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Synopsis 

 

This thesis Perfect Motion: Walking, creativity and writing examines the 

relationship between walking, creativity and writing. My explorations started 

with a list of canonical writers who generated their best ideas while out for a 

walk and ended up amongst research studies such as that by a team at Stanford 

University proving that walking positively influences the generation of creative 

ideas (Oppezzo & Schwartz, 2014, p.1142). The questions this thesis addresses, 

in a creative manner, are: How does walking affect creativity? And how does that 

creativity affect the writing of stories?  

The investigation begins by considering the evolutionary basis for the 

symbiosis between human bipedal locomotion and the generation of ideas, and 

how this link developed over millions of years to become a catalyst in the 

cognitive transformation of Homo erectus and then Homo sapiens. Here I refer to 

the work of Daniel Lieberman and Linda Gabora. I describe my own toddler son’s 

challenges in learning to walk as a personal reflection on how everyone has a 

connection to our species’ eternal desire to rise up and walk on two feet.  

 These evolutionary observations lead to an inquiry into the neuroscience 

of humankind’s most creative mindset, the flow state, and how walking is the 

simplest way to generate this condition. Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, Merlin 

Donald, John Ratey and Arne Dietrich are four of the main sources raised in this 

section. My contemplations on personal experience with the flow state, in sports 

and hunting, creatively highlight flow’s capacity to transport anyone into a 

different, more open state of mind.  

 For four million years, heroes walked their journeys of discovery. I 

investigate how the archaic connection between walking, wisdom and self-

realisation has translated into one of humankind’s most powerful story 

structures: the journey narrative. Joseph Campbell, Stephen Mithen and Brian 

Boyd contribute to my argument in this chapter. To emphasize the connection 

between the walking journey and personal narrative I frame a walk that I 
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undertook during the Sierra Leonean civil war, in the classic hero’s journey 

structure. 

 The body is our interpreter of the world; our moving bodies bring the 

broader world to us. It’s a simple fact, easily ignored: walking engages us with 

the world. I investigate this through phenomenological philosophy and 

embodied cognition and use personal experiences with corporeal interpretations 

of life events to emphasize the moving body’s role in our understanding of 

reality. Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Evan Thompson add philosphical support in 

this area. 

 Every step you take is one second. Walking has helped create our sense of 

time, and time is essential to the telling of stories. Moreover, walking has the 

ability to release stories gathered in a landscape and a body. To bring these 

claims to life I recount times when I’ve felt time speed up and slow down 

dependent upon walking, and use a bush walk I took with my children to an 

Indigenous rock art site to support how stories stratified within a landscape are 

released as we move through it. In this chapter George Lakoff, Mark Johnson and 

Lera Boroditsky provide evidence around this assertation. 

 Pilgrimage has been practiced since at least the time of the Buddha, 2500 

years ago, and walking has been the preferred, and sometimes requisite, 

locomotion for pilgrims. I investigate the connection between walking 

pilgrimage and creativity through Victor and Edith Turner’s research into 

liminality and how walking can take you out of your everyday environment to 

generate new ideas. Using a series of personal pilgrimages, I emphasize how 

walking with purpose changes lives and perceptions.  

 Perseverance is one of writing’s most important, but least discussed, skills 

and walking is a way to energize that ability. By incorporating ideas around 

persistence and constancy from Haruki Murakami, Malcolm Gladwell and Damon 

Young into personal stories about tree planting and marathon running, I 

highlight the conjecture that anyone, with persistence, can become an expert.  

 Finally, by relating one of the most joyful walks in my life, a passage out of 

a hostage-taking situation in the Nepali Himalayas, I stress an aspect of walking 

that everyone can tap into: its ability to generate joy.  
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 The exegetical afterword to this thesis uses a series of walks to physically 

engage the reader with the felt body and asks them to consider my reflections on 

how this PhD submission adds to the body of knowledge on creative writing.   
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Introduction 

 

 

I walk, therefore I am 

 

 

 

I rise. I rise and take my place between the earth and sky. Standing tall on two 

legs, chest high and chin up. I breath and let the world in. I am a pillar, a 

receptacle and a witness to the world.  

