go with do.

In Ruth, I see the blossoming of the Divine Feminine in a new stage of becoming. She tells me about a print she has of Old Crane Woman by artist Natalie Eslick, commissioned for Sharon Blackie’s book on elderhood, Hagitude. She tells me how it will sit in pride of place in her new garden cabin, which she tells me she doesn’t need, but wants now – such is her new spirit of authority, and the urge to re-nest at this stage of life. A readying of the home space once again for a time when getting further afield is no longer possible, and which feels to me like a closing of the cycle of the nesting we do when we prepare for our young to arrive, or simply move into our first home. I normally find it so hard to look at old women and think ‘Oh, You’re Beautiful’, she says with discomfort, but there’s something about her. I really want to stare into her face.

This Really Is It

As we drain the last dregs of tea from our cups, my friend pulls a sheep pelvis from her bag. It is clean white, only slightly tinged at the edges with the grey of gentle mould, and a lurid green of grass stain. It’s not a rock, Ruth says with a hint of apology, as if she’s cheated the game, and I raise it to my face instinctively. I can’t help myself. A bone mask to see us through on our passage to the Otherworld. I put it down again and wait for Ruth to tell me about the bone. I have a sense that the bone brings her back down to earth, and I follow suit, chastising myself inwardly. All this childishness I see in myself, today.

I get really excited about what I want to do. All the things. But I think this bone is acknowledging that this really IS the last stage of life. We look at the bone together. It is stark and sculptural. Running a finger along bone always feel transgressive. Bone is not meant to be touched like this. I want to go through this phase of life with that awareness, Ruth continues, it feels important. It’s about facing up to it. Facing up to the reality and not trying to avoid it, but equally not living in a state of high anxiety or despair. How can you enjoy this? How can you be joyful and passionate in this stage of life – this emerging stage of life? But also know it is the final stage of life. Of this life.

*

Despite the quickness of our own lives, many of the other species that we most revere are older than ours. We are drawn to the mountains. We are drawn to the forests and woodlands. It seems that we are instinctively drawn to old things. Perhaps because we might learn something about endurance from them. Perhaps because they offer a perspective on time that we might absorb in their presence. Perhaps because they anchor us into something less fleeting than our own lives. Whether it’s mountains, trees or even semi-precious stones, we have an enduring psychological connection to things that have been around for a long time and have taken a long time to form and mature. They are the foundation for some of our greatest symbols, icons and archetypes.

Yet, we have also denigrated old age and the specific value of elderhood. We are not as connected to the older people in our own societies as we might have been once, when we lived in bigger groups and nurtured intergenerational families. Having a mentor for the journey is no longer the norm, let alone more than one. But older beings, whether they are human or more-than-human, can have a particular quality of safety and containment that we don’t always find among our contemporaries. How many of us have instinctively gone to the old places when we’re in need of solace? Who better to join us in the unsteady emotional work of maturing than the steady presence of life that has lived to see so much more than we have?

Talking to Ruth, I am reminded that our culture needs to fundamentally reappraise its approach to ageing. Her determination not to become invisible is notable, and yet this isn’t based on a denial of what’s ahead, or indeed the realities of being the age she is now. Instead, her approach is eyes-wide-open and realistic. She has stepped into this next season of life with the intention to make it count as something of value to herself and those closest to her.

I note too that at 66 she is not old by today’s standards, but is stepping into elderhood now. It gives me pause to wonder whether we leave the preparation and transition too late. Ruth has a confidence, having gone through this fire – perhaps because of it – which isn’t a story that is widely told in mainstream media. Instead, we are still encouraged to be anxious about ageing, and preferably to delay it for as long as possible. The consequence being that when the inevitable happens we are unprepared and short-changed. If we engage in the tough questions ageing raises earlier, we will have more time to adapt creatively, and come to terms with what needs to be left behind, and what can be taken forward.

In an obvious way, elderhood is the last stage of our bodily lives, and as such represents a culmination. There is a compelling monomyth at work within the story of life, death and ageing, where we finally get to return home after the longest journey, only to realise this is where we wanted and needed to be all along, and so fall into a deep and peaceful rest surrounded by the treasures of home that we never fully recognised (or that we have brought with us as spoils from the journey). We had to go far away to come back, but now we’re home we can settle down, and ultimately die. It is the most ancient of myths and has a pleasing resonance with how the journey of life can feel.

But I fear too that we interpret the time of elderhood at the end of the long journey as the time to start winding down. While our activities might become more particular and refined, and we may well slow the pace of their doing because this is what we want and need, it doesn’t have to follow that the impact of our choices and activities also decline such that we grind slowly to a halt before toppling over. You do not have to leave quietly, as the posters tell us to on the way out of a noisy gig. Ageing is trapped in a narrative of making preparations for things to end, rather than a deeply meaningful time that may still leave plenty of value and legacy to those who will continue onwards, and can still be full of noise, colour and vitality. No one tells you that you can be all the things that come from being unsilenced and unburdened.

How we approach our personal end has an echo in how we view ourselves in the evolutionary order of things. Time does not stop with us, as we might sometimes imagine of our species at an apex of evolution that has reached its pinnacle and must now end. In fact, most of life continues and is still ahead in those who will come after us long into the future and other evolutions. It is our job to hand over the stories and progress so far, and to trust that good things can still be built on what we have laid down. In this way we are always continued, always a stepping stone on the path.

Engaging earlier with how we want our elderhood to look has potential benefits for everyone. Life is a long and varied walk, and our development continues throughout our lives. As such, the best step we can all make today is to better apprentice ourselves to time, and where it takes us, and to the long process of our lives. This includes rejecting notions of fixity and consistency as the desirable goals for how one should live. Change is not a fearful thing, but a natural phenomenon echoed throughout the universe on every conceivable scale, though it rarely arrives quickly, or stays forever. Being committed to the long process means looking at your place in the world through a longer lens, and being willing and able to change your mind, follow shifting intuitions and be more patient with yourself (and others) as you navigate your life and the challenges that it presents along the way. Apprenticing ourselves to the long process also means staying open in the face of suffering, patient in the face of urgency and exploring how to live better with the rest of the living planet. It means sorting through the depression and anxieties we face, the difficulties of relationships with other humans, and facing the terror of a short life. Apprenticing ourselves is an invite to come into our personal and spiritual growth as beginners, recognising that as with any worthy vocation, our skills are developed on-the-job, over time, with mentors and guides who can help us stay sane along the way.

In more remote areas of England, particularly those moorland areas that become hard to navigate in adverse conditions, rocks have long been erected or piled up into cairns to guide people along the harder miles of their journeys. As early as 1697, it was decreed that where two or more paths intersect, a guide stone or guidestoop should be placed for guidance to the nearest market town. These now-ancient, weathered milestones exist all over the Peak District, and three of them can be found on the Longshaw Estate pointing across, between and beyond the moors. When life weathers us we so often value a guide to show us the way, and this is as true in therapy as it is in life. When we’re in the moorland of our life not knowing which way to go, or how, whether to turn back or carry on, it’s invaluable to find a steady person who has gone ahead, or simply to find a person or a place where we can sit down in the steadying comfort of at least knowing where we are for the time being. Where we can take stock, celebrate what’s coming, or mourn a milestone for what has gone. It is not the deal that guidestoops such as these point us on to what is better, only that they move us on to the reliable next thing along the path, which we will discover for ourselves one way or another. They are not markers of linearity, but poles around which we can rest and rotate a while through the errant complexities of life’s long walk. They do not make us masters, only grateful.

Before we get up to go, I ask Ruth what difference it made to tell me her journey to this point through stones. If I’ve got the rocks, I will be able to speak. I will be able to find some words and my voice, she explains. I can connect with some excitement and energy and confidence in me because I can connect with them. I am touched by the way that these little stones are helping make the abstract, solid. Real. The way rocks can help us bring in that which is floaty in our own heads. They lend gravity. Focus. Boundary. They have stories, I have stories, I tell her.

This is why I can’t work anymore. I haven’t got time. I have stories to gather, Ruth concludes with humorous urgency, topping up my cup. We both laugh, as I can relate to the need to tell a story that won’t wait for other work. She explains that old stories and mythologies have not been part of her life until now, but that she feels both their absence and their presence. She can feel them, in the way that we can all sense those forgotten things remembering themselves on the edges of our awareness. I can see that they are getting closer. I haven’t got enough time left to be passive about this, Ruth reiterates, I’m hungry for the missing stories.

*

Listening to Ruth’s stone stories, I am reminded too that a single rock can hold so much force. At the end of one particular movement class with a group of 25 women, where we worked on meeting and accepting the parts of us that we have sent into unwanted and unwelcome exile, I set up a simple ritual to bring the class to a contained and compassionate close. First, the women were invited to select a stone of their choosing and spend a few minutes with it gently held in their hands, imagining that it contained the most shadowy parts that they had come into contact with in the session. Secondly, I invited them to mindfully, lovingly, tie it in a ribbon or two as they might a gift for a friend, and in doing so imagine that within this stone of shadows was their gift, or at the very least some goodness. I suggested to the women that they take their stone away and put it somewhere they would see it, a place in their eyeline, no longer out of view and stuffed away.

A couple of weeks later I met online with my client Jane, who had attended the class, and we talked about her distaste for the rock that was residing on the mantel above the fireplace in another room. She wasn’t ready to talk about what shadow parts were represented in the stone, but I wondered anyway if she might go and retrieve it for the purposes of our session, which she did. She held it up to the webcam. I moved in closer to see a little golden, brown rock with some signs of weathering, wrapped in an austere bow of brown parcel twine. Jane told me that what she really wanted to do was throw the rock out of the window and never look at it again. I nodded. That would be appealing, I agreed. And given the context of our conversation prior to this about completing actions in the present that couldn’t be made in the past, I ventured that she might follow her instinct and throw the rock away. To follow the impulse, and see what happened.

Seizing the moment but recognising the logistical disruption of throwing it out of the window, she chose instead to throw it to the other side of the room onto the bed, where it promptly hit the stone wall behind her and bounced right back, landing at her feet with a small thud. We looked at each other wide-eyed. In the instant of its landing, we both knew the message and laughed together. You cannot get rid of these parts. You cannot reject them. They need you. Picking it off the floor, Jane felt immediate compassion for the little stone that didn’t want to be got rid of, and in an instant decided she might need to go out and buy some prettier string, or even to house the stone in a velvet gift pouch. A single rock in a single moment said everything that needed to be known.

When we move stone it moves us, and has the singular ability to return us to what we know is foundationally true about the world. Whether it’s Sisyphus’s rock returning downhill or the rolling stone that is travelling too fast to gather moss – rocks, like shadows, like gravity, have a weight that draws our attention and asks to be noticed. Exile will only last for so long before we are called into a deeper presence with all parts of ourselves. I will come back to you, and you will come back to me. To what is essential, what is necessary, what is whole. The return may be swift, or it may be a long overturning along strengthening channels, but either way the earth will pull you back, returning you to yourself and both of you to each other. In my experience, one of the hardest things to overcome in life (and therapy) is the holding pattern of inertia – Newton’s law of not-moving unless by force – but as soon as you recognise what needs to be done and get going – as soon as a pressure is exerted – the momentum becomes hard to stop. You become the travelling stone. You are on the way to living the life that is wholly yours, towards the deeper wisdom of maturity.

I’ve yet to meet a person that can’t find themselves in stone, in the nuanced curve and grain of myriad grey rocks. Every vein can speak. Every trace can be reminiscent. Every crack and fracture a memory. Who hasn’t lost themselves for a while stacking stones into piles, making circular mandalas on the beach, or spelling out words of love or HELP? Rocks are possessed of a guiding numinosity that makes me want to shout Yes, YES! to the quiet girl in an 80s tracksuit, sporting a ginger bob cut, halfway up Snowdon scratching slate on slate for reasons that aren’t obvious to the viewer, but seem so meaningful to me.

*

After Ruth and I say goodbye to each other for another season, I walk a while longer. Somehow our conversation has opened me afresh, and I stretch out, kicking the leaves down to bare earth and rock. Long after the leafy cap of autumn has rotted down, the rocks will remain, peeking through, persisting. Making their presence known. Like my over-eager inner child, today. I think of the hundred ways that I rushed towards Ruth’s ideas before she had even spoken them. Gobbling up her words and finishing her sentences. I cover my face in shame and shake my head as I amble towards the edge of the woods. But perhaps this is just how it always is for younger things in the presence of older things. It is forgivable. We have also spoken into the deepest of existential places and know that there is no way out of death. Ruth is nowhere near, and neither am I – we both hope – but to have these sorts of conversations is to intentionally touch the void. I don’t want to go into the abyss, Ruth said earlier as we found ourselves alongside the sheer-drop of Padley Gorge. She was talking literally, but I felt the broader truth resonate.

Returning to the car I notice a squat sculpture on the path, shaped like a spinning top that has come to a stop. I look around as if I might find the answer to its appearance, that I have presumably overlooked many times before. The moss growing in its inscription suggests it’s been here a while and I tilt my head to read the words that run around the centre of this mysterious stone object. Come Bye, Look Back, Take Time, Walk On.

For the times when it’s not ourselves that we seek but guidance, rocks are so often the waymarkers and milestones that keep us journeying away from our safe towns, across the open moorlands, towards our unknown futures. Across the Peak District, there are 12 Companion Stones (of which this – I later read – is the first). They were made as a collaboration between local artists, poets and stonemasons, each designed to sit with one of the guidestoops of the past, but pointing instead to the perilous journey and tricky terrain of the future that lies ahead for both us and the environment. I enjoy Jo Bell’s words, inspired by the oldest sheepdog trials in England, which are held here, and I laugh at their appearance today of all days. There is another on the estate, which I will come and find another day, and perhaps after that the remaining ten. Where might they lead me?

Dropping into the driver’s seat, I look at myself in the rear-view mirror. Turning my head, I look out of the corner of one eye and inspect my reflection from the side. My hair has come loose from its plait and grips. The light is revealing my eye wrinkles. And mostly I am red. Very red. Today was the first truly breezy day of autumn so far. I’m windswept – that great term – by a persistent headwind that has affronted us all morning as we skirted the moor. Red skin and red hair revealing hours spent going against the prevailing flow. I watch myself for a moment. Can I be kinder to myself, I wonder, as I catch an ungenerous thought as it rears unbidden from the subconscious haunting ground of once-glossy, long-gone women’s magazines. I tuck my hair behind my ears. Wriggle backwards and upright into my seat. I am becoming Old Red Sandstone, I realise, and smile.


CHAPTER 6

Land of Stories
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We’re very lucky aren’t we, I say to Juno as I clip her onto the lead and fasten it around my waist as her little body tugs away at the end, eager to get us moving. Coming over the moors of the western Peak District, all was shrouded in a summit cloud clinging with some persistence to the tops, but dropping down into the Dane Valley the sky is blue again and it’s a fresh wintery midweek morning. It feels like we’ve only had a few bright days so far this season, and so I feel greedy for this one. Nestled within the valley, the village of Gradbach is our starting point, and though the hillsides and bracken are ablaze with a low sun, the path that runs alongside the River Dane is tinged blue, and I have to breathe warm air into my hands to keep them warm. It feels good to see the hillsides. My hope is that we’ll get the place to ourselves – a rare treat in the Peak District – which feels especially important this morning as we’ve come to see Lud’s Church, an 18-metre-deep chasm in the underlying rock of Back Forest, near the gritstone Roaches at the western extent of the national park. If there is a more mythological and atmospheric place in the Peak District, I am yet to find it.

The river is running as a torrent this morning after a few heavy days of rain, and after a long, dry summer I hope that this means the reservoirs will be filling again. I would like to let Juno paddle, but it’s too fast and frothy, the embankments too steep, and so instead we head straight for the Gradbach Woods, where I let Juno from her lead and she trots merrily beside me, only darting away to pursue the occasional grey squirrel.

We follow a path that switchbacks in wide turns through the unleafed oak woodland, the hillsides shining beacon-like beyond the verdigris trunks and gnarled limbs. Our path is a mulchy bronzework of oak leaves and larch needles, resplendent in the hatched light filtering through the dense thicket. The woods here feel old and healthy, though they are a relatively small fragment, and I feel nothing of the supposed haunting of these paths by various wronged individuals of the past, though it is my general disposition not to look behind myself too often. Moss grows with abundance, thorny brambles protect saplings that I can see from the path, and the bracken here is still green and drippy.