My lungs relax and release, air whistling easily over chapped lips. My 

balance shifts and I fall forward. The descent accelerates but my left foot swings 

in a kinetic arc and my centre rolls over the traveling leg. The forward energy 

dissipates and balance returns. For the blink of an eye I’m caught between two 

worlds of motion, left and right, and in that between state I float in equilibrium. 

Here is where the constancy lies, always there, just hidden, the still point 

between motion and stasis. Then the nudge of evolution transfers my gravity and 

I roll into another bodily descent. The drop quickens but I am fearless because 

infinite repetition has instilled me with the confidence of ages.  

This paired choreography continues – one, two, one, two – tension and 

compression. There’s a subtle rhythm to the married tip, tap of feet and heart, a 

measured swing as legs and arms undulate through space and time. I move and 

in this action I am transformed from witness to actor. To move in the world, to 

activate this charged body is to take control. To be dynamic and engaged is to 

create our reality.   
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The opposed sweep of dual pendulums, a linked series of falls and 

resurrections, the ebb and flow of appendages, this is walking. Each individual 

piece of this moving puzzle is laboured and dangerous, one misstep, an 

overcorrection and I am on the ground with bruises. But this deft sequence of 

connected stumbles, a sine curve of human motion, has the grace of peril about 

it. Back and forth and onwards the reel and throw of feet, hips, shoulders and 

head, all combine to create our species’ most fundamental dance. 

 These elegant steps, and every one of them is a masterpiece, are a portal 

into our antiquity, the sheer audacity of this towering movement is magic. The 

thought that our distant ancestors decided it was a good idea to stand on two 

legs, shift their weight and move forward shimmers with brilliance, but madness 

and genius are close associates and I can imagine the looks on our other 

predecessors’ burly faces when the cocky bastard rose up onto those two hind 

legs to snatch a piece of glowing fruit and then shuffled two paces more to grab 

another. Some were thinking the fool is going to fail, others laughed at the 

physical comedy. There were a few who shivered realizing how she was 

exposing herself to the elements, because when we walk we are vulnerable not 

just to the environment but to friends and foes. Animals stay on four legs and 

protect their soft underbellies, but genus Homo stood tall and walked upright, 

face first into the future, heroic before the challenge. One, then two, three, then 

entire families saw the mad brilliance of rising up and they weren’t afraid of 

being vulnerable, because great art, great decisions, great ideas always expose us 

to the worst and best. To move ahead you must be tested, to walk strong you 

can’t be afraid, you need the confidence of believing you won’t tumble and have a 

sabre tooth tiger rip the heart from your bared chest. It took five million years of 
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falling and rising for us to become who we are, but we persevered and in that 

persistence lies the accumulation of ingenuity that is at the heart of our progress. 

But we don’t walk with the burden of history, walking in the now is not 

about advancing the species. One stride to the next is about pure movement, the 

wonder of being, the ecstasy of doing, and with that is the joy of independence 

and adventure. With those steps we cultivate spaciousness, and through that 

openness we grow into ourselves. From the toddler’s push off the easy chair and 

initial steps to the coffee table, to that very first sprint to goal with a ball at your 

feet, to that sunset stroll with the one you love, to the clutch of your child against 

your heaving chest as you walk them to sleep, even those last ultimate steps 

towards the great unknown; walking is joy and we all have the ability to tap into 

that essence.  

How often have you said to yourself in a time of stress, ‘I’ll just go out for 

walk to clear my head’ and you’ve set off on a stroll around the neighbourhood 

or through a park near work and within minutes the issue that had been getting 

under your skin, a tricky professional problem or a family conflict, starts to 

unravel and reveal itself as something that can be broken down and solved. The 

truth is that there are biochemical reasons why walking helps you regain 

perspective on life. 