Passing an outcrop of gritstone where the path turns through the final switchback before we meet the entrance to Lud’s Church, I let out a deep and dramatic sigh. It’s been a while since Juno and I had a long midweek walk together beyond our village. The morning has been afforded by a rare combination of back-to-back session cancellations, which have created an unexpected pocket of time to slip into unseen – and enjoy the transgressive feeling of being out while the rest of the working world works. Hour-by-hour, therapy life can feel suffocatingly structured at times, so when these moments come, I try to seize them for spontaneous outings, rather than simply sitting down to do paperwork.

The opening to Lud’s Church is unceremonious and denoted only by a small section of fencing and a chill of cold air that spills from the opening in the rocks that mark the entrance to the chasm. I cast around us and listen for voices. If other people are here, then we will wait until they have passed through, but hearing and seeing no one, Juno and I clamber over the gritstone boulders that form a flight of steps of sorts, emerging into the first vestibule of the chasm, from which the main passage continues as well as a crevice of rock that opens and quickly closes around the next corner. The rock faces here are slick with a sticky algal moss, and I shiver as Juno looks up at me expectantly. Dropping down into the main chasm further, the ground is covered in muddy water of unknown depth and a board floats forlorn on the surface. Juno rarely puts up an opposition to anything, but in the darkened and wet basement of the chasm she refuses to move another foot, only relenting when I offer to carry her. Lifting her into my arms, I step onto the unmoored plank, and leap heroically to dry ground further ahead, where I release Juno to the floor. She sticks close to me and I can hear her whimper – a discordant melody layered over the constant patter of water droplets falling from ledges and plant tips that loom high over us.

The chasm is less than 100 metres in length, but with kinks and passageways along its length there is a mystery in what may lie round the next corner. Serpentine thoughts track our passage through. It is as cold as a cave and, despite having no solid roof, it is half-enclosed by stunted trees that grow from the uppermost cracks and spill over from the wooded world beyond. I move slowly, breathing in the treat of having this faerie world to ourselves, and in the widest sections of the chasm I look up to brilliant blue sky, so contrasting with the dark, overbearing walls of sandstone that rise on either side of us in jagged blocks and columns that seem to bow inwards, bearing down on us along with fern fronds and tenacious holly saplings.

At the surface, the trees are tipped with gold and I’m enamoured by the narrow Z of light above us that bursts from the ground opening that is only two or three metres wide. But down here everything is a deep blue-grey colour, with only rhomboids of light that hit the walls, projected through rocky windows behind us. I stare at it all for a long while, unable to pull myself away. We are in another world, a green between place so incongruous from the surroundings, a secret cathedral for the worship of all that we hide away.

A relative excess of moss and lichen reveals the north side of the rock face. Juno looks at me with pleading eyes, wanting to leave, and I try to soothe her to give us more time, running one hand down her back by way of reassurance, while the other runs through a patch of leggy moss that is turning the surface of rock into a furry green waterfall. I close my eyes and try to imagine this place through time. I am overjoyed to have it to ourselves this morning, but this is a place that has been richly peopled throughout its ever-shifting story.

Lud’s Church’s storied and geo-mythic life began at an unspecified point, when it was assumed to have been scratched from the surrounding hillside by the fingernail of the devil himself, as he made a secretive lair on the shadow side of the moorland. In later years, it was likely to have been a place of pagan worship, with one story being that light only shines on the bottom of the chasm at midday on the summer solstice. By the fifteenth century, this rocky hideaway was thought to be a secret place of worship by the Lollards – followers of the proto-Protestant Christian reformer John Wycliffe – and it is thought that the ‘church’ may have got its name from this period, after a follower and preacher – Walter de Lud-Auk – was captured in the chasm after a meeting. In a turn of the story that is confusing in timing and order, a wooden ship’s figurehead was placed on one of the natural rock niches or pulpits by the landowner during the 1800s to commemorate the death of Walter’s daughter, Alice. The figurehead was known as the Lady of Lud, and may still be remembered by older locals living in the Gradbach valley area. A story and image made all the more incongruous by the distance of the Peak District from the sea. However, the naming of Lud’s Church is by no means certain, and in other tellings the rock chasm is named after the Celtic deity Lud, or the pagan sun god Lugh. A stone on the path towards the River Dane below is said to be an altar where sacrifices were made to the god, and indeed the word Lud is the name for a religious shrine among the Finnic ethnic groups of Eastern Europe.

Stories of Lud’s Church as a hideaway place abound through the ages, with everyone from Bonnie Prince Charlie to Robin Hood and Friar Tuck believed to have hidden themselves away here en route from marauders and authorities, not to mention the possibility of Luddites making their way here from their machine-wrecking base in Nottinghamshire. Ghost stories abound of apparitions frightening travellers on their way through the woods, most likely the lingering, disgruntled souls of men, horses and dogs who have fallen into the chasm as they rode through the woods not seeing the eerie gap in time to clear it. Perhaps, I wonder, this is why Juno is full of strange feelings today, and is so keen to leave. She senses the misfortune that abounds from this Accursed Church, full of dank places from which sermons and other stories have been hurriedly whispered by candlelight. Of all the legends and stories of Lud’s Church though, the most compelling perhaps is that this is the green chapel at the climax of the story told in the Arthurian poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, whose author is unknown but is thought to have written with an accent traced back to the north-west Midlands. The green chapel, and the legend more broadly, is a magical place and staging ground for a moral lesson around the potential of human nature.

In fact, the origin story of Lud’s Church is a far more prosaic and elemental one: a geological one. An everyday story for rock the world over; a story of plain old solid ground tearing apart under the gaze of trees, plants and animal life long gone, under a sky absorbed in its own cooling and heating work – but from which all of the subsequent fantastical stories have flowed forth. A standard rift, spilling a more interesting inner world into an enduring geomythology. Lud’s Church is a relatively unremarkable landslide on the weak mudstone-filled bedding plane between massive units of sandstone, notable only for its contrast to the surrounding land, and rich usage and mythology that has deepened it over time, far beyond its actual depth.

As you enter the chasm, the sandstone face otherwise known here as Roaches Grit has moved around three and a half metres from the left side, dropping down-slope on NW–SE orientated fault lines and fracture planes towards the Dane Valley, likely some time since the last major glaciation. It hasn’t fallen far, but enough for an enchanted world to take root. Lud’s Church’s earliest story is a relatively simple one, but over time many stories have been laid down, each giving richness and texture to the place we see today. What started with a crack opening in the land is now a rich trove of mythology, and every new person that walks its length adds their own thoughts, feelings and interpretations, taking away a new story to be told of the visit. In this way, there is a mythopoetic quality to this landscape – a personal story hinged against a material reality, creating a chasmic gateway into new possibilities for everyone who enters.

Finally giving in to Juno’s insistence to leave, which has culminated in her ascending the steps without me, I follow, shaking her snack pot. I look back at the dark crack running through the ground, overgrown with lighter and brighter life, and think forward to the story of our time here that I will tell later to my husband, Neil, or friends at the weekend, or newsletter subscribers. Just another stop on a longer walk. A layer of rock among a broader geology. A line in a poem. Together, Juno and I head up and out of the damp chasm and its cover, into blinding winter light spilling over the ridge ahead of us. The tall vegetation thins, and all is now bracken. I stop to catch my breath, looking back down the valley. Come on, then, I say to Juno, who is impatient to carry on, and we pick up the pace to the top.

*

Geology – as with life, as with therapy, as with the hinterland of our emotional landscape – is, Marcia Bjornerud reminds us in her book Timefulness, a palimpsest of overwritten stories. Layers upon layers of material that gets stratified, squashed down, erased, re-worked. In therapy, to greater or lesser degrees depending on everyone’s willingness to partake in such a testing adventure, we gently scrape and wash the surface of today with compassion and care akin to the milk-and-oat-bran exfoliators of old, in order to see what’s underneath. Then we do the repair work of resmoothing what’s left in order to make way for new stories. Together we might wonder, what here can be salvaged? What of my past stories still make sense? What is still serviceable and serving. In reality, what we tend to find in equal measure is the troublesome underwriting. The scriptio inferior. The old scripts and beliefs that are governing our lives to poor outcomes. The ideas we have about the way life is and who we are in it. Stories starting with should and ending in reluctance.

We find ghost craters from old impacts. And smaller traces too. As we move further in, we are often greeted by griefs, flashbacks, tricksy fragments of half-remembered or half-told happenings. We are, in some ways, and in some hidden terrains, haunted landscapes. Followed by the ghosts of memories and traumas we’d rather forget. Like the geological strata of the land, we hold our histories in our minds and bodies, even as newness arrives to make its own deposits. We try and bring them out but gently, carefully, safely. Not all will be preserved, some should definitely not be, but we don’t want to ravage ourselves in the process. And so we look for the good things too, the magic, the connections, the adaptive stuff that got enfolded along the way. We find memories of people, places, animals, play, kindness, love – so much three-dimensional complexity. Our stories – as with multiple events held in the structure of rock – reveal the environment of our lives. The context we were in. The prevailing wind. The erosive forces. These layers are the strata that we live from – when we think or feel or act it is from the collective material of everything that has come before, they represent our histories and not our pathologies.

Our ability to tell stories is an essential part of our evolutionary success, and central to our experience as individuals in a confusing and complex world. Through stories we pass on vital information for survival, we secure our legacies, we preserve what’s important that needs to be known when we’re gone, we strengthen the bonds of relationship, we bring order to what would otherwise be an overwhelming and complex chaos. The stories we tell each other and ourselves help to keep our lives more coherent than they would be without them, they help us feel cohesive, together, purposeful and sane. Stories create a thread of meaning through our lives that give shape and reason to our experience, which might otherwise be random, and perhaps most importantly – for better or worse – they reaffirm our importance. Our stories often have us at the centre, or somewhere near it, and so it is that there are roughly 8 billion people at the centre of their worlds, circling around their own pole of rotation, trying to make sense of life, where in reality no one is at the centre, no story is more important than another; we are all on the periphery of someone else’s world-view, we are all part of a decentralised ecology.

Through storytelling – by which I mean the stories we tell about ourselves and our lives in relation to those around us (rather than as a fiction – though there is no reason to exclude fictional storytelling, and indeed perhaps the boundaries are porous between real and unreal) – we are all trying to secure something, whether that’s a future, a belief, a legacy or even a proof that we are inconsequential; that our individual choices don’t matter to the whole. We are easily enchanted by our own mythologies – even when the story we are telling about ourselves is no longer based on evidence – seemingly enthralled by a consistency that’s easier to maintain than to challenge. We can be lazy storytellers, unwilling to reappraise reality, unprepared to disrupt our own status quo, let alone a broader, societal one. Part of the work of therapy is helping people feel equipped to update their stories from the past, to challenge the norms and biases that they are in service to, and to live into more useful stories for a better now.

Being a living, breathing, storied palimpsest gives us texture and body. It gives us lines of weakness and vulnerability. It leaves us exposed to re-emergences, painful surfacings, hauntings. We are not entombed within ourselves, not static, but ever evolving, erasing, reauthoring. This is not a homogeneous process but a lively, frustrating one. The dynamic forces of life will inevitably do the work of revealing our understories in new and exquisitely humbling ways, but in therapy we can pre-empt the surprise to some degree, and we can take some control of any damage potential. We can intentionally rework the stories and make space for new stories to emerge or be written. We can hold open space for new layers to be deposited and solidify, and in doing so, know we will probably rewrite those too.

There are few things as corrosive as the unhelpful stories we tell that have become habitual over time. The stories that might once have been based on a passing truth, but have since grown large on nothing but a thin interpretation of oneself, long outgrown their truth and purpose, and are crying out from aching, painful and sad bodies for an update that never comes. Like water flowing over rock for millennia, our own stories, told and retold until they become self-fulfilling, limiting and depressing, can wear us down and become so entrenched in their routing that it becomes hard to imagine that any other version of events could be true or possible.

I don’t need to exhaustively list the stories I am referring to; only to say that it is the stories with a hard-baked, metamorphic grade of certainty that are most often people’s undoing. Stories of surety can trip us up whether they are blindingly optimistic to the point of naivety, or stubbornly pessimistic to the point of misery. Problems and troublesome, irreconcilable inconsistencies abound from any sentence that begins I am or I am not or This is this, and that is that. I am the sort of person that bad things happen to. I am not the kind of person who does things like that. I am an anxious/depressed/happy/busy/lucky person. With surety, ideas about ourselves and the world become fixed. They close the door on experiences that don’t fit. If we can’t hold ourselves in an open and malleable gaze then a whole spectrum of feelings, thoughts, ideas and actions become impossible to integrate into our world-view and sense of self. New possibilities must be rejected to maintain consistency. At the heart of old, fixed, habitually unhelpful stories are an electrifying array of compelling but erroneous world-views. The world is black and white, this or that, one thing or another, and so must I be. You have to earn your right to certain feelings and emotions. There are certain people meant for certain things in this world. Life is a struggle and so I must struggle on regardless. The world is a frightening place full of hostility. I am on my own in this world.

Some of these ideas about the world are based on sound evidence – bad things do happen to unsuspecting people, and a tightly held perspective that prevents further danger and exposure is therefore protective and might keep us safe. However, most of us – regardless of the level of trauma we have experienced – have to emerge into a life of deeper possibility and potential than the tightly held confines of protection can offer. At some point we have to venture into a more trustworthy world if we want to live a life worth continuing for. We have to discern where to place our trust and confidence, in and with whom. There comes a point in all of our lives where we have to decide which water we will let run over and through the inner grounds of our being. To live from our own wellspring, rather than under the erosive power of other people’s harm, thin interpretations of who we are, judgements about us, and fixed beliefs about the way the world is. We can call this our emergent story of post-traumatic growth beyond the fault lines.

Moving Away from Fixity and Opposites

At first glance, we might think we can say that water running over rock is analogous to the development of neural pathways, and it is therefore up to us whether we reinforce the channels towards a story that is helpful, or one that isn’t. But is this the way rivers work, or indeed neural pathways? Standard advice is so often predicated on the old binaries, the old opposites, the old fixities. They appeal to an idea that to simply switch or reverse channels is a linear process, and indeed in a world where we have engineering to alter the flow of rivers with embankments that can be built in a matter of days and weeks, then it is alluring to imagine that all development happens this way. Our brains become a place of hard engineering solutions. A doubling-back to what I think is the trouble at the core of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) with its theory of change that hinges on a change of cognition, rather than building a catalogue of long-term reparative experiences that help us slowly but surely have different feelings about the world in which we live. While some of CBT’s tools are undoubtedly useful in a time of crisis, if it were so easy to just change or reframe our thoughts, most of us would have done that by the time we arrive in therapy.

On the contrary, rivers don’t switch 180 degrees. They don’t run uphill. A gentle, realistic process is to begin the steady work of opening new waterways, capacity restoration of the floodplains, re-braiding of the entire river system that allows for multiple streams to flow. A delta of channels offers a multitude of truths and directions. If we can imagine our minds as a dendritic delta of routeways then it is possible to sometimes be joyful and sometimes be struck with deep and inexplicable sadness. It is possible to be the type of person that sometimes wants to be friends with the world, and sometimes friends with no one. It becomes possible to be a person that lives between binaries and dichotomies, no longer beholden to a fixed and oppositional choice. These people have the power to dissolve the old dualities, be it introvert–extrovert, urban–rural, female–male.

We do not have to choose one story and run with it. We are allowed to slip up, slide, collapse, start again, falter, flow, breach, leak, transgress. A healthy riverine system has space for all types of riverness to exist, and so too can we be varied, critical of certainty, resisting of fixed pathways and channels of thought. You do not need to catch every errant drip of water and drown yourself in shame; you only need to be awed by your ability to open a new channel: to create the space and creativity in your emotional system for a variety of responses, stories, emotions and truths to exist alongside each other. When you can stay braided instead of fixed, you have no need to be disappointed by yourself, because your expectation was already for surprise.