How about when you’re walking or running with friends or just on your 

own and you find that over time your body and mind feel more at ease, you seem 

to drop into yourself. You get back home and there’s a glow about you; you look 

at your family afresh and the world is just a little better than when you left. 

Neuroscience can provide an explanation for that change in feeling. 
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Have you ever been involved in an intense class or seminar, the 

information stacking up, PowerPoint after PowerPoint, charts and figures, 

graphs and lists, and you come out of it shaking your head and thinking ‘what 

was that all about?’  But then lunchtime rolls around and you’ve gone for a 

wander and in the process of your easy step-by-step forward motion the pieces 

of that knowledge-laden puzzle start to click into place. It’s like the old video 

game Tetris, the blocks falling and you almost thinking them into position, and 

during your walk all that abstract information starts to make sense. Yes, there 

are psychological explanations for that too.  

These examples point towards walking and running’s power to help us 

learn, to alter our perception of time and space, and heighten our capacity to 

problem solve and create the stories that frame our lives. Walking and running 

are infinitely more than just about getting from point A to point B, we’ve all 

sensed it, but have been unable to apply words to the magic in the motion.  

The truth is that from the rise of Ardipithecus ramidus up onto two feet, to 

our first awareness of symbolic thought, to the axial age and the philosophers of 

ancient Greece, to the romantic thinkers of Victorian England, to Silicon Valley in 

the 21st century just about every major thinker, creator and leader has 

understood, consciously or unconsciously, that our most basic movement, our 

perfect motion, is a key to unlocking hidden powers in us all. 

Jesus, Buddha and Muhammad wandering their wildernesses (Armstrong, 

2001a, Theissen & Meez, 1998, Armstrong, 2001b). Aristotle treading the Lyceum 

with his students (Natale, 2013). Jean-Jacques Rousseau stating, ‘…my mind only 

works with my legs (Rousseau, 1953). Dickens on his 30-mile jaunts to far edges 

of London (Smiley, 2002). Jane Austen and her sisters tramping the Hampshire 
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downs (Tomalin, 1997). Darwin religiously marching his sand track at home in 

Kent (Wilson, 2017). Wordsworth’s thousands of poetic miles through the Lakes 

District (Gill, 1987). Queen Victoria in the Highlands of Scotland (Kerr, 1992). 

Henry David Thoreau using his feet as a form of civil disobedience (Thoreau 

2010). Einstein on the hills above Bern (Isaccson, 2008). Virginia Woolf striding 

Bloomsbury’s streets (Lee, 1999). Mahatma Gandhi and his stick wandering the 

length and breadth of India (Fischer, 1997). Churchill walking with destiny 

(Roberts, 2018). Kerouac, Snyder and Ginsberg trekking the wilds of the Sierra 

Nevada (Kerouac, 2006). Peter Matthiessen almost lost in the Himalayas 

(Matthiessen, 2016). Marina Abramovic pacing the Great Wall of China 

(Abramovic & Ulay, 1989). Steve Jobs and his incessant walking meetings around 

Palo Alto (Isaacson, 2011). 

Walking appears again and again when we examine outliers and originals, 

their lives and creative processes. But it isn’t just with historic genius that we 

observe this connection between bipedal motion and creativity because all of us 

have felt the transformative power of walking.  

It was while researching and writing my book Into the Heart of the 

Himalayas (2014) that I became aware of walking’s power. I spent five months 

alone trekking 2700 kilometres through the Western Himalayas. Remarkable 

incidents and insights occurred every day. It was a time of magic. The beauty of 

the land and the compassion of the people humbled me. Everything about that 

time is tinged with gold. 