*

Emerging onto the ridge, the wind blows Juno’s ears into wings, and mine sting. I consider the two directions available to us, and in the absence of more options, decide to walk towards the sun, enjoying its brilliance. It’s easy to feel a sense of lack in life generally, especially faced with the ironically named infinite scroll of social media content, but squinting into the sun I remember our star’s everyday provision and presence. Its hot nurturance shining on us without particular regard or requirement for praise. Days like today, with Juno by my side – my own satellite of sorts, and I hers – I think about my choice not to have children, the story I have told about that for myself and others over time, and the feelings that have changed about it along the way.

I am in my forties now, and so it is true that fewer people are asking me when? and why not? as if they have at last given up hope of converting me, but my ears still ring with old invasions, poor assumptions and rude inquisitions that have, at times, left me feeling bruised and inadequate.

Once upon a time, I thought I might like to have children, but by my mid-twenties I was no longer enthralled by the idea. I had other ideas of how I wanted to spend my time, what I wanted to commit my energy to, and how I wanted to make my mark on the world, or not. I wanted ideas and words to be my legacy, more than my DNA, and I wanted the freedom of a simpler life. There was, of course, an idealism to my decision that became shaky when I met my husband and revelled in the imagining of creating a shared, tiny, us. What could be more beautiful than a shared creation like that? What could be more enduring? What could be more reassuring for your old age?

And yet I also enjoyed our twoness; I could see a future of creating different worlds together but I could never truly see us with children. We shared a story of not having met early enough for that, and shared friends who had also opted out of having children, or had their choice taken away from them for other reasons. We saw the stresses and strains of having a young family, the trauma of losing children at various stages of life, and all of the challenges and fear in between.

We also, naturally, saw the joy a family could bring. We have seen my nephews getting older, the excitement that news of a baby would bring to family who need to be brought back to life after grief, the absolute joy of seeing other people’s babies discovering their brand-new world, and how enlivening, charming and reassuring that can be when so often the world feels old, fraught, tired. But in among it all we have had our own challenges. We have had unexpected grief and trauma unfold into our lives that wiped out years of possibility and left us with deeper questions than before. We have felt the isolation of distance from family, a lack of support system that is no one’s fault, just circumstantial. I have rolled around the floor in agony, fearful for the next time, because of a persistent and stubborn endometriosis only manageable with the hormonal pill.

There was a time when I felt judged for choosing against children, as if I am wasteful and selfish given the existence of people who want to and can’t. I have been told I won’t ever know love until I have children. I have felt abhorrent and unnatural, and that perhaps I do not deserve a place at nature’s table if I am not fulfilling my biological imperative. That I, who so loves the natural world, might be considered to be going against nature, cuts the deepest wound. I have felt shame, regret, despair. A desire for clarity that never comes, and frustration with a neurotic approach to life that prioritises too much thinking before action.

I have experimented with stories for the benefit of other people’s comfort, like Maybe one day and Oh, we don’t think we can, which is the quickest way to bring about silence. I have talked myself into a blended story of can’t and won’t. I have experimented with a more militant activism that situates me more fully among those who have made a political choice not to overpopulate the planet. And I have found a home in none of these stories, just as I find no belonging in the terms childless or childfree. At present, I dwell in a place of deeper embodiment than ever before, and I imagine that I might be a good-enough mother. An interesting one. A fun one. But I also see my inflexibility in middling age. My intellectual preoccupations that leave little space for little ones.

Owning Ambivalence and Ambiguity

We live in a place and time that prioritises certainty and solid decision making, and we valorise those who know about themselves and the world in clear and definitive ways. We admire their five-point plans, their coaching models, their guarantees for success, and we are inspired by their heroic narratives and sure stories. We reason that if we could just be more certain – if we could erase our doubt and control the unknowable – we would live happier, more fulfilled lives without the spectre of regret haunting our every subsequent move. Regret is the family member we never want to meet for fear of the havoc they might cause, and the chaos that might ensue. They are the frightening house guest that we defend against arriving at all cost.

In reality, life does not often conform to our wish for certainty, and there are few examples in the natural world of things staying certain, fixed, knowable, stable, definitive or enduring. Ambiguity and ambivalence are more natural states of being that no one wants to talk about, with most things moving in and out of balance and flux every second of the day. Our bodies are constantly seeking adjustment, the planet is constantly cycling through stages of creation and decay, and even our human-made empires come and go (though sometimes not fast enough). Fixity isn’t present at any level of existence for more than a moment, and our knowledge of what is the smallest, biggest, furthest and nearest is constantly evolving. New discoveries are made every day, and science is continually updating itself.

In a world full of transition, flux and fluidity, the logic of pinning things down and conquering is to bring order and sanity. To flag-mark the conquests so that they might no longer be a threat to our power. To want to compartmentalise, categorise, objectify and organise isn’t surprising or pathological, but to the extent that it seeks to obliterate grey areas, transitional states, contingency, ambiguity and ambivalence, it is troublesome. Life shows no fixity in service to our anxieties, and we ourselves are not dependable enough to stay permanently fixed in any case. We are forever entangled within our own list of competing desires and shifting priorities. We hold fixed stories, but frequently change our minds. Beyond the satisfying of our basic needs for survival, we are a living, breathing mishmash of wants and needs that often end up going against each other, as we wrestle with the ever-present and eternal paradox of being a creature with a finite body and infinite imagination. Our wish for certainty in this way is at its core a wish to be a different animal from the one that we are. It is a wish for escape from our own inborn frustrations that we can never entirely rise above. It is a wish for relief and blissful annihilation: at last I will not have to be a human of betweenness and doubt.

Time is not a resource we have but something we become into, and sometimes we are so busy becoming one thing that we don’t become another. This is not running out of time as we might explain it, but the necessary outcome of prioritisation. In Four Thousand Weeks, Oliver Burkeman reminds us of what anyone who is living a life already knows: there isn’t time to do everything. And so, we must decide mindfully, intentionally, what we wish to do at the expense of other things. There is no way around it. And by extension then, we have to prioritise what we might become, over another thing, hoping only then for the convergences, happy accidents and fruitful incursions that might change our route, take us down unexpected avenues of experience and identity, and rewrite the stories along the way. In such a maelstrom, some of the choices we make will be ambivalent. They will be infused with not-knowing. They may not conform to polarities of good/bad, yes/no or, as is the case with having children, wanted/unwanted. Sometimes a choice has to be made and the signal isn’t one thing or another. It is just a choice.

Sometimes, now I am a little older than I was – intuiting, as is almost true, that the time is already up – younger women ask me how I knew I didn’t want children and if I worry that I will regret it. They assume a binary of thinking that serves no one I have ever met. Instead, I tell them that I didn’t know and that I still don’t. That broadly, I just chose to become in a different direction, time and again until the question was no longer relevant to ask. I say that it wasn’t that I didn’t want children – or like children – and it’s not that I don’t appreciate the massive importance of children – only that I had different priorities and wanted to become other things more than a mother of humans. I wanted more to be a supporter of the humans that rear other humans. I work with mothers and fathers – where this is integral to their being in therapy, and where it is simply part of their identity in the world. I psychologically meet born and unborn children in therapy as they exist in the hearts or wombs of my clients, and I work with the inner children of adults every single day I choose to keep doing this work. You could call me maternal, nurturing, a mother of souls. A dog mum or perhaps a Rock Witch freed of domestic trivialities so that I might hold myself open more fully to other lives that need birthing from the depths. You could call me a lot of things, but as time moves on, these labels for the benefit of others seem to matter less.

Over the years of my biologically fertile life so far I have only spent a few hours being sure that I didn’t want children. The rest of the time I have toyed with the idea and imagined into it, and even enjoyed the fantasy of what could be. Talking to my friend Ruth about her love of grandparenting, or listening to well-told family stories from my own nan, I have almost been convinced that having my own children is what I want after all. Who am I to deprive the elders in my life this fresh joy? I have shed tears for my not-knowing. I have been deeply pained by my own ambivalence. But I have held it anyway, because to force certainty only paves the way for the shock of panicked dishonesty.

I don’t worry about regretting my choice not to pursue motherhood, because I already stay in touch with a degree of inevitable regret. I am not afraid of it, and allow it in. I see people finding joy in their tiny children and I wonder what could have been. I see children say the funniest things and I wish I had a little person to be enchanted by. But it is also true that there are many things I would enjoy, given the chance. I could have taken any number of routes and loved them. There is a lot to love in this world, and many ways of loving. I listen to cello music and I wish I hadn’t learnt the flute. I wish I hadn’t chosen against seven years at vet school, only to decide I would spend the same time studying rocks. I wish I had started dancing again sooner, when I had a younger body. There are always choices, and few of them are clear-cut when it comes to the tricksy desires and demands of a human heart. How can we know the outcome of anything in a world of so many mysteries and moving parts?

My experience of the world without my own children is just different; another story among many. A counter-story to the monomyth of motherhood, of which there are others. I lean in to the complexities, and enjoy surprising people when I am not a caricature of the selfish childless go-getter they might imagine I am. I seek community with those who are able to think bravely into ambivalence and ambiguity, regardless of their status as parents or not. I try and allow other people to have their narratives about what it means to be an adult, mature woman knowing that I have a place on the inside not as an outsider. I try and let invasive questions be the briefest of sanity checks, but don’t internalise them as my problem. I make a practice of gratitude for the affordances of my path, while recognising it doesn’t make me inferior or superior. I look to more diverse and curious examples of life on this planet to inspire me into new ways of living.

The old archetypes are interesting, but they are not the end of the story. I welcome new kinships that blur the boundaries of what it means to love and relate, perhaps finding allegiance with rock as fellow beings who do not procreate, but still remain a steady foundation to those in their terrain. I am a child of the earth, just as rock is a child of the earth, erupted from a molten core. I love my own mother, fiercely, and feel gratitude for all she gave me in confidence to make this choice. But I do not pledge my whole belonging on binaries around womanhood and motherhood, on repeating the choices of others. I am a seeker of animacy, vibrancy and care wherever it dwells. And fortunately, it dwells everywhere.

While I have often made my choice not to have children a bit part of my story, I also recognise the truth of its centrality. I cannot know life and love as a mother, that’s true. Just as we cannot know anyone else’s experience of life, entirely. It’s probably for the good, that on both sides there is mystery. Empathy is but an effort of intent, not an absolute arrival point. But it has enabled me to sit confidently in ambiguity and doubt, and ambivalence that is both service to myself and to those I work with. I have made a virtue of my choice, storying it purposefully rather than as a tale of lack. I help people understand that they can be resourced to make choices and live with them, changing them if necessary and grieving them also. One of the saddest stories we tell ourselves is that we don’t have a right to our feelings, in all of their complexities and seeming contradictions. We assume a linearity and correlation that puts certain experiences and emotions together and struggle when things don’t match up. We create emotional taboos that will undo us all eventually.

Perhaps someone dies and we don’t feel anything. Or a generous gesture doesn’t make us joyful, only sad. Perhaps too we have to grieve the choices we have made, even when we know they feel right for us. Part of my journey not having children has been to grieve some of the tributaries that led to my choice. When we grieve something we have chosen, we might be grieving for the lost potential, but we might also be grieving the things that have happened to us in our life that leave us feeling that there wasn’t really a choice at all. I have worked with clients who have grieved the sad, lonely and abusive childhoods they have had that leave them unable to face having children. The fact that biologically they are able doesn’t mean they feel they can or want to, and it is essential that these complex feelings are allowed and not dismissed. Our stories are so often more complex and non-linear than we wish them to be. At the heart of every story are billions of people doing their best with what they have. I try to help people understand – as I have done for myself – that it is human nature to arrive in any place and still want to be elsewhere. It is the perils of having a body made of circulatory blood and a travelling breath. We don’t stay still for long; even fear and regret move if we allow them space.

*

Walking at a lively pace, I can see the Roaches appear ahead of me. The light is buttery and thick, falling on the great blocks of rock like sauce over brownies. Their gritstone geology is familiar all over the Dark Peak, but here they jut out from the ground at an impressive angle owing to the dip of the bedding planes, rather than a neatly squared-off horizontal escarpment like Curbar Edge. They give the walker a sense of elevation and of possibility, orientated as they are towards the sky. Ahead are a couple of groups of walkers – some adults, some children – and some other individuals here and there on their own or with dogs. All of us enjoying this quiet morning alone and together. I am reminded that human problems are diachronous in their nature. Like a sedimentary rock formation in which the material is similar in nature, but varies in age with the place where it was deposited, so too do our universal, deeply human problems track through space and time.

Just as one rock matches another, though one may be younger and one much older, so do we broadly fit together in our trials and tribulations. We all want to survive and thrive. We all want to find happiness and fulfilment. We all want to love and be loved. To be understood. We all want to minimise our pain and suffering. To be freed from oppressive forces. There are nearly 8 billion ways to tell that story from the human world alone, countless more when you extend the scope of species. I am sure that if I stopped any one of these other walkers, there would be a core issue that we would have shared at some stage. So too our dogs, each knowing what it’s like to want more food or walks or tummy scratches. I don’t know any of these people, but we are all brought together by the geology of this place. Many will have walked up to and through the Lud’s Church chasm, feeling the chill of its unwarmed air, before emerging through the trees into the light of the beckoning ridge, where they are again warmed by the low sun. This is very much a walk of two parts, two counterpoints, two necessities, and the sprawling grey ecotone between.

Life Lived from the Cracks

In many ways, it is possible to observe that things want to fall apart. There is an observable tendency for atoms to split, rocks to cleave, cells to differentiate. At the great tectonic plate margins, rock is not only thrown together in combative union, but is also pulled apart into vast trenches through which new molten rock emerges, creating new crust, new bedrock, new foundations for a future world. Here too is where we find the earliest life forms, the pioneers, the creatures that will be the precursor for what is next to come. There is a desire for a degree of separation, not for its own sake, but for the creation of newness and possibility, and balance.

All over the natural world – and observable in rock – a tendency towards homeostasis or balance means that things have to adjust and readjust in order for balance to be achieved. Where there is erosion, there must be uplift to maintain buoyancy of the earth’s crust. When a slope of rock passes its point of natural repose it must shift and collapse to find balance again. The landslide at Lud’s Church could only fall so far, finding new balance within just a few metres of its slip. For balance to be achieved, for a measure of stability to be found in that balance, there must be the recalibrating moments of instability. The everyday failings and returns. There must be explosive release of energy along fault lines, there must be slips and leakages, transgressions across boundaries, there must be cracking and fracturing, and whole collapses. Without them, there can be no re-balancing of the system, no new life creeping and crawling, and making home in the freshly revealed crevices.

In physical and tangible ways, it is evident that everything that is living, and liveable, spills from the cracks and fissures in the fabric of what came before, and that a liveable balance can only be achieved where there is also rupture. Every upwelling of life is precluded by a disturbance so earth-shaking, or super-heated, that it’s impossible to imagine light getting through, and yet it does. Of course, our own ruptures don’t need to be as monumental as the earth’s, but we will – with some inevitability – face both the large breakages such as death, and the smaller such as an unexpected change in our plans. It is these occurrences that floor us, and bring us to therapy, within which there might be new ruptures, new misunderstandings, new ground to be bridged.

While none of us are expected to welcome or feel gratitude for the disasters that unfold in our lives, or feel pleased for our difficult choices and dilemmas, we can still hold space for the idea that through cracks life can still return. A life lived from the cracks might mean bearing with our own vulnerabilities and difficult histories, being curious about what might emerge one day from the destructive shake-ups, being prepared to be expanded by what may flow through the cracks, whether it’s the hot liquid that precludes new crystal growth, or water that may soothe and smooth our sharp edges. It takes courage to live with and alongside the fault lines to find a sense of peace and liveability, and to be resourced enough to repair any new damage should it come. But cracks are part of the fabric. They possess their own spirit and culture. They have a mythology all of their own, that is at once scary but also alluring and resilient. Magical. Monstrous. Improbable. Compelling.

New Stories

Our best stories often start with a slip, a break, a moment of change. In both real life and fiction, it is the moment of difference that sends out a new shoot of life. Our ability to re-write the stories of our life are the most powerful and enduring tool we have to make life meaningful and workable. In some ways the only way we can feel any sense of control over time, and its adamant pull away from us, is to story it. One of the most significant predictors of our future (and present) mental health is how we manage our ‘negative’ experiences and emotions. How we make sense of the old, and how we interpret the present. Through stories we are then able to draw alongside time; to be a little more with it than we might be otherwise, to be speculative in its twists and turns. In therapy, I encourage those I work with to be more generous with themselves, to be more judicious in the re-writing of their habitually unhelpful stories, to consider their timelines and the ways that they have continued living through the cracks, to inspect the evidence a little more objectively. Rarely are we as useless, bad, unlucky, incapable, unlovable as we think we are. We, each of us, are not an illness but a history.