But it wasn’t until I sat down and tried to write about the walk that I 

appreciated just how astonishing that series of events had been and no matter 

how I tried I was unable to capture on the page the wonder of those moments. I 
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became obsessed with finding the element that stitched environment, people and 

enchantment together. I considered each separately but none of them captured 

the mystery and so I came to believe that something had shifted in my 

perception during the trek that had facilitated those feelings. What had affected 

my cognition so wonderfully during that journey? The one thing I was doing to 

the extreme was walking; 6 to 10 hours a day, at altitude with a 25-kilogram 

pack. 

I began to investigate walking and was surprised at how many writers, 

artists, philosophers, scientists, businesspeople and world leaders incorporated 

walking in their daily routines. It became apparent, from the sheer number of 

influential people who declared their most original ideas and best decisions were 

revealed while walking, that there was a connection between rambling and 

creativity. In 2014, a study involving four experiments at Stanford University 

showed that walking led to increased creativity as measured by the Guilford’s 

alternate uses test and the compound remote associates test. The Stanford team 

said, ‘Walking opens up the free flow of ideas, and it is a simple and robust 

solution to the goals of increasing creativity and increasing physical activity’ 

(Oppezzo & Schwartz, 2014, p.1142).  

  However, when I looked deeper in search of exactly what it was about 

walking that encouraged this ‘free flow of ideas’ I discovered almost nothing 

written about it. It seemed incredible that such a basic connection between 

primary locomotion, thought and perception, a relationship that appeared to 

have had revolutionary impact on how we think, had no serious study on it. This 

led to years of research that revealed how walking is the foundation and the 

catalyst for humans to be their most creative, most satisfied and most open.  
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At the heart of my discoveries is that walking is what we are made to do. 

Our development into bipedal animals over five million years is an event coded 

so deep within us that although it can be easily ignored it is impossible to forget. 

Everything about how we function in this world, from our cognition, to the way 

we breath, how we eat, move, procreate, even how we defecate is built around a 

two-legged body that has pulled itself up off the ground and spent a hundred 

thousand generations perfecting how we interact with other humans and this 

planet.  

 Walking shapes the way we function in the world in three main ways; 

first, walking has been a stimulus and a medium for our cognitive development, 

we have grown wiser through walking and this has influenced and accelerated 

humanity’s creative capacity and thus our evolutionary progress. 

 Secondly, walking is intrinsic to our perception of the world. Through our 

bodies’ ability to interpret and adapt to our environment, we understand the 

world and our place in it. The past 50 years have seen a serious reconsideration 

of Descartian dualism and the realization that our bodies and our minds are not 

separate entities but symbiotic engines of the human experience. The walking 

body is our active interpreter of reality. 

Thirdly, walking has helped shape the narrative structures through which 

we understand our trajectory in life. Our earliest stories are, for so many of us, 

the toddling expeditions we made as two year olds across the back gardens of 

our childhoods. Our most basic and enduring narrative arc is based around just 

such journeys and for five million years all literal journeys were taken on foot. 

We walk into our story. 
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This thesis unravels these relationships by bringing together walking and 

recent research into evolutionary biology, biochemistry, flow states, 

phenomenology, embodied cognition, perception of time and space, the human 

urge to create, and how the most fitting narrative for our lives is the walking 

journey.  

The investigation around these observations and discoveries is woven 

into my own personal experience, a lifetime of walks and runs; from watching 

my son take his first steps to a four-month personal trekking odyssey across the 

Himalayas, from a deer hunt in the sub-boreal wilderness to cross country skiing 

on the World Cup circuit in arctic Sweden, from following the Camino de 

Santiago in Spain to running mountain marathons through the Canadian Rockies, 

and from escaping a hostage situation during the Maoist revolution in Nepal to 

hiking with my two sons to an Australian Aboriginal rock art site.  

These dozens of ordinary and extreme, yet intimate experiences of self-

propelled bipedal motion highlight that walking is much more than just putting 

one foot in front of the other, but it took years of research and contemplation to 

bring about the understanding I needed to give those feelings a life on the page.  