What could our new stories look like? A first step might be to let our stories remain open-ended and unfinished, much like the geological timescale, or the current advancing edge of evolution. The stories we tie up with a bow will run out of air and stagnate, but those we leave open have space for addition and subtraction. They resist fixity and certainty. Open stories remain fresh, and therefore our lives remain grounds for learning – they remain open for our participation. Often in therapy, I see people who are no longer active and curious participants in their lives, or even in our therapeutic work. They have, in all sorts of ways, given up or given over control. Our first task then is to hand them back the pan, and encourage them to start sieving the sediment.

New stories might also have a greater sense of togetherness or becoming with, as professor of consciousness and author of Staying with the Trouble, Donna J. Haraway, puts it. Stories that are less driven by self-making than by the entangled way that we become with and alongside the other creatures that reside with us in our places (and bodies). New mythologies that can lead us into a revitalised age of participation, togetherness and shared journeying. This interconnected storytelling is a better representation of the way that life is than the false mythology of individualism, yet our stories are still so often driven by our lonely heroic journeys, our independence-making, our singular resilience in the face of a hostile world. In real terms, our realities are made by the interrelationships we have with all life surrounding us, by the people we meet and don’t, the people who help us and don’t. The mystery and depth of these connections encourages us towards the speculative, not towards what is definitive.

Everything has a story, but not all species are able to tell it as well as we are. Not all have been given space. Not all have a loud voice. Their lives and experiences stay private to themselves, whereas we have succeeded by being loud, boisterous, gossiping. We succeeded by supplementing our stories of what is materially present – like rocks, rivers, sabre-toothed tigers and bison – to things that were conceived of – like future outcomes, dreams, visions, gods of all shapes and sizes. At a point in our evolution we mythologised beyond the fact of a river and a rock and made links between them into possibilities of the future. Stories of more than what is brought us together and unified groups far beyond the reach of a river and a rock on its own.

Ideas travelled, and us with them, and so too then a classification of stories that were deemed better than others. Rivers and rocks were forgotten, and in their place stories of rights to land, religion, righteousness. But what if our new stories brought others along with us, and told of new worlds of togetherness and shared resource, giving voice to those who got dropped along the way in favour of empire stories and colonisation? What if the greatest story of what it is to be human was told not by us, but revealed by others? What if we spent more time with the vast ecology of stories, not only those of one teller? Stories of love from the gaps. Stories of change with a geomythic undercurrent of tectonic movement, subduction, rupture informed by geologies at local and planetary scales. Stories that we don’t yet know how to finish and may never will. Stories continued by a delicious mystery. I want these stories. I want big stories of transition and transformation that bump and rub against each other, with no clue of what’s on the other side or even whether we want what’s coming, but that all somehow belong.

*

Stopping to take in the view nestled in a gap between rock pillars, I pull Juno close to me. She is small, light and goes wild in the wind, whether through excitement or fear I’m not sure, but pulling her against me calms her down, and together we take in the view of endless sheep-shorn fields, tessellated with boundaries of honeyed bracken and the dark edging of criss-crossed walls. There seems to be little order to their patterning. Like the passage of hot fluid through rock – merging and diverging into patterns and texture and a beauty that we prize. Time gives us this veining. We are the land through which time reveals its secrets, giving them up slowly into curious hands. Everything is provisional, and all can be remade. But Juno and I are here together now, making each other who we are. She licks my hand and I’m grateful for her warmth. I should have brought gloves. Instead, I give her a rub, warming my palms on her belly, before cracking open a new pack of chews and offering her one. She’s greedy for it and it’s gone in a second. The echo doubles back: we’re very lucky, aren’t we?
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What if know your place was a call to action and not a reprimand? I tap the thought into my phone notes, as I do with so many ideas that rise into my consciousness as if from the ground as I walk. It’s a dry and bright day, and I am walking north through the Upper Manifold Valley along the Manifold Way in the southern Peak District. With a light pack stuffed with things I invariably won’t need, I am heading for home, which is two days away with an overnighter ahead. I rarely camp in the Peak District, associating camping with trips away rather than trips around home, but as the forecast is good, and because I’ve just finished some work in the area and I have a clear diary tomorrow, I’ve decided that it would be fun to go home the slow way. A chance to walk the valley in the quietness that descends after the crowds. A chance to process some of my thoughts on the mythic long-journey towards home and what I want my contribution to be as I stand at the beginning of my forties; themes my friend Ruth and I walked around at Longshaw Estate. A chance to be by myself.

A cherished and non-negotiable part of my life outdoors is the time I spend alone. Most of the time I am with Neil and Juno, or with clients, but at least a couple of times a year I like to go away by myself, sometimes just for an overnighter in my solo tent, other times for a couple of weeks walking one of the long-distance hiking trails in continental Europe, or journeying a route of my own design. These times are a chance to be with my own thoughts, often coinciding with a major decision or transition I want to walk through, or a chance simply to remind myself that I am a capable woman that can survive on her own skills and wit. These trips are a valuable part of my life, and though they don’t need to be frequent, they do need to be a scheduled part of my year.

Today, I feel a little rusty. Solo trips – time alone generally – have been fewer in the pandemic years, and I notice an anxiety nibbling at the edges of my usual confidence. What if I can’t be alone? If separation is at the implicit heart of anxiety, then for me it is the obvious packaging it’s wrapped up in as well. What if I can’t look after myself? What if I miss everyone too much? I shake my head, as if shaking away the thought. In the worst-case scenario I will call home for a pick-up. In the most likely scenario I will miss my gang and still have a lovely time. I decide to take my anticipated homesickness as a good sign – an indicator of good, healthy attachment to the ones I love – and will continue, nevertheless. Over the years, I have discovered that self-sufficiency is like a sword – armed with it, you can cut through a lot of nonsense, but you can also fall on it, depriving yourself of loving togetherness in an unnecessarily defensive quest for independence. All my life I have walked that edge.

The steep limestone valley rises on all sides around me, and the wide, gravelly path that I’m taking snakes through it. In the height of summer, the valley is luxuriant, with each spur of the valley pulling your eye in and through, creating an ever-greater depth of green. At the valley floor the trout-rich River Manifold winds its way south, crystal-clear in parts and then invisible in others as it disappears back into the karstic landscape, before reappearing again as a spring downstream. Its edges are rich with wild herbs, cow parsley and other plants growing beyond head height with thick, prickly stems and rhubarb-like head leaves as wide as tabletops. Today, the river edges are matted with collapsed brown stems and leaf litter, but I make another note in my phone to once and for all learn the name of this trifid plant (and the others I will see en route), acutely aware of my plant-blindness beyond all but a few of the most obvious wild species.

Knowing the names of plants, for example, can be the door that opens into a deeper fascination, and as Clarissa Pinkola Estés explains in Women Who Run With the Wolves, can create a ‘territory of thought’ around a certain aspect of the world that we want to spend more time getting to know or into contemplation with. At the very least, they provide a search term for more information. But a dependency on nouns is not a corollary to meaningful relationships. Things have their own names. Or perhaps they don’t. Either way, I don’t think it is necessary to know the ones we have given them. Better to meet the rest of nature as you are, and as it is.

The rest of nature cares very little for the names we have given to it. Names are a shorthand between humans to make talking about the world easier, but they are not absolute, only an imagined reality. How often is a fluency in nouns taken as the most important sign of connectedness? Knowing names can be fun, but I don’t need to know the names of every bird or flower to know who lives in my garden. I can experience their presence either way. Likewise, you do not need to know the names of rocks to be conversant with their history and essential character (which for rock are things like hardness, porosity, permeability, friability). Nomenclature in geology can be confounding and forgettable – but you are no less a lover of the underground if you only feel the presence of the underlying geology in your life. To be impacted is to know something more intuitively than only knowing its human name.

Where plant life is daunting, the geology – for me – is easy. While a study of geology and its structural workings can be incredibly difficult to learn, understand and retain, as a field study it can – in some locations – be relatively simple. The Peak District in particular is a great example of such a location. A place where the surface landscape is reflective of the underlying geology, and where the story of the geology exists in a few main depositional phases of distinct character that can be likened to modern-day environments such as the Bahamas or the Mississippi Delta. If you choose to study the area at depth, then the complexity reveals itself more obviously in faulting, folding and mineralogical studies, but a working knowledge of the key time periods and their characteristic rock is accessible and learnable, in ways that will enrich your understanding of the landscape. It is, after all, a story in layers of limestone, sandstone, shale and coal, followed later by a story of mining and other excavations. Like learning to read a map, having a basic geological appreciation of your area opens and deepens your knowledge of the landscape, which is by extension knowing your world a little better.

Accessibility is an issue that has run right through the Peak District ever since its landmark opening and designation as the UK’s first national park, though the problem can be encountered almost anywhere that protected landscapes meet public spaces. On top of its approachable geology, it is criss-crossed by many long-distance walking routes that are well-marked for hikers, several of which are suitable for people of all ability owing to their wide flat paths that follow the line of old, disused railways that were an essential part of the local and national industry in the 1900s.

Today, I am on the Manifold Trail, which is one such line, but there are also the High Peak, Tissington and Monsal Trails, which give good coverage across large parts of the White Peak, as well as long-distance paths such as the Limestone Way and the Pennine Bridleway, which runs like a spine through northern England. In addition, many of the footpaths in the Dark Peak are well visited and marked, and the hills that they cross are high enough to be a challenge, but low enough not to be too onerous for beginners. All are well served with villages, pubs, trains and buses. Here, you are in a friendly place that doesn’t withhold itself, its secrets or, in the case of the limestone terrain, even its water. It is a land that allows people into its history, present and future, and while I love the complexities of other higher-altitude terrains the most, I admire the Peak District for its willingness to accommodate so many different people’s needs. This isn’t always an easy fit, and certainly as a home for wildlife things need to dramatically improve, but I hope that there is a future for all life in the Peak that can flourish, where there is an intention for it. National parks often speak to an idea of nature without people and in doing so create multiple erasures. Here, that picture is complicated further with the erasure of nature.

I didn’t always love it here – it can be frustratingly busy, and too few national parks do too much heavy recreational lifting as they do the world over, often representing commodities rather than lived realities for multiple species. But much of my personal rather than philosophical antipathy was a result of wanting this place to be someplace else. Moving here was a compromise between the unhappy place I was in, and the mountain village of my dreams, and my connection to it was hard to build when I couldn’t get past everything I wanted it to be, rather than allowing it to be what it is. How often are we kept from love by unfair expectations? I have given this place my attention, tried to get to know it on its own terms, even when it’s been hard, and now I know it like kin. This place has claimed me in the process. In many ways, the Peak District – and more specifically the limestone plateau – has found its way through my cracks and vulnerabilities, the difficult junctions around wanting to belong and not wanting to, as is so often the case in the places we might find ourselves in our lives. Wanting to be in place, but not wanting to.

At Dafar Bridge, I stop to have a look around, one finger as a placeholder on the map to keep me orientated. Circling me are almost vertical cliffs of overgrown reef limestone, and I wonder if it’s an oxymoron to say they are full of caves. The most famous here is Thor’s Cave, which I have already passed, and has a photogenic opening onto the hills on the other side of the valley. In high season, this is one of the busiest areas of the White Peak, and visitors wind their way up a wooded path to the cave opening where they pose in silhouette in the cave’s wide mouth.

Of more interest to me are the smaller, dishevelled caves that are almost too scrambly to reach – especially with a pack – but are sites of significant archaeological interest. Though their secrets have long been given up to Buxton Museum and its fine collection of prehistoric artefacts from the area (of which there are many), I can’t help but stop and imagine for a moment the beginnings of seasonal and then permanent occupation starting 40,000 years ago here in the hilly tundra of what became known as Derbyshire. Ossom’s Cave, nearest the bridge, was once the camp shelter and workshop of a small late Upper Palaeolithic community who brought reindeer, wild horse, red deer and bison carcases to the cave, as well as used the space to make flint tools. This was a time when animal life was abundant, and Britain was part of the European continent connected by a land bridge, part of which we now know as Doggerland. Evidence of this abundance is perhaps most remarkably understood a little further east in the limestone gorge of Creswell Crags, which are home to the UK’s only Stone Age cave art, and the furthest north in Europe that has yet been found, depicting in lime carvings around 90 Ice Age animals from ibis-type birds (or bird-headed people) to bears, deer and horses.

If the environmental and biodiversity credentials of the Peak District today leave me cold and distressed at times, then the Peaks of the past fills me with wonder. I have a particular affinity with the European bison, having made a long journey to Romania several years ago to track the recently introduced bison there. For a week, we walked on foot through the wild, Western Carpathians, learning to spot signs and smells of the new but growing herd, and it was only on the last day that we were successful, finding them outside our tent long after having left our research guide. I will never forget the snort and billow of their warm breath just outside our tent door, and I think of that again as I stare at the scrubby hillside. At the time of writing, bison have recently been reintroduced in the UK in Kent, and I long for them to return here too, where once they would have roamed in a steppe-like environment similar to the central European steppe of today.

In other caves around the Peak District, dolphin bones have also been found, and at a quarry near home, shark teeth have been found in the limestone excavations. My mind wanders to the proximity of the sea in the Upper Palaeolithic. Was it nearby, or were the dolphin bones a gift from a member of the coastal community, met along nomadic lines?

I think about the things we carry with us through the world, the bag on my back, the emotional baggage and gathered ballast, the stones in our pockets to feel weighted, to satisfy our need to be in the firm and reassuring hold of gravity. Who hasn’t picked up a pebble on the beach and turned it over in their hands as they gaze out to sea, left it in a pocket, or put it in a collection at home on the shelf? Some of what we gather up and carry is unhelpful, some of it simply habitual. But a lot of it is creative and resourceful, calming and grounding. Much of it hard won or practised. Some of it will be for nostalgia and love. Touchstones to what matters most.

Walking

We walk for all sorts of reasons. To see the world, to see ourselves, to make kinship and place, to move towards and away from, to seek identity, to seek silence and otherness, to escape, to get lost, to become or remain anonymous, to open a pocket of time to fall into. Sometimes, we even walk just to get our 10,000 prescribed steps in. As moderns we have the luxury of walking for enjoyment rather than survival, though every day, people will still be walking for their lives. Walking sits at the intersection between the horizontal of place and the vertical of time, as the absolute expression of a moving present moment. I can think of no better way of being in the world than walking, and it is no surprise then that walking is an ever-present way of being in therapy with my clients. It is by no means the only way that I work, but for many it is a useful way of sorting through certain types of issues.

Therapy is as much about human flourishing as it is firefighting, and walking can be a powerful metaphor for forward movement and inevitable change. For embodying a direction for ourselves. Walking can be down-regulating of our nervous system, such that we walk ourselves into calm, but how a person walks can also reveal their current state and way of being in the world. I think of the left-right bipedal action of our legs that carry our bodies, and how it echoes – perhaps facilitates – the left and right brain hemisphere integration of logic and emotion that is essential for processing and integrating lived experiences in therapy (and outside of it). As each hemisphere is responsible for a different part of our learning and knowing about the world, integrating their different functions is thought to be essential for living and relating well with ourselves and to each other. I think we know much less about the brain than Big Pharma-sponsored research publications want us to believe, but walking towards a sense of integrated logical and emotional function makes pragmatic, down-to-earth sense to me. I’m a pragmatic sort of person – bison-hearted – so for me, the best solution is a simple, elegant one, even if it is born of thousands of years of evolution.

There are likely billions of stories about walking, and only slightly fewer books on it, in which we will find commonalities that tie us together as if on one great shared migration around the territories of our lives, and also moments of astounding personal wonder that are as unique as the wanderer. My heart needs to wonder as much as my feet need to wander. I cannot know what the next step of your walk will reveal, and you cannot know mine, but we can journey together on foot. An act both extraordinary in its evolutionary sense, and mundane in its ubiquity. Anyone can travel together side by side, few are worse off for it.