What is apparent to me now is a connection so simple and yet so intrinsic 

to our humanity that it has been overlooked. Walking is a framework, a catalyst 

and medium out of which human life on earth has evolved and fundamental to 

that is how creativity is the cornerstone of evolution and walking has been 

elemental in that progression.  

 Today we need walking more than ever. As our lives become increasingly 

hurried and ever more complex it is comforting and empowering to know that 

going for a walk, especially a mindful stroll conscious of humanity’s multi-million 
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year connection with the activity, brings us into contact with our history as 

arguably the Earth’s most evolutionarily successful species. Walking is what we 

are made to do; it is our perfect motion. 
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Chapter 1  

 

 

The evolution of walking and creativity 

 

 

 

I remember the first time I saw him walking; there were ghosts in the room, 

wisps of memory feeding off humanity’s eternal drive to rise onto two feet. Liam, 

my eldest son, had crawled across the parquet floor and pulled himself up to 

standing beside an Ikea bent plywood armchair. There he stood, oozing self-

satisfaction, finding confidence, clinging tightly to the seat. Sunshine was spilling 

through the windows. It was autumn, the light was soft and buttery, the colour of 

history.  

Liam at ten months old had always been ahead of the curve when it came 

to movement. He’d crawled early, he’d dragged himself up onto two feet well 

before his time, and now he had the ultimate challenge, placing one foot in front 

of the other in the most graceful and complicated series of balancing acts his 

young mind could imagine.  

In the face of the trial he was imperious. Standing tall, he looked down at 

his soft toys: a blue and white speckled whale shark from Te Papa Tongarewa 

museum in New Zealand; a brown and black floppy dog that reminded me of 

Bramble, my old beagle from childhood; and a one-eyed Curious George, the 
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trickster monkey. Fish to dogs to inquisitive chimps observed from above by 

two-footed humans; there it all was, assembled in the one room, our species’ ten-

million-year progression from aquatic organism to the bipedal peak of the 

evolutionary pyramid.  

Liam had in the previous few weeks made the paradigmatic shift from 

horizontal, four-legged crawler to vertical, two-legged stander. That 

transformation was a great leap upward and outwards. His perception and 

perspective had changed dramatically and from then on he was constantly 

looking for opportunities to pull himself higher. Returning to earth was a 

reversion; the restoration of his two-footed height a constant trial.  

Liam’s experience of humanity’s vertical destiny is a universal feeling. 

Humans don’t revert to four-legged reality unless forced through misfortune or 

curiosity (Foster, 2016). The shift he made from four legs to two over a period of 

months echoes our species’ own transition from tree-bound hominids to 

perpetual walkers.  

 

 

New perspectives 

 

The rising of our distant ancestors onto those initially unsteady hind legs opened 

up a new world, a reality not dominated by a horizon of continuous tall grass but 

by distant lines of tree-dotted hills interspersed with herds of wild animals. The 

authority of height separated us from the creatures below, those who had once 

shared our perspective were transformed from associates to sustenance. Height 
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broadened our world, and with that increase in breadth and depth cognitive 

expansion was inevitable.  

Liam’s rise shifted his viewpoint. He’d moved from staring at people’s 

shins to looking into their faces. His reading of the world altered from the planar 

outlook of the cot or pram, staring at the ceiling, to seeing a far-off edge of the 

earth intersected by a vertical foreground of hills, trees, buildings and humans. 

This is how the world presents to bipeds. This is the elevated angle of 

observation from which we have built our sensory systems. Over the past four 

million years it has become so integral to our understanding of the world that it’s 

taken for granted, and yet this meeting of vertical and horizontal outlooks frames 

everything we do.  

That single angle of observation, although heightened, is static. The world 

from a standing position is one from which we understand reality as a viewer, 

not an actor. As humans we participate in our environment and over many 

millions of years we have adapted to the point where, for better or worse, we are 

able to name an entire epoch of the earth’s history after ourselves – the 

Anthropocene – the age when humanity directly affected the planet’s 

ecosystems. But to fulfil that promise of global authority, to engage with the 

world that every child now has the ability to manipulate, we have to throw 

ourselves into the complex motion my son was contemplating.  

Liam stood straight and solid on the edge of our old Persian rug. His 

shoulder leaned into the Scandinavian armchair. It was a seat that I had 

assembled, and I knew it didn’t carry enough weight to function as a stable pillar.  

I was lying on an Indian carpet enjoying the sunshine and listening to 

Miles Davis, thinking about Delhi and the shop where I had purchased the rug, 
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the haggling and cups of tea, the smell of subcontinental incense and unwashed 

male bodies; a memory a long way from suburban fatherhood. It was one of 

those great parental moments – sharing time with my son as he pushed himself 

to the edge of his physical and perceptual capabilities. 

Liam looked steadier than the chair. His gaze was hard ahead, focused on 

the coffee table two metres away across the carpet. A distance less than my own 

height, but to him a glacial traverse requiring specialist skills.  

He pushed off, primed for those first steps, but with his applied pressure 

the chair moved and the purchase his forward motion had relied on slipped 

away. For a second, he was poised in mid-air. His point of constancy had shifted 

and he was left surprised, standing alone and unaided on two wobbly legs. His 

eyes opened wide, there was a flicker of fear and a hint of interest; the universal 

fascination with danger. I made a lunge to grab him before the inevitable, but it 

was too late. His chubby knees buckled and he crumpled in a heap on the floor. 

Almost before he hit the carpet a wail had gone up and his bunched fists beat the 

ground in frustration.  

This was humanity for millions of years; walking, falling, climbing again, 

and doggedly reattempting to ascend to our true height and purest motion. This 

is our nature, we keep at it, we experiment, we consider, we fail, some of us 

adjust and some of us die. This is the basis of adaptation. The ones who didn’t get 

up and try again were eaten by prehistoric cave bears or frozen in the glacial ice.  

Liam was frustrated by the fall. He cried and wailed, kicked out at the 

chair as if Swedish engineering was to blame for his setback. I held him as he 

wriggled, as his energy slowed, then he pushed away from me and gathered 

himself for the next attempt.  
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He got up. The drive to rise was deep in him, but it was complemented by 

something just as basic: an undying belief in ultimate success. All babies have it; 

we are built to walk. The construction of this body has taken epochs, millions of 

years – trillions of attempts, trillions of failures and yet it always works because 

we are loaded with the memory of success.  

 

 

What we’re built to do 

 

In the blasted dry heat of northern Kenya, along the shores of Lake Turkana in 

2007, a team of archaeologists discovered a set of fossilised footprints. Two 

years of analysis into the dozen 1.5 million-year-old prints revealed they were 

the tracks of a group of Homo erectus adults and children walking across a 

muddy, uneven surface close to the great salt lake (Bennett et al., 2009, p.1197). 

I can imagine the hot dry wind picking at the sweat accumulating on their 

scalps. I can feel the ooze of mud rising viscously between their toes. I can sense 

the responsibilities and love that come with travelling long distances in a tight-

knit clan. What is difficult for me to place is the freedom that walking had gifted 

those people, because this is the first species that archaeologists can prove were 

truly bipedal.  

Homo erectus, our direct ancestor, was the culmination of millions of 

years of adaptation, a process that molded our current bodily form; a structure 

that works perfectly for the fluid, two-footed motion our existence depends 

upon.  
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 However, the story of our body’s bipedal development begins over three 

million years before the Lake Turkana prints. Ardipithecus ramidus is the first 

hominid that researchers can say with precision spent at least some time 

walking upright (Lieberman, 2014).  Ardi, as the species is commonly known 

(the nickname bestowed on its one incomplete skeleton), was not a constant 

walker. She fluctuated between upright motion and apelike four-appendage 

bounding or knuckle walking. 