As I walk, one step and then another, left and right, I think about the dichotomy of nature and culture, planet and people, body and mind, outdoors and indoors, and how ready we are to reinforce the differences rather than close the gap. I do it as a therapist when I say I work outdoors and allow it to be a differentiator, or when we say therapy is different from life. But out here walking, or indoors talking, we are still on an outdoor planet – all our lives, outdoors and in, somehow exist within a broader cosmology of outdoor placefulness. Are we not all outdoors creating our lives in some fundamental way, just with varying degrees of shelter? Am I not like every other animal in this way? I enjoy this thought as I walk through the valley, observing the inversion of it too: that being out here is also to be inside. Inside the experience. Inside myself. Inside the world’s stone body. None of the absolute binaries of outdoors/indoors, life/death, fast/slow make sense to me anymore. It is all too complicated for that, but I can walk anyway. This is walking for me, I can go out to make sense of things and come back with more mess, and I have taken out mess that has miraculously organised itself over the miles. The mystery is absolute, but within it is the steady rhythm of the human heart, and many more hearts besides.

Walking between ancient reefs or any other sort of geology puts us in touch with the deepest of cosmologies that we can lay our hands and feet on. In their ability to generate awe, they are equivalent to stars on earth – but unlike the night sky, we can touch eternity when we lay our hands on rocks. Their presence in our lives keeps us in close proximity to the different scales of place and time that we can belong to, and they are a silent witness to our own brief lives. Geology takes us into a verticality and depthfulness that defies the limits of horizontality of a place – we can only be in one place at a time, but we can be in touch with so many times. This is not dissimilar to therapy. The enclosed space of therapy – inside or out – offers a boundaried container for inward-directed exploration, but somehow, hour by hour, week on week, a greater terrain opens through depth. As if the very limit of its structure focuses the mind to go further in and find more. Whether it’s on the Limestone Way of the Peak District, or in my therapy space with clients, or for you in your own familiar rocky terrains – be they coast or desert – we repeatedly walk these familiar places and still they keep opening with more to see and experience, perhaps because they are not new. The safety of things becoming known invites a deeper, labyrinthine expedition of what’s inside and beneath without the distraction of endless novelty.

I have been lucky enough to walk many of the great mountain chains of the world – I have walked to explore big shake-ups and make greater transitions, benefiting from the vastly different perspective that big, faraway mountains can bring, but it is the smaller paths that we walk that might be just as important, if not more so. The local lines that become rituals. The paths that become worrylines, that become dreamlines, that become divinelines. Not all paths need to divide; many unify. This is the everyday magic of walking paths not only our own, not only now, not only here. But on land that is immeasurably old and shared. Walking on site in therapy, one person and then the next walk their worries into the same land. On a wet day, I would see the footprints of my last client overprinted by the next, and mixing with my own. Paths hear what is sacred and what’s profane, what is unspeakable and what is withheld save for the heavy footsteps of someone silently weighed down. Paths and people are not so different in what they hear, and sometimes we can hear each other down the ages through entwined lines of passage. Often on these hills I will take a path not made by people, but by sheep or badgers. Our walking-collaboration deepens the channel, and creates a strange cartography that maps all of our existences and directions of travel.

When I go outside in therapy with clients, or to outdoor supervision, and indeed when I have conversations with anyone else outdoors (including myself), the landscape becomes a type of mnemonic for remembering. Before I became a therapist I considered myself to have a poor memory, but over the years my capacity to recall all sorts of names, familial links, obscure details of a story, general gists, and turning points of story or mood, has dramatically increased, aided I believe by the anchoring effect of a multi-sensory terrain and its landforms. I can often remember the exact point in a walk where we covered a particular theme, or where I had a particular response to something I have heard. If you have experienced this too, then you and I are both experiencing a type of geoeffective memory – memories that are associated with a closer perception of the geological world in which you are situated. It is more than intellectually knowing the geology of a place in a learnt and academic sense, it is the structure and familiarity of the place affecting your thoughts, feelings and memories in a felt level of experience that is open to all.

In outdoor places there is something that unifies the cognitive experience to the embodied experience, via a full sensory engagement, and this has been immeasurably useful for work, but also for my own sense of place-making. I have a feeling that when I remember through the landscape, I am also leaving something storied, memoried, associative, behind. I am giving away part of myself to be held in place. Carrying bits of each other, I have become obliged to my place and it to me.

In the hurry of our brief lives, we brush against the nearest thing we have to eternal every day, but only occasionally do we remember to look down in awe. Beneath us in every moment is an ancient story that we already know much about, but have neglected to attune to. Beneath us is everything that has ever been, and even though it moves, shifts and splinters from time to time, I find the presence of this old ground stabilising and reassuring. It is a sweet and unexpected pleasure to me, that when my first book, Grounded, is recommended online by its readers, it is almost always the bottom book in the stack. A little chunk of foundational wisdom about the groundedness of a relationship with the rest of nature. Good bedrock.

*

It’s a chilly day, but fine and bright, and my pack as well as a brisk pace keep me warm. It’s great to be out, under the weight of my bag, which only ever reminds me of adventure. Leaving the Manifold valley behind, I head east on a variety of footpaths that take me through field after field, along quiet sections of road, across the thin course of the River Dove before it widens, and through the pretty stone village of Hartington at the heart of the White Peak, famous for its cheese shop. I stop for a quick food break in the village square, but knowing that the days are still short and that I have some way to go before I can find somewhere to sleep, I push on and leave the village behind, in the direction of the Tissington Trail, which forms part of the Pennine Way. Here, I pass underneath and continue east for Friden, where I pick up a network of footpaths in the direction of Long Dale and Gratton Dale, two remarkable dry valleys, which is iconic of the Peak District.

Dropping onto a stretch of bridleway away from the road, a broad, flat, grey stone crusted lightly with lichen and moss and propped up against a drystone wall catches my attention as I pass. On its surface, three lines neatly inscribed as a poem, with the first and third lines reading left to right, and the middle line carved back-to-front, reading right to left: The road up, And the road down, Are one and the same. I stop and gaze at the riddle for a while, it’s aphoristic nature much like a Zen koan, which I am presumably encouraged to walk with and contemplate the Great Doubt in all things. I recognise it from somewhere – and like it very much – but it takes the assistance of my phone to confirm that it is as I hoped, a quote by the Greek philosopher Heraclitus. As a fan of Greek philosophy, and a particular devotee of the many wonderful modern retellings of Greek mythology through the eyes of its overlooked but powerful women, the unexpected discovery would likely put a spring in my step for the rest of the trip.

Heraclitus was the first philosopher of his time to go beyond physical theory of knowledge, and seek the metaphysical foundations of life, famously criticising his contemporaries for not seeing the inherent unity or oneness in all experience and existence. Still staring at the stone, I think of the conversation with my friend Ruth on her journey into elderhood, and her insistence that We Are One. She is wise, I think to myself, smiling. I think too of the way that Heraclitus reveals the oneness of all things through these paradoxical riddles, reminding us that we cannot think of one thing without the other, just as night goes with day, rough goes with smooth, safety goes with risk, erosion goes with uplift. Two sides of the same geological coin. He understood that in the interaction of opposites there is equilibrium: a balance that is created by constant flux and change.

Pleased with my discovery of this impromptu spiritual waymarker, which has given me plenty to reflect on for the evening, I continue on my way. Ahead of me the sides of the valley appear to both rise and fall. I am quickly in Long Dale, but also above it. While many of the valleys in the Peaks contain rivers by which they were incised, there are also several that don’t. These dry valleys reveal the influence of fluvial erosion of the Peak District, but their rivers have long since gone, escaping through the ground never to be seen again in modern times. Indeed, while the Peak District is not the only place to have dry valleys, here they are cut deeper and steeper into the surrounding terrain than elsewhere in the UK, as it was the only part of the country to experience such cold and long-lasting periglacial conditions through the Quaternary-aged glaciations that froze everything else further north, in repeated cycles. During those times the escape route for river and ground water was blocked by the permafrost’s ground ice, preventing water from running underground and causing further incision.

While Cave Dale near Castleton further north is more spectacular than where I’m heading, it is also busier. I need a grassy bed for the night, and I have chosen a spot looking into the valley as my bivvy. Wild camping is not permitted in England and Wales except for Dartmoor, but there are many of us who still do, upholding the practical ethic of leave no trace.

On the high, flat ground above the valley, I pass gorse bushes that in the summer will be a welcome burst of yellow in this green-brown landscape, and their piña colada scent will fill the air. Today they are just scrubby, and as the horizon is greying, I begin my search for somewhere to pop my tiny one-person tent. Anywhere on the limestone plateau you can expect big skies and a breeze, but the plentiful drystone walls offer the potential of protection, if they haven’t been made boggy by other animals taking shelter. As a preference I always like to be on high ground with a view, rather than tucked away in the shelter of trees. Like the bubble in a builder’s spirit level, if you tilt me down, I always rush up.

Settling on a small patch of ground near a wall for cover, surrounded by limestone boulders and some scattered gorse, I quickly make my camp. There is a particular joy for me in setting up a tiny home with just a few items, and the order in which items are unpacked and placed in the space follows a routine that verges on ritual (of which we are so lacking in our secular age). Tent first. Air mattress next. Sleeping bag shaken out. Boots off. Soft stuff at head end. Hard stuff at toe. Water bottle into left shoe. Stove unpacked. Cup placed. Tea bag in. Stove on. Food laid out. Book into pouch. Bag folded into porch. Headtorch into right shoe. Relax.

Kinship

Looking out to the last dregs of day as they drain into the horizon, I am pleased. Soon, the dark will give me safe cover, I won’t need to worry about who might spot me, and I haven’t seen a sheep for miles, which means no strange shadows and snuffles. In the same way that some people long for the sea, I long for hard and high ground, sharp edges and the mossy coverings between. Always at the back of my mind (and often at the front) is a perpetual searching function, always seeking an opportunity to get away and scramble up rock. It is a way of being home, wherever I am in the world, just as home can be a season, a comforting plan, the particular way that light falls. Rocks give themselves as they are, mumbling elders of the landscape. A steady, contented presence in a world of over-agitation. In rock there is a solid elegance and simplicity that I return to time and again when I want to feel simple. They have their own story, and speak only for themselves and the old worlds that have long since been and gone, but are more dynamic than we imagine. What are earthquakes and landslides and explosions of new earth matter, if not a shaking down of the bones, a dance. Rocks are not totems of the lifeless and dead, but are forever in movement, captured in the physically dimensionless Deborah number that measures fluidity in rock, and a rock’s relaxation time and flow rate. They – like water – have a cycle. The rock cycle. Life, death, life. They form and firm and fall apart over hundreds and thousands of years, that if sped up through timelapse would reveal a dance all of their own: a long movement that reveals their stories of origin and development.

In a stretched and deeper time that isn’t too hard to imagine, we can see that mountains come and go, rise and fall, as an inbreath of the earth, and an outbreath. We can watch rocks flow with the rivers and tides that deposit them. We can see the expansion and contraction of rock as a heartbeat. At plate edges, we see rocks coming together and pulling apart in ways that can only be called relational, and we see the emergence of new relationship – through birth – as new rocks enter the world, rushing and pulsing, so often out of the human gaze, but offering each one of us terra firma. Safe ground.

Rocks are a radical type of oddkin of course, inviting us into a deeper consideration of what is conscious and what isn’t, and whether it matters when it comes to expressing care. As kin they will seem a step too far for some, and yet they offer us a bright, earthy eldership that touches on what is most ancestral about a place. While rocks do not have cognition as we conceive it in the West, they do have a memory of sorts, or a fingerprint, stored in their isotopic geochemistry and trace elements, that records the story of a world long gone. From this memory we can reconstruct the history of the earth, the solar system, the universe. My PhD focused on these Uranium-Lead, Argon-Argon and Samarium-Neodymium memories, making it possible to see back to the activity of the Himalaya 50 million years ago. They are the only memory carriers of this sort, taking us far further back than the juvenilia of tree rings.

Everywhere has bedrock. Everywhere is underlain by something. Moving around different parts of the country, I have never experienced one place as home, which has made it hard to find a sense of belonging – I may have no personal history in the place, no family, few friends, and no clue about what’s on to see and do. But rocks offer a boundaryless family that goes beyond the biological and transcends surface division and hierarchies. Finding a sense of place or kinship with the geology of a place is a way to immediately find home. I can go anywhere in the world and feel at home on Carboniferous limestone. I can land in a place, find out a little about its bedrock, and immediately know that there is a world for me here.

Pulling my sleeping bag, which is now full of loft, over my legs, I sip my tea. Does it matter if we are animated by the world, and it by us? For the average person who finds kinship with rocks, plants, water or animals for example, does it matter what’s objectively true if both parties can be vitalised by the relationship? If it means we treat the world better for it. If we are speculative, and proceed with compassion, just in case. At the heart of perceiving the world as lively and animated, even in the least animate-looking of places, is something additive and enriching. In a world that diminishes soul and spirit, not least through the endless deadening reportage of unhappy and harmful events, is it not more essential that we seek the things that remind us of our interdependent vitality? After all, whether there is a partition through the liveliness of things, or not, we are still part of an ecological web of dependence. Whether you are in a relationship with animate things, or inanimate things, you are still dependant. I would sooner find life in that relationship and all the commitment and responsibility that this entails, than to cheapen life into an endless series of deadening transactions. In a transaction, we simply take what we need, in a relationship we have the opportunity to learn something new and support each other’s needs. Where plants show us the dynamism of life, rocks show us the gravity. This lesson is not contingent on a consciousness that looks like our own. Gratitude and care are not contingent on consciousness.

I yawn at the thoughts. I am tired after a good day walking, but I am also tired of the cult of human individualism that pits us against one another, and against the rest of nature. That arrogantly assumes humans as the epitome and endpoint of evolution, and the only form of worthy consciousness. We like best what is similar to us, and we rank accordingly. I can only see the ways that this is harming everyone, and that in the case of humans we are no happier for our dissociation from other life, or our ability to make all of life a commodity for our expenditure. I only see a lonely flavour of anxiety and depression. In people who care for the natural world I also see distress, despair and worry about the future, but I also see a collectivism that seems to matter. I see shared meaning-making. If seeking kinship with a broader circle does nothing else, then it has the power to help people re-associate away from loneliness. Every time I run my hand over a rock, or my thumb over a pebble on the beach – I am associating towards better relationship with the world. I am inviting awe, friendliness or even friendship. I am showing my intention for peacefulness. Indeed, our ability to seek and make kin is humans at their absolute best for each other and everyone else.

Psychogeology

As the dark settles into itself, I zip myself into the tent, and then my sleeping bag. I let out a deep sigh and close my eyes. I drift away briefly into a humid, Carboniferous world of falling sea levels, swampy and forested lands that will ultimately turn to coal for which the period (and the Midlands) is famous. A time of lush palms and land insects several metres in length. My feet are warming up, and soon I will be toasty.

Whenever we are camping, Neil and I always say that we can see how this isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. These are easy conditions, but they’re not all like this, and most of us pay a lot of money for bricks and mortar and central heating, for a reason. Yet still, the lure of dark and wild places call us. Their discomfort within relatively safe parameters keeps us in touch with our own essential wild wilfulness. We go out because on some level we don’t have to, and are glad for that, but also not. We are creatures of safe-enough risk, who shape well under a bit of pressure, and who value our attachments by leaving them occasionally on the proviso that we can come back. At any life stage, we can still find the echo of our earliest ideal attachment protocol.

As an adult, I recognise that the outdoors for me – particularly in the British and European uplands, on rock – is both daring venture away from my secure base of home, but also daring venture into my secure base of home. Outside, in certain places, my body registers first a familiarity and safety that reinforces my association with a place, and creates feelings of affinity and belonging in my mind. But I have been to other places where, for no obvious reason caused by people at least, I feel an unfamiliarity that rings as a lack of safety, and alienation. Just as places resonate in our bodies and minds, it is also true that we don’t all belong to the same places, we don’t all resonate. There are lands and animals and other forms of life that imprint on us, and others that hardly ever do. Years in a place can create no attachment and safety, whereas five minutes in another can be enough to want to stay forever.

The way I am affected by rocks and the underlying landscape, the way I relate to the land, work outside, and seek the outdoors for all sorts of interconnected emotional, physical and psychological reasons – the ways all of us do this – could be called a type of psychogeology. The ways that the underlying shape and substance of the land define us as humans at the surface is a type of control that is hard to escape. It is a type of control we might not want to escape, but instead find steadying and defining. There is no doubt in my mind that different people are drawn to different landscapes and places. That there are mountain people, woodland people, sea people, tidal people, desert people, to name only a few. This is not a declaration of separation, but of niche and togetherness through difference. While I suspect that most of our preference is laid down by our earliest, most formative and ongoing experiences that create a familiarity that can never entirely be left behind (‘the landscapes that we are raised by’, as indigenous writer and scientist Robin Wall Kimmerer memorably put it), there is also a way that we are drawn or called towards that which we most need in the present. For some, their call is to the perpetual breaking waves of the coastline, or to the expanse of the ocean, or to the richness and shelter of the forest, revealing the deepest embodied needs of their heart.

I was raised at an arable margin, by concrete water channel and ditch, by a scrub of deciduous woodland on the other side of a major road, in which makeshift pallet and tarp shelters would spring up and scare us off. And also by the imagined and idyllic animal-lands of Colin Dann’s Farthing Wood. I was raised by an already depleted land, where my imagination had to do most of the work in filling in the gaps. But there were also brambly bike rides, woodland sculpture trails, coastal caravan sites and trips up Wales’s highest mountain, Yr Wyddfa. In my teenage years, no landscape raised me. I went inside. Into books. Into churches. Into myself, more than out. But by my twenties I was raised to full adulthood by mountains, and so it has always continued.

It may feel unfamiliar and strange to us to choose a place to live based on the affordances and affinities of the surrounding landscape, but this is something our ancestors would have prioritised, given the role of the underlying geology in defining what can and will live and grow on top of it. Not all land is suitable for building a home, as we see today in parts of the world where the volcanic activity provides rich soil, but precarious safety, or land so unstable that it might crash into the sea any minute or be inundated by flood waters. The privilege for many in the global North and West, until recently, has been that we could choose our homes away from hazards, and without consideration of growing our own food, but this means we have also lost a sense of fundamental placefulness in our living choices. We have stopped noticing the impact that landscape has on the practical logistics of our lives, as well as the psychological impact.

This is reflected in the many people who have probably given very little thought to the natural landscape of their home place. For those who live in places that they neither love or loathe, and as such don’t feel much at all about. Where landscape is neither friend nor foe, but a place of indifference that serves only as an at-the-margins placeholder of human amenities. The danger for these places is not that they become wild havens (though some do!) but that they become sites of abandonment. Gathering places of human refuse. And what of the people who live adjacent, unenriched and unaffected by a proximity to other life? I worry that such people live with unnamed ghosts and their depressive tendencies. Like the present moment, the places that we simply are is where most of our lives happen, and where most of our connection to the world – human and not-human – will unfold. It is not in the holiday destinations, or the beautiful homes of others. In real terms, this planet is our only true life-support system and where we are at any given moment is where our life is. It is in these places we need to learn to live differently, but to do differently, we need to first think, feel and experience ourselves and our place in the world differently, especially in the places that we most often find ourselves. In our home terrains.

How is it that our body-minds are processing this complexity of interaction with the world? How are we constantly being imprinted upon by land, and us on it? Can it all be reduced to nervous system signals and primary attachment, or is it also a type of soulful recognition, an animacy that reaches beyond the so-called partition of the sensible? Outside, behind the clouds, stars continue to explode and implode. The universe expands, as I shrink under the hood of my sleeping bag. What I fundamentally appreciate about walking far is that the physical exertion brings the day to an inevitable, satisfied end. My eyes feel heavy, and I roll onto my side, pulling my knees towards my chest. It’s weird and difficult being human. I roll onto my front, face buried into a nest of clothing. A gust of wind runs its hand along the spine of my tent. I’m gone into the deep embrace of wild sleep.
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I wake early in the morning before light, as if my body knows I must be packed down and looking inconspicuous before daybreak. Wild camping in a country that is almost entirely held in private ownership, and is broadly hostile to wild campers, creates a deeply engrained vigilance. Just recently, the right to camp wild on Dartmoor, the last stronghold of wild camping in England, was removed. A few months later after an extensive and heartening campaign by the organisation Right to Roam, the decision was overturned, reinstating the right to wild-camp on this common land. But the problem still remains everywhere else, sending the message that the countryside is not for all. I am trespassing. Even though I can reason that no one will be out here checking, especially at this time of day, at this time of year, and given that I am taking up a small footprint that will be invisible by the time I leave, I am still keen to get up and get going. This is how hostility works, I think to myself as I shake off the tent; it becomes internalised until you are your own oppressor. I worry for my country, and its hostilities. Breaking down camp is as much a ritual as setting it up, with the additional aspect of wanting to keep damp items away from dry, and so I am serious and methodical as I roll up my mat and bag and tessellate each item back into the bottom of my pack in the order it came out in last night, leaving out only my tea-making equipment. Being caught having tea is not a crime. Yet.

With everything put away in view of a slow rising sun, I tuck myself in against the wall and put my stove together, fill it with water and turn up the flame. The rush of fast-burning gas feels impossibly loud this still morning, and I turn it down for a steadier, quieter, heat. Camping stoves are efficient and convenient, but at times incongruent with the environment and, given a choice, I prefer to use my portable biofuel stove. As my water aggressively boils, I drift away into a daydream of slow mornings and evenings travelling solo through the limestone mountains of Bosnia-Herzegovina, where I would gather twigs and leaves and shovel them into the tiny stove opening every night for two weeks. These were the slowest and most mindful parts of my trip, bookend rituals to the rest of each day spent running and wayfinding. Sweating and worrying about water supplies. At times like that, camp tea is a prayer.

I turn off the stove at the sound of my water beginning to bubble and pour it into an insulated cup, which I wrap my hands around out of habit. My hands won’t warm, but my tea will stay too hot to drink for hours. For a moment, a thick silence rushes into the space left that makes my ears ring, and it takes a moment to adjust to my own regular noisiness, as I huff and puff and shuffle from one foot to another to keep warm. Still, the soundscape beyond me feels not only quiet, but empty. Listening to the wind as it arrives and barrels around in unbroken gusts reveals the desolation of the morning and emptiness of the landscape. Searching for obstacles it finds very little. Its fetch is vast as there are no trees to agitate, and no sheep to bleat their disturbance. The gorse bushes and rocks give little movement and sound, and just beyond my eyeline I can feel the presence of the dark chasm of the dry valley, stretching out silent and lifeless. There being no noise feels like a mixed blessing. I love quietness, when there is nothing for me to startle at, no planes on their flight path, and it’s a rare moment to catch the Peak this quiet. And yet all these silences are uncanny. There is nothing here. A strange omertà across my criminal morning, I fancy. I close my eyes and listen harder. Perhaps I can hear a car after all. Perhaps a distant rattle from a dimly lit agricultural shed. I keep listening, imagining. A buzzard, ruffling its feathers to stay warm as a gust of wind eventually meets a soft body. I relax into what is.

So much of therapy in its most obvious conception is about sound. The sound of people talking to each other. The sound of crying, and sometimes laughing. The sound of precarious silence. The layered sound of distressed people and disturbed birds, whose voices ring out a warning that sounds like a song. While I wait for the valley to wake and join me, I can hear my breath steady. Occasionally, my outbreath meets the surrounding air and is carried away on a new gust of wind. A meeting and merging of our rhythms. Listening and attuning to the steady breathing bodies of others is fundamentally soothing and comforting.

For a child, lying on their parent’s chest, skin on skin, listening for a heartbeat to steady their own, is regulating, and for adults breathing together in meditation or therapy can be calming and co-regulating. Dogs’ heartbeats also regulate with our own when you sit close together and look in each other’s eyes. I suspect too that in the rhythms of the tide and waves, we also find calm because this is just one of the earth’s ways of breathing. By drawing alongside nature, and mirroring its own breath, we are invited into co-regulation. To bring awareness to your breath – to intentionally lengthen a breathing pattern that has become short and panicked, or shorten what has grown long and lethargic – is a simple way of looking after yourself, wherever you are, every day.

I am reminded of the work of US-based artist Jemila MacEwan, who created an outdoor fabric rock installation to the exact likeness of an existing boulder in Australia’s UNESCO Wollemi National Park. Their solar-powered, inflatable installation was called Breathing Rock, the breath cycle of which was in rhythm with the sun, which powered the fan during the day for the rock to inhale, before slowly exhaling at sunset. Each length of breath following the length of each day, inflating and deflating in cycles with peak fullness as the sun was highest in the sky, to complete flatness during the dark of night. Speaking of the animate rock, which I found both humorous and profoundly moving, MacEwan said:

In the face of ongoing [crises] of catastrophic anthropogenic fires and the global pandemic, many have found stability in simply being grateful for the next breath. At a time when air quality has been compromised by smoke and pathogens, contemplation of the breath has taken on particular poignancy. Many meditation practices use the breath as a way to be present with cyclical rhythms that sustain life on earth: day and night, the transitions of the seasons, the biological cycles of life on earth. Inhabiting the synchronicity of these rhythms serves to ground us within a network of natural forces. To witness these cycles is to encounter the breath in the landscape.

As I walk, I check my email. A while ago, I asked artist, cultural geographer and sound recordist Rob St John if he would collaborate on a small project with me. I have known Rob for a few years now, and much admire his sound work and music, and so I hoped that he would be able to give me some insight into how rocks really sound. Not the sound of rocks falling, or being broken up by gravity or heavy machinery, but rocks themselves in their own sonorous frequencies as they rest in place. How would a rock’s voice sound to the human ear if it could be made audible, I appeal to him? What is the sound of a geology of home? I knew he was the only person for the job, and as I check my email on this chilly, still morning I realise with air-punching delight that today is the day he will be recording. He on his walk, I on mine.

As I make my journey back home across the limestone plateau he will by turns take me on a virtual voyage of sonic discovery into the hills, sending me voice messages along the way to describe what he’s doing and hearing. I settle into my walk for the morning, and await Rob’s results.

Rock as Resonator

For the job, he has purchased and taken along a specially adapted geophone that is designed to turn low rumbling rock noise into a sonic frequency that we can hear. Attached to it is a spike that over the course of the next couple of hours he sticks into the clints and grykes of rock on the limestone pavement, like you might a thermometer to take the temperature of your own body, only it is not heat he is measuring but vibrations. As he records, he sends me a series of voice notes, to which I listen attentively and send my own responses. Rob is at first frustrated. As a sound recordist, rocks do not make for easy recording as they don’t offer the immediate sonic results that a hydrophone placed in water might. Instead, he explains, you are recording a void, a nothingness.

I sit with this for a while. Rocks do ask us to work harder than other aspects of nature. To hear their nature we need to be patient, and accept that some of what they have to tell us is beyond the scope of our recording equipment, beyond the scope of our timeframe. Theirs is a slow-paced time, and without water creating a here-and-now weathering of the rock to listen to (which we wouldn’t need a geophone for, but could hear without assistance) this is perhaps reflective of the way that the quiet, refining action of weathering works for both rock and people. We might notice at some point that we have changed, that our form has become different, but they are not necessarily changes we see happening along the way. Some of our evolution is inevitably beyond the timescale of direct observation – it is more epochal or tectonic in its action, beyond our immediate cognition and ability to see and hear in the moment. These are changes that happen from the inner grounds, far away from sight until at last we look back and everything has changed. On the absence of movement or vibration to record Rob reflects that this points towards the challenges of being attentive to the process of weathering. I nod along.

Further along my path, I receive another message from Rob, who has continued up the hill where the wind is stronger. He cannot find water of course, because it is not in limestone’s nature, and he tells me that the terrain at the top of the hill is significantly drier than the valley below. There is a generosity to limestone, I think. What may be interpreted as covetous, rebellious or withholding to us humans as rock squirrels its water away, is actually a deeply nourishing and replenishing act. Limestone doesn’t hold its water, but sends it down to the aquifers, to the ground water, to the pools that will recharge and keep the landscape moist and fertile where it is needed later. Again, Rob places the stick into the ground and listens to what is offered back.

At last, I hear excitement in his voice. He has realised that while rock does not have a discernible sound of its own in this place, it is in fact picking up the noise of everything around it, wind mainly but also vegetation, which is transmitting through the rock. He describes the noise to me – its circular crackle and pop, as well as a few metallic twangs that could be the instruments hitting on the surface. He is musing on the slow pace of rock, just as a fell runner ambles past, and a plane passes overhead. What I realise, Rob says, is that rock is a resonator. Rock is a sound mirror. This limestone is a resonating outcrop, and as I let the idea land in me I too feel a resonance.

As a therapist it is your job to be a resonator of sorts, a mirror of what the other person is bringing. As a body-orientated psychotherapist, this effect is amplified further still with your whole body becoming a resonator and mirror of the other person’s process. You feel through your body what the other person feels, reflecting back in your own way what is being experienced and offered in the therapeutic space. You have your own personhood of course, but you are also a surface against which thoughts, feelings and sensations bounce and echo. Rock as resonator. Rock as sound mirror. I turn the ideas over, and let them deepen my understanding of why I am drawn to rock, why I am drawn to therapy – I feel kinship with the idea of being a resonator of sound and story, and wonder if we could all benefit from being more of a dish, less of a transmitter.

Interpreting Rob’s message into my own language, I consider further this tangible, acoustic, sonic corroboration of what I have always known. Rocks are profoundly relational. How their material comes to life is in, and through, the presence of others. It has always been obvious to me from my time spent in the mountains that rocks both bounce and absorb sound; that they are the secret-keepers of the landscape, preserving a sort of dignity for those who enter into their presence and need to wail. They deaden the sound and bring the beholder into an emptying silence. Counter to an easy assumption around their unrelenting interiority, Rob’s work raises the intriguing possibility of something more merged, something yet more interesting and profound. I think of the ways that we often find our (human) voice, not in silence and isolation, but in the presence of others. That our voice is revealed to be most distinctly ours in relation to those around us. You having yours allows me to have mine and vice versa. It is because you are this, that I realise I am that. Like rock, people find their voice and come alive because they have an other to sing with, to harmonise with or to explore discordance with. Who we are is affected by what and who runs through us.

Into the Peace of Wild Rock

Recording rock is to take a depth sounding. To travel into something relational and resonant but also, at times and without other source material, deadening. The void of ‘dead air’ is not alarming though, but an absence of human pace. It brings the listener into stillness. I am thrilled with the recordings Rob has made, not least to hear his own insights and discoveries, and I thank him repeatedly and hope we might be able to do more with this line of thinking in the future. I already feel like my relationship with rock has grown once again. I have made a new inhale like MacEwan’s fabric rock, and when I think it can’t get any better, a new email pops in and Rob sends me the recording of the rock he has made. It is five minutes and twenty seconds long and I listen to it several times with my eyes closed (and will go on to listen to it for hours more in the future). Immediately, I am struck by the gentle crackle and pop of the entire recording, white noise from white rock. It is monotonal and circular in its sound, and as I let the minimal, ambient music find me, I start to make associations that come unbidden from my own depths.

At first it sounds like water disappearing down a plughole, like an echo memory of the water that at some stage passed through, or the bottom of a small pebbly channel – a ghost substrate. I keep listening over and over, and the longer I listen the more I hear. Now I’m in my ear canal, or perhaps my intestines listening to my body shifting and moving as it passes through the minutes and hours and years, endless bits of me sloughed off and washed through as my cells overturn. Beyond this, I watch myself drift into non-descript daydreams as my imagination flickers and melds to the constant crackle and pop of wind on rock, and I realise that not only is rock a resonator of sound, but it is also a thought resonator, a thought mirror – a blank canvas onto which we inevitably layer ourselves.

There is something about the way we associate with otherness as humans – creating images and ideas that aren’t necessarily about what things truly are. And yet, the process is creative and so often instructive. This rock has a white-noise nature, and just like abstract art that does not have a distinctive figurative aspect to make sense of, it is easy to project onto it my own wonderings. It is like a Rorschach blot, and I carry myself away on how this might change over geology, landscape, place, time, weather, mood; how it might give literality to Aldo Leopold’s instruction to ‘think like a mountain’. Continuing to listen on repeat and repeat again, I can see how calming the white noise of this limestone pavement being rushed by the wind really is. My breath has been slowing, my movement decelerating towards stillness. I feel content and sleepy, though I am still miles from home. I am regulating within the mother tongue of this landscape.