 Ardi displays significant physical differences to earlier hominids, such as 

a short, sideways facing pelvis.  Harvard paleoanthropologist Daniel Lieberman 

says, ‘This sideways orientation is a crucial adaptation for bipedalism because it 

allows muscles on the side of the hips (the small gluteals) to stabilize the upper 

body over each leg during walking when only one leg is on the ground’ 

(Lieberman, 2014). This key modification enables us to stride with only slight 

movement in our hips and the great majority of our energy focused on forward 

motion. Comparatively when walking upright apes sway awkwardly from side to 

side using precious energy to stabilize their unbalanced upper bodies. 

 Ardi’s spine had also adapted to bipedal motion by transforming from the 

ape’s single, load-bearing arc to the s-shaped curve of interlocking wedge-

formed bones we now possess. This shifted the chest into a balanced position 

directly above the hips and stabilised body weight over her centre of gravity 

(Lieberman, 2014). 

 Another major adaptation was Ardi’s nearly vertical neck, as opposed to a 

chimpanzee’s which emerges from the back of their skulls at a slightly flattened 

angle. Again, this worked to centre Ardi’s weight over her pelvis and legs. 

Everything was evolving towards creating a vertical balance.  
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 But she was not yet a constant walker. Ardi’s feet are proof of this. Like an 

ape’s they were densely muscled and possessed a divergent big toe (for climbing 

trees). When walking she probably kept her weight along the outer edge of her 

foot rather than pronating to the inside as human’s do (Lieberman, 2014). 

 Three thousand millennia later and the Lake Turkana Homo erectus 

footprints display crucial adaptations to upright, long-legged motion. The prints 

have heel marks, insteps and toes similar to our own. Since the time of Ardi we 

developed thin, tightly grouped toes and an arch linking our forefoot and heels, 

adaptations that could only have progressed as humans accepted and then 

adapted to be full-time walkers. Gone is the gripping big toe – no need now to 

climb trees. Along the underside of the foot the instep has risen to become the 

arch. This is the most significant podiatric modification because the soft tissues 

within the arc spread ground contact forces over a longer time period, thus 

reducing fatigue, but also storing the energy of those forces and returning it in 

the next step.  

The Lake Turkana prints indicate that the Homo erectus foot performed in 

almost the same way as our own feet; the heel first touching the ground then the 

weight transferring along the arch and onto the ball of the foot before pushing off 

from the forefoot and toes (Bennett et al., 2012, p.1201).  It’s an elegant but 

extremely complex motion. Moreover, the consistency of action between the 

prints highlights that the group were all performing the same vertical, bipedal 

action, walking tall and strong, together as a family across the African savannah. 
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A free hand to create 

 

Liam’s hands, his chubby fingers like tiny weisswurst, gripped the blonde wood 

of the armchair again. The tears and failure were forgotten. He was back on task, 

but this time I was sitting in the chair to give it added weight and stability.   

He pumped his knees with excitement. I’d seen that before, the up and 

down motion, testing the muscles that would propel him forward. Was there 

some deep-seated memory or urge to move that way? Already he’d spent 

thousands of hours observing his parents moving around him. He had seen how 

our legs pivoted back and forth, one foot at a time flexing and striding, the fluid 

roll of appendages, arms and legs in unison, simple and visually effortless. 

Standing, supported by the chair, he was trying to imitate us, knees tensing, torso 

jigging, his whole body shaking ever so slightly.  

He let out an eager ‘Oooo’; not the contented exhalation he produced 

when getting the attention he needed, nor the high-pitched whine that indicated 

he was unhappy with his parent’s support. This was a low, pursed-lipped sound 

accompanied by a narrowing of his eyes. It was the hum of concentration. He 

looked up at me, lifted a hand and pointed, not at anything in particular, just an 

open-handed gesture to his father. But there it was, one hand unbound, ready to 

perform his will. There was another excited outbreath and then his hand 

returned to the armrest. He was smiling and flexing his knees again. 

Possibly he was deliberating about the mechanics of forward motion, but 

in that moment I imagine his focus was on the newfound freedom of his hands. 

Liberated from their duties as propulsion for crawling, they were a pair of 

servants ready to perform their master’s will.  
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I could understand his excitement. I leaned over, pressed my forehead 

against his and slipped my hand around the back of his silken-haired skull. I felt 

his humid warmth, the pulse of a racing artery, a slight tremble; sensations I still 

feel when launching into something new, intimidating and not quite known. His 

left hand slipped over my right, tiny perfect fingers clasped hard around mine.   

Dedicated, nimble, gripping hands, these are something we take for 

granted, but it wasn’t until Homo erectus’ appearance that the first archaeological 

evidence for sophisticated, task-specific stone tools began to appear. Hominids 

had been using tools since the time of Homo habilis (2.4 million years ago) but 

Homo erectus took their forebears’ simple, single-faced stone pieces and 

improved on them significantly (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2010, p.280). As Yuval 

Harari has said, ‘the more things these hands could do the more successful their 

owners were, so evolutionary pressure brought about an increasing 

concentration of nerves and finely tuned muscles in the palms and fingers’ 

(Harari, 2014, p.9).  

With their free hands they created tools for individual jobs; skilled 

makers honed multiple edges using different techniques, customising utensils for 

skinning animals, cutting fruit, making spear points or breaking nuts and bones. 

Hands followed specific instructions to create objects drawn from abstract 

mental projections. Neuroanthropologist Merlin Donald has written ‘…hand 

control involves, for the first time in evolution, a coming together of visual, 

tactile and proprioceptive feedback on the same action. Hand control may be 

considered as the crossing of the biological Rubicon’ (Donald, 1991, p.145). With 

the focusing of the three senses on the same task fine motor skills began to 

develop. 
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What this task-specific fabrication indicates is that Homo erectus was the 

first species to display a mature level of creativity. This is supported by evidence 

that they lived in complex social situations, in stable, seasonal habitats and 

perfected long-distance hunting strategies involving large game (Kaufman & 

Sternberg, p.281). Crafting tools for individual purposes requires the creator to 

imagine a goal, analyse and create a plan for the work to be done, and project 

those needs onto a raw material. They then need to construct the tool using 

techniques learned from other makers, adapted to the specifics of a particular 

material. All these elements require reflection and prediction, which indicates 

learning and contemplation were part of Homo erectus’ life. Free hands were the 

medium through which this creativity found form, but walking was a primary 

catalyst in the long transition to original thought. 

‘Walking and creativity are distinctly connected,’ says Liane Gabora, a 

specialist on evolution and creativity at the University of British Columbia. She 

believes that when we rose up onto two legs and freed our hands to manipulate 

objects, bipedalism and creative thought became intrinsically linked. She has 

said: 

 

“As we began to walk on two legs and stopped using our hands for 

locomotion… [w]e could manipulate objects with precision and modify 

our environment to a greater extent than any other species. Over 

thousands of generations, bipedalism and creative thought developed in 

conjunction with one another.” (Gabora cited in Rubenstein, 2015)  

 

The questions then arise as to why, after millions of years of innate four-legged 

acceptance of our Rift Valley environment, human energy coalesced on this idea 

of bipedal motion, and why this movement upwards and forwards had such a 
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radical effect on how we understood and interacted with the world. The truth is 

we were pushed into it. Homo habilis’ simple life in East Africa came to a grinding 

halt and we were forced out of our ancestral homeland and off on an epic 

million-year walking migration across multiple continents.  

 

 

Climate change and creativity 

 

There is strong evidence that climate change was the catalyst for our bodily 

transition to long-distance walkers and our exodus out of Africa. Mark Maslin, a 

geographer from University College London, found that lake basins in the Great 

Rift Valley showed indications of dramatic and rapid climate change 

approximately 2.5 million years ago, and again at 1.7 million years ago