I admire artists like Jemila and Rob who are seeking creative and non-invasive ways of working with nature, and especially rock. I think of the many pebbles that were painted to thank key workers during the pandemic, and left outside houses on walls, or in natural places to be found with a simple blessing. I think of cave paintings as the earliest type of art and communication that tells stories of what mattered most among people and bison many thousands of years ago. Of the hunt, the drama, the seasonal observations made in marks that we’re still deciphering today. When we are weathered by the world, we turn to creativity to make sense of what we see and feel. When we want to make sense of the world, we make art. When we create with our bodies, we are amplifying our curiosities. Whether it’s writing, composing, painting, sculpting, carving, weaving, shaping, baking – we use our bodies to work out the problems our brains can’t on their own, about the mysteries of our own lives and the world at large. We move in on our ideas and dilemmas and enlarge them, and through that amplification our curiosities are set in motion towards expression. How wonderful it would be to create my own offering of curiosity and gratitude to the rocky world, I whisper to myself as I sling the pack on my back and clip the hip-belt together.

*

A while back, I snuck through a shortcut on the edge of a piece of scrubby verge and between a gap in the wall, to join the High Peak Trail – another traffic-free long-distance path laid over a disused railway line that was once used to transport minerals and goods between the more northerly Peak Forest Canal and Cromford Canal, further south and east. The trail runs for 27 kilometres and crosses the limestone plateau of the White Peak and Derbyshire Dales. What remains for me is a 20-kilometre flat and downhill walk that is easy on the eye and underfoot, with big sky and firm gravel all the way to my front door, which more-or-less opens where the trail ends. If I call ahead, Neil will meet me with Juno and we’ll walk the last few minutes together up the hill and through the woods to our house.

Settling into a newly peaceful pace, with none of the anxiety of not knowing what lies ahead, I continue south. In the distance, Minninglow, a famous neolithic burial ground sunk into a distinctive knoll of trees on a hilltop, is my lodestar. Along with ancient burial grounds and various tumulus and boundary stones, there are approximately 20 stone circles still standing in the Peak District, of which nearby Arbor Low is one of the most famous. Considered by some to be situated at the centre of ley-line activity in Britain, aligning with both Avebury and Stonehenge, it is the only circle made of limestone (rather than gritstone) in Derbyshire. These are rocks of magnificence, ambiguous significance, prostrate rocks made sacred time and again by our visitations thousands of years later, for reasons not all of us are clear on. Do we visit because those buried beneath are precious to us, because they are our ancestors, or because they too visited these places? I suspect not, as a language of spiritual ancestry is not common for us in the modern West, and where it’s emerging feels only in its infancy. Perhaps we visit because in some quiet part of ourselves we are tentatively in touch with a nascent mystery that we want to speak further with. These kind of rocks or megaliths, in their unquestionable materiality, are tangible and substantive two-way portals; a gateway to the past lives of others, and an entrance into broader possibilities for those seeking a grounded but mysterious and time-assured spirituality. They are an easier way in.

I have the trail to myself for now, but later there may be other walkers alone or in pairs and with dogs, cyclists laying down their training miles, tiny future-cyclists learning to ride with stabilisers, runners, horses, groups walking for one charitable cause or another. The trail sees all sorts of people, and with no complexity I slip into my own thoughts once again. One of the winners of the 2022 Earthshot Prize was 44.01 (named after the molecular weight of carbon dioxide), a company looking at innovative solutions for carbon storage. They won their share of the prize for a plan to mineralise carbon in a rock called peridotite, mimicking a natural process, but speeding it up by pumping carbonated water into seams of peridotite underground. Lately, my mind keeps returning to the twin fascinations of Jemila MacEwan’s Breathing Rock and 44.01’s injected rock. The former makes my heart swell, the latter causes it to contract.

I wanted to be delighted by the possibility of rocks being put on the map in a new way, but in a curious inversion of extraction, all I can think is that this is another way of poorly treating the earth beneath our feet, and equally, ourselves. I am reminded of the Botox we use to smooth out the evidence of our maturation, and chicken breasts injected with chlorine to make them fuller, more palatable. I can’t entirely put my finger on why the project pains me, but it does. The speeding up of a natural process feels avoidant and perilous. Invasive and violent. I have a faith in things taking the time they take – especially ancient earth processes – and the idea of speeding that up, playing god with the ground, doesn’t feel like progress. It feels like the way commodification and extraction has always felt, just with a different ill-fated mission. Meddling with the earth’s own process in order to heal the damage we have done seems counter-intuitive to me, and like old speak. A shiny distraction at best. Shouldn’t we just be managing our carbon hunger better?

I walk for what feels like miles in an argument with myself – am I being irrationally emotional and sentimental? What’s the problem with speeding up a natural process in rock? Are we not all living off the spoils of extraction one way or another? My phone is made of rare earth elements, the wedding band on my finger is extracted metal, I can travel the country because of the roads laid from stone, my house is made of it and animals have always sought shelter under rock. There is a difficult and strange hypocrisy when it comes to stone and its uses and extractions. On the one hand we like local provenance – this is one of the zeitgeists of our times, from food to craft products – and love to see chocolate-box villages built of local stone, their architecture sympathetic to local construction practices and materials. And yet we don’t want the quarries in the landscapes that provide the provenance. We want the pristine, untouched landscape just as much. This has set up an uncomfortable universal truth of the times: we bring in what we want from elsewhere, creating the wound in another land, creating another type of simulacra of the real thing – after all, limestone is limestone, one might argue – but without the inconvenience of the mess it causes. It is hard to resolve these inconsistencies.

But my heart knows that it’s an issue of scale and intention. That the injection experiment feels reflective of the general transactional approach we still have towards home earth, which at its worst continues to deplete and destroy the planet faster than we can work to restore it. It still spells ownership at an industrial scale, compared to the creative projects that people are creating all over the world at any one time, that speak to a desire to understand nature better, to elevate it and allow the earth agency for its consciousness, rather than control it. Where there is creative curiosity rooted in empathy and open-heartedness, there cannot be control. On an industrial scale, extraction is violent and unsustainable; on a small scale, the painting of a pebble or the carving of a stone carries a gentler intention. It is also true though that we should be mindful of our personal extractions, I think. Maybe one day we will learn to keep some of what is most precious in the ground.

Now I am in limestone quarry country. All over the region are quarries and mine workings of various sizes, productivity and visibility, some of which shine bright white under the morning sun. Giant slivers of limestone exposed to the light, but beginning to weather to a darker patina. Bright wounds on the landscape, which are part and parcel of life in the Peak District. I run a finger over a thin line on the skin of my left hand between my thumb and first finger, without thinking. It is paler than the surrounding skin, long healed but always visible. I have two scars on my forehead, and my fingers reach for them too.

I am consciously changing my relationship with this landscape by challenging my own notions of what is good in a landscape, what is lovable, what is harmful, what is worthy of existing. The complexity of the human, economic and historical ecologies and uses of a place and its natural assets makes it very hard to be simplistic. People have always lived off the land, so why not us? What might feel like harm to me might feel like a benefit to you. Local resource use may be damaging to some conservation strategies in near proximity to those who will see it every day, but is this worse than damage exacted elsewhere, out of mind? Who decides?

Geology hasn’t created an extractive world itself – it is a construct of people at their most colonial – and we must keep this truth in sight and create new geologies for the future. Geologies that gather together the urban, the social and the cultural into new links and relationships, new perspectives, new phenomenologies and animacies. A geology of more inclusion and less erasure. That gives sociocultural value to stone and its minerals. A cultural geology that may inform a new era of geo-conservation and respect for geo-heritages as a distinct subset of our natural heritage, where the ground we live on exists in both land and the mind, as a psychogeology of sorts. It is said that one of the most efficient ways to protect any sort of heritage is to make local people aware of its relevance. In writing this book I am one local person, saying to another (using whichever scale of local you prefer), this is why I think geology matters.

Rocks have a value all of their own that is based on their inherent rockness. They need to be taken as they are, on their own terms. They are equally susceptible to the ravages of climate change and human-led depletion, as other aspects of nature that we have come to prize and preserve. In a sense both the physical landscape and people who live in it are facing parallel effects through climate change; the physical landscape is changing at a fast and uncertain rate, and so too the emotional one. Sea levels are rising, as are the occurrences of natural disasters, as are our anxieties. The familiar terrain of people’s homelands is eroding due to increased severe-weather events, and so is our confidence in the future. As we empty the ground of coal, gas, oil and precious and semi-precious minerals on a global, industrial scale, so do we weaken the very foundations that life is built on. This is the ultimate expression of self-harm.

As a species we are all, collectively, beyond the point of pristine, wilderness thinking. We are all in some proximity to wounded and depleted places, both outside and in. Where there are wounds, there is also richness, community, recovery. As Jungian psychologist James Hillman memorably said, people seek therapy not to be fixed, but to get what’s broken, blessed. To hear that we’re OK and belong with our fellow humans who we so often perceive as better, more together, more sane, more sorted than we are. When it comes to developing a sense of belonging in and to the world, we often need to work on our essential self-worth, and the recognition that there is more that unifies us than separates us, when so often we seek separation and difference as proof of our pain. We need to be able to confirm our own goodness in the world when all we see is unworthiness and failure, and to be able to give and receive love in a reparative way. Therapy inside and outside offers plenty of opportunity for finding our own goodness. Our ability to be tender, kind and nurturing. How often I have walked with a person who has stopped us both to clear an insect from the path, to place a snail or a worm on the verge, or who has expressed sorrow at a fallen tree or mushroom. I have been witness to impromptu mouse and bird burials. To the urge to pick litter. Many of us will do these things instinctively and think nothing more of it, but in therapy these gestures of kindness can be observed, reflected back, made a fuss of. These acts are never inconsequential. They are a doorway to recognition of the many bigger ways that we are trying our best with what we have available. Part of the journey into our human weathering is tending to the wounds, connecting through the wounds, and actively loving what remains towards restoration. We need to love because of and not in spite of, which is the work of time, something that geology has plenty of, but we do not. It might be brief, but what else is time for, if not to love. What else is love for if not to smooth the divisive edges of complexity and difference so that all might rub along better, not the same, but together. This is not a love or belonging that demands allegiance or agreement, but one that can tolerate, even embrace, authentic otherness.

*

Once upon a time I started to imagine how it would be to live like rock rather than simply walk on it, run on it, climb it, study it. To become less of an observer and more of a participant in the ways of rock. In doing so I realised that the rock’s way is to know its place. When a rock falls, it rarely falls far. Even when tilted, folded, eroded, extruded and exploded rock has a degree of locality, which is different to, say, water. I realised that in a fundamental way, rocks can teach us how to be in place, in situ, and still evolve. What if I too could develop a place-based groundedness, where rocks would teach me to sit still occasionally and not always be in a rush to find something new to see and do, but to notice, enjoy, be awakened by the world. What if I could, as paediatrician and psychologist Donald Winnicott calls it, grow downwards? This is a different sort of sitting of course; a departure from being sat at the computer, our pale faces lit up only by our screens. So few of us truly know our place anymore when we are rarely in it in a psychological sense. If I don’t leave my desk all day, then I probably know a lot about the lives of strangers as I scroll my phone in distracted moments, but I do not know what my neighbours are doing, or what is happening in the life of the woods and its wilder citizens.

These days we don’t only place-make in the physical communities where we dwell. Instead, we find our belonging in all sorts of distributed communities that are linked by shared values and interests, no longer requiring physical proximity. But there is a fundamental precarity to our online lives. We live in such a globalised world that it starts to feel small at times – we can travel to all parts of it within 24 hours if we need to, but what would happen if I needed someone in the next few hours? I might have an accident and have no one to call. And will I be remembered in the mind of my friend, when we all have a physical day-to-day life to attend to that gobbles up so much time and attention? What too is the impact of a global view, when it obscures local issues? How does the world-at-your-fingertips mindset have a knock-on effect on climate and environmental degradation?

By taking the time to stay put more often and know my place – by choosing to walk the lanes and fields around where I live when I could opt out and go elsewhere, and by putting down my phone and its open door to everyone else’s worlds but my own – I have learnt more about my local area than ever before. Little things I don’t want to call insignificant. Things that other people who have been here forever know, and things I would have known before now if I wasn’t so busy leaving or thinking about leaving. Things like the best spots for blackberries and the precise time of sweetening given our slight elevation that puts us a few weeks behind foragers and growers in the south. Or where to watch the largest badger setts at dusk. The best, and so far only, tree for breaking off a piece of chicken-of-the-woods for dinner, served best coated in breadcrumbs and fried. I know what time of year the nettles will take on a growth spurt, when they will fall forward so far that I have to run faster and jump higher than usual, and eventually when they will die back along with their bite. I know where the treecreepers spiral ever upwards, I know where foxes can be spotted, I know the movement of sheep and cattle and where to avoid with Juno. I know now the precise point in summer that the trees will be flayed on the top road, and I will be angry for them, handsaw in hand after dawn to tidy up their limbs and loose ends. But I also know the order of emergence of spring and summer flowers, which means I can be ready to greet them in turn, which for me feels like respect, maybe even friendship. For the last five springs I have seen the wood anemones emerge. An arrival that now keeps me grounded.

I am also speaking to my place more. Developing a placefulness through communication and not only observation, and in doing so making this place nowhere else but here. I speak to the woodlands and the streams and even to people in yawned morning chatter about the weather, their dogs, their local annoyances. I speak in hushed conversation with those we have lost or may never have known, in graveyards and memorial gardens. I speak to the lone trees too, apologising for the behaviour of my species that has depleted their family networks. Separated from a community, the lone tree cannot receive the hormonal signals given off by other trees that ensure strong growth and shared protection. To our eyes, a single tree may make a striking photo, a metaphor for strength in solitude; but this is a projection. The individualist’s fantasy. No one is better left on their own being strong by themselves.

I have, I suppose, been building an inner map. Not only of the literal landscape and its routeways, the paths shared with others, but of what they mean to me. There is some emerging layering of inner and outer landscape that’s building a psycho-physical terrain. I have a greater understanding of the structures in the space around me that in some way circumscribe my life here. I am realising that we make place through every choice to engage with our area, through every small commitment to stay around and do it again, so that the happenings of our life in place build a story.

Place-making is a wild-meadow mix of banal and sacred acts of attention and care that run shallow and deep, and bloom annual and perennial. A rock in its place sees all the comings and goings of a place over time, some years disappeared into an understory of bracken, moss and lichen, other years exposed, broken-edged and dissolving. Place-making cannot only happen when things are done in a place, but also when experiences and encounters are felt, layered up, consolidated into inner landscape and form. This map is a map of feeling that can be accessed and held, in situ for as long as it is needed.

Therapy can easily tip into a quest for more – more issues to fix, more seeking, more healing, more enlightenment, more introspection. Instead of helping you feel that you have everything you need to continue living with enough resource and capacity for the good and bad times, it can become its own holding pattern or quest to a destination that doesn’t exist. It can further the idea that there is more work for you to do until you become whole. I prefer a therapy that helps clients work out their own level of enoughness and sufficiency where they don’t need to keep seeking more. We could call this a degrowth mindset, an orientation from scarcity to abundance, the prioritisation of living well over getting more. Degrowth is not the enemy of evolution, but speaks to a particular type of slow approach that doesn’t seek expansion at all costs. Placefulness by its definition necessitates a boundary, and is a commitment to live with certain constraints. To be here is not to be there. To be here means missing out on what is over there, or at least delaying the urgency for everything all at once. We can, I believe, work towards this sort of placefulness within ourselves.

I am imperfectly learning that placefulness requires the intention and enactment of degrowth and sufficiency whether we like it or not, if we want to live without the endless frustration of not having enough. If the hunger for external growth has led to over-extraction of external lands, then embracing sufficiency is trusting in the adequacy of our inner grounds to provide sustenance when we need them to, without overworking them every second of the day to deal with the hungry lives we have created for ourselves and each other. Our perpetual digging in external grounds to ever increasing depths reveals the pathology of our times.

Until we lessen our dependency and obsession on extraction from the outer world – a sorry sort of externalisation that is leaving a wasteland behind – and learn to depend on the resources from within and between that are generated along generous, relational lines, then how will we ever emerge from the climate crisis? In practice, this may mean developing and living from a self-supporting interiority that can sustain us when others cannot, and not projecting our anxieties and fears, but owning them and working through them for the benefit of ourselves and those around us. It might mean living more deeply from an internal locus of evaluation, rather than depending on the external validation of others, and the value of our acquisitions. It will entail the sharing of burdens and concerns and co-resourcing each other, rather than depleting other life to bolster ourselves. It is letting ourselves rest, so that we might also allow extracted lands to recover. It is rejoicing in the fascination that comes from compassionately knowing yourself and each other, rather than feeling the endless need to be more. It’s living from within, and knowing it to be enough.

*

Listening to Rob’s rock recording a few more times as I go, letting ideas drip through and pool, I walk beyond the extent of the limestone that can be seen at the surface, which dips and gives way to sandstone again. I pass the National Stone Centre where exemplary fossil crinoids lie complete but protected in an exposed sort of rest, and schoolchildren wait to go on a geo-tour to look at them. The centre has plans for major refurbishment and expansion and I hope that it’s a good sign for the future of earth-literacy and geoconservation.

The last time I was here it was, by coincidence, Geodiversity Day. This new international red-letter day in the geologic calendar was formalised in 2021 by UNESCO at the opening of their 41st General Conference, as a day to celebrate the geodiversity that is all round us; the ‘parts of nature that aren’t alive’, including minerals, fossils, soils and spectacular landscapes. There are so many days to remember, but this one is fresh, exciting, and not superfluous. The parts of nature that aren’t alive need all the help and advocacy they can get beyond academic spheres, and our geo-affective memories depend on them.

Despite walking downhill, I am emerging into younger ground. My feet are starting to ache in the way that they do once you have sent the message from your brain to your feet that you are nearly at the end, and so I make one final break at Black Rocks, a weathered, but grippy outcrop of Ashover Grit popular with trad climbers and bored teenagers. I wander up to the rocks, an old lead-mining site, which was a key part of the region’s historical economy, beneath which are several haphazard but still scree slopes. It is not the season, but soon enough the white-flowered, lead-tolerant leadwort will dot the surface again. This is not a place that has been looked after in a way I associate with care. Walking around the base of the vast rock outcrop, the ground is covered in smashed glass long embedded in the mud pathways that ring the bottom of the crag. An intimidating mosaic. I wouldn’t bring Juno here, I realise. Likewise, the rocks are covered in the scars of signatures long since carved into every accessible face.

Part of me baulks at the ‘vandalism’, but I also recognise that leaving our mark on rock is one of the oldest acts of humans, saying I was here, I existed, and isn’t necessarily a sign of disrespect, but some sort of act of sacred time-marking. I try and admire the effort that must go into carving rock for someone with no stonemasonry tools or skills. What harm are they really, beyond offending my aesthetic sentiment? Is it really a corollary to a lack of care elsewhere? The chiselled names don’t in this regard feel the same as the smashed glass, which is much more recent and erroneous. Likewise, they are not inviting disease or damage in the way that carving a tree is so harmful. Also, is there any meaningful difference between carving a rock with your name, and plucking out its fossils for your own keeping? Is there a meaningful difference between carving into a rock, and carving it out to make a sellable product, however artistic or sustainable? I don’t understand our human need to name and claim everything we see, but context is everything, and our own biases ensure an asymmetry in the psychology of how we view the behaviours of ourselves and others. I pick my way to the top of the rocks.

Walking in any mountains, big or small, you will at some stage come across a natural scree slope – an accumulation of shattered rocks formed over time by continuous or episodic rockfalls from the mountains that loom above it. Until disturbed – perhaps by your footfall or subsequent rocks adding to the pile – these rocks sit at an angle of repose. That is, the steepest angle they can be without collapsing or slumping; where they rest in a state of tranquillity that can sometimes seem implausible to the human eye. Resting-in-place is something rocks do very well. They are not impervious to being shaken around and disturbed by the prevailing conditions in their environment, but it is in their nature to return to repose as soon as possible – to achieve a steady state in their place – that lends them an effortless poise and gracefulness that we see fully expressed from the whole mountain rising magnificent from ocean to sky, to the rocks erected upright from a stone sea in the Zen gardens of Japan. In both, we look on with awe at their steady presence and unassuming stillness.

Rocks large and small, unhewn or sculpted, in their absolute and resolute solidity and perceived impenetrability, offer a contemplative space to expand into and find new curiosities of experience and imagination. They are in some ways a blank canvas like the analyst in psychoanalysis. A wall to project onto and learn about ourselves. They invite us to get busy with the infolding of our own fascination and contemplation, and offer a mindful break from the relentless world of multi-spectral distraction that so often undermines our attempts to stay focused. In this way, rocks are like poems, whose layering of meaning at both the level of the line, and the line in context, speaks to the ambiguity of the human experience that is always conflicting and paradoxical, self-contained yet communal.

As I pause at the top of these warm, tawny-grey, workaday rocks, I cast my mind over my schedule; I remember that I have both a new client starting in the morning, and a long-term client finishing in the afternoon. Therapy-time is a constant cycle of beginnings and endings, and this endless cycling defies the easy categorisation and ordering of my personal time. I am at the end of my walk, but tomorrow will begin again, and yet it will start with an ending, which itself is a beginning for my client, Lisa. Neither of us will be a weekly fixture in each other’s lives from now on, and it will be impossible not to feel the change after a couple of years working together. Easing into a steady stride downhill, I think ahead to the inevitable bashfulness of our session tomorrow. It can be hard for both parties in therapy to know what to say or do to honour the time, the depth, the investment (energetic, financial), the shape-shifting insights from a person continually unfolding, refolding. We’ve seen some life happen, haven’t we? I will say. Puffing out her cheeks, that’s an understatement, she will counter.

As a rule in therapy, I follow the client’s ever-evolving and emerging agenda, but in final sessions I have my own too. Where possible, I want us to be curious about what has changed over time. I want to go back through the layers and see where the client came from, what they came with, what stories they were telling about themselves and their life, and what if anything is different now. What were the erasures both in their life, and the story of their life? What got dropped, updated, reinstituted? Where was their impermeability, or its opposite? I want to know about their relationship with the place we’ve been working, find out a bit about whether the nature component had a role to play for them, and what the lasting impact might be. I am curious about any changes to their movement and embodiment in and through the world.

By the end of therapy there is always a need to say goodbye to the place, not just each other, and clients will usually express without prompting what aspects of nature – or simply the feel of the place – that they will miss when they no longer come for sessions. What is happening in the developing relationship between nature and my client is never entirely going to be known to me as a therapist – we all have our silent inner workings, and right to private communion – and I am glad for that because this is the mystery of therapy and nature. But I take a lot of enjoyment in knowing something is stirring when a client allows themselves to be impacted by robin song, or new buds forming on the trees, or a newfound love for walking fast in the rain.

In all likelihood, I have been moving us in the direction of an end for several sessions prior – this is not the work of an hour – but the final final is a chance to take a broad sweep of the terrain. To find the most pertinent lessons before the chance is gone, and to speak anything left unsaid. Sometimes it is good fun, and emotional. If an ending has been planned, there is often smiling, laughing and the sharing of a mutual truth that both will be missed. Together we take a final walk around the space to say goodbye – old haunts, we might joke – and we will negotiate whether the door is open for the future, whether a hug to say goodbye is helpful, what’s in the diary for the rest of the day and the incoming weather forecast. This is British therapy, after all.

Over time, you get used to all sorts of endings. Loving ones, abrupt ones, emotional ones, ambivalent ones, some that are a relief, some that hit you harder than others, some that come too soon, some that don’t come soon enough. It is a strange profession that throws intimacy and endings so closely and regularly together. Sometimes I wonder who on earth would choose it. I am still working out what the role of therapist is – recognising that it too resists simple categorisation. Sometimes you have a clear role, sometimes you are simply an intermediary, a receiver or a conduit to a deeper source of wisdom, sometimes I lose faith in the process altogether. Mostly though, I recognise it’s worth carrying on with if only to keep asking the question.

As a flag-bearer for long-term process, it is not surprising that I don’t often work in very short-term therapy, though a single session can be life-saving. I generally ask for the minimum of a season to get to know each other, or however long is enough to catch most of the issues we might want to meet in therapy. Enough time for things to happen, things to change, and for things to happen again. Life – and our response to it – tends to happen over longer timescales, and in reality, trauma, anxiety, relationship issues, restoration of self-worth, well-worn habits take longer to surface and work through than weeks. And so, time is an essential component of therapy (or any of the work we do by ourselves in support of our health) – to work beyond the issues that might naturally sort themselves out over time, to move through the heady breakwaters of therapeutic revelations at the beginning of the work to where the water flattens again and its true depth is felt. We have to come to know ourselves, each other, in the mysterious, paradoxical, curious stratification that only time creates, and this often makes therapy episodic. Endings can be diffuse or temporary. You won’t find out for sure until the future has been and gone.

I find significance in all therapy endings one way or another, and years down the line I still remember names of my clients’ family members and friends, their particular turns of phrase or incidental details they have told me about themselves. I rarely forget the details of our work. These things accrete over time, and I let them because it’s rarely a burden. As is true for all of us in whatever way we exist in the world, the details, stories and secrets of those we meet along the way become like fossils in the record of our personal and working lives; each with their own space, if not a little jumbled and mixed as the months and years pass, and as new material gets put on top.

*

My hope is that a basic understanding of some of geology’s most beautiful offerings might contribute something solid to the enduring question of how to live. Rocks offer us a rich metaphor of how to be wholly in situ and still change, mature, transform through metamorphic processes, provide a grounding and foundational environment for other life to flourish and endure. They also have something kindred for the introvert-minded and people who are pro-quiet, offering much of their wisdom and presence from behind the scenes, where no one is really looking. While endurance is not requisite for what is truly valuable in the world – many wonderful and invaluable things are short-lived, after all – the particular endurance of rocks in place on an ongoing basis shows what is possible, when the novelty has worn off and the trend has passed. Their endurance is one that lasts beyond even the oldest trees, the longest long-term plans, and the multi-millennial work of wind and rain. An endurance that still glitters when wet, and shapes gradually but conspicuously over time into ever more compelling and sensuous form.

Rocks invite us to think again about why being held in place might be a good thing in a modern world where so little is certain, and so much variety and choice is a cause for growing anxiety and stress. They reveal that though we might slow down and stay put for a while, there is a bigger picture of movement and dynamism that can still be present in the background if we take a longer view. Rocks show us that being in place offers an unassailable limitation to what is possible on the horizontal axis of our lives, over shorter timescales, but also offers a boundary within which to be entirely oneself, go deeper, grow deeply and find a niche in which to really land and gradually evolve over time through an endless process of non-arrival that we call becoming. Rock-medicine is a forever medicine.

Modern life can often feel very wide and shallow – we can live quickly and expansively but sometimes at the expense of depth. Somehow, we never have enough time to go as deeply as we might like. Many of us long for more time to get stuck into the projects or roles that we have started but can never truly meet. But geology shows us how to do both distance and depth. It shows us what happens when we slow down and zoom out, as well as what happens when we map the width and breadth of our lives. Rocks show us the value of a workable, solid foundation and that our ability to be stable in the world may well be a function of how we negotiate, manage and embody stability on the inside first.

Recently, I walked along the Welsh coast of the Llŷn Peninsula at low tide. Scattered along the damp tideline were hundreds of kelp fronds, each attached to their own pebble that was small enough to hold in your hand, but pressed firmly into the sand. Carefully picking one out to look at, I realised in a strange moment of meta-contemplation that I was holding the rock being held by the seaweed via their own tangled foot or holdfast, as it’s known. A chain of holding and being held, of things clinging on. We were both holding-fast, one for curiosity, one for anchorage. In some ways, I think of myself as epilithic, like the saxicolous lichen or a great many of the seaweeds – whose sustenance and harbour is dependent on rocks and stones. But of course, there are the additional ways that a human also grows: professionally, psychologically, spiritually. For all of these, it could be said I am growing on the surface of rock. I imagine that there are others like me – rock-botherers and rock-witches alike, and I wonder where they might be hiding.

Geological processes are, in many ways and with a bit of imagination, human processes. We are – in many ways – kin. We too are subject to weathering and erosion, we know what it’s like to face pressure, we know that personal transformation can happen when the heat is applied. We know how it feels to be in a state of attrition, or to suddenly collapse. We also know how desirable qualities or stresses accreted over time can enlarge us or threaten us. We know how it feels to perceive a fault line that runs through us and threatens to undermine everything that we are, or to be aware of what our single point of failure is – our key weakness that needs constant shoring up.

Weathering Well

Weathering is a type of decay. It breaks us into parts – further parts than even a psychology of multiple selves can imagine – and the many ways that we can erode can be both diminishing and refining. It might be the first rule of geology that erosion always wins, but it is also true that the weathering action of time is always – without let-up – agitating us, provoking us, refining us, into more interesting shapes. From totem-pole hoodoos to granular grus, rock pillars, arches and flamboyant tors, our planet is covered in the visible spectacle of weathered rocks: some balancing precariously on others, some creating strange windows through which to view the landscape in new ways, some on their way to disappearing altogether into nothing more than granule and grit.

Perhaps the final word then is best saved not for bedrock, or tors, or the great canyons of the world, but for humble regolith; the vast but largely hidden, unconsolidated rocky material that blankets the earth, and whose upper layer we call soil. In mining terms, what constitutes everything above an exploitable reservoir or mineral seam is known as the overburden or waste, regolith included. We too may feel that all of our weathered material is the overburden on what would otherwise be a productive or more beautiful life, but of course this is to miss the point entirely. It is through regolith that our underground aquifers are recharged with the water of life. Regolith is the essential substrate for soil development, and for all life to burrow, root and grow. The presence of this weathered material is a vital part of the global ecosystem, and a reminder of all that remains jumbled, jagged and unconsolidated in ourselves, but from which life might still improbably flourish.

Rocks in their overgrown, embedded, cracked earthiness speak not of transcendence from decay, but immanence into it and through, towards a greater togetherness with all things. There can be no perfection or rising above all that is natural, only endless cycles of accumulation and erosion, disappearances and emergences played out on every conceivable scale. It is not our job to transcend our troubles and vulnerabilities, but to let the waters run through and over, and do their work. When something falls apart, another thing opens. We cannot know what will be better or worse, only that it will be different. Today’s ground was built on what came before – for better or worse – and geology knows this.

Weathering well, shape-shifting with something akin to grace, doesn’t mean you will turn out nicer and sweeter. This is not the way of rock. Your evolving form will continue to have its roughness, its sharp edges, its hag qualities. Weathering is not about becoming biddable, nor about ensuring a good karmic outcome. It is only about yielding as a form of active surrender to our next iteration. Weathering well does not guarantee reward or the promise of a better future, it’s only staying with the trouble. Anyone can and will weather, but weathering well necessitates a radical acceptance of all that will be revealed along the way and a commitment to stay true to your new shape. A fuller notion of how we weather is the necessary antidote to a culture obsessed with fixes and cures. Weathering recognises that in some areas of life we need a greater pursuit than curing the incurable. It is not fixes we need, but recovery towards truth. Some aspects of ourselves we may need to live with and manage, some griefs may linger, often the dis-ease we feel is not in our heads but is a function of the environment in which we live and its inequalities.

To weather well we may find that there are certain requisites. We must recognise and connect with other people on this journey so that we don’t feel lonely, because nothing weathers us faster than loneliness – it is the opposite of life. We must be heard, understood and acknowledged so that we can feel seen in what is happening to us. We must doggedly hold on to our curiosity, not hurried out of our difficulties but given space to explore and make sense of them. And we almost certainly will need something akin to hope. Without hope we are not weathered with dignity but eroded and carried off by despair. Lastly, we need to give ourselves and each other time. While everything takes place in time, weathering well needs time.

What am I saying, then? That weathering is something we feel. It is a process lived through the body. Weathering well is a process that moves us. So too, the land and our own feelings and stories. And our relationships and restorations. In the end, we can read about life and place, or we can get among it. To experience our own weathering is to experience the refinement of a life lived fully. It is to take living seriously, but to enjoy the playfulness of new shapes. There is no escaping this, no way of intellectualising it away. There is nothing else to be done but put down this book. Put your hands on rock. Feel the gravity of this life that is yours.
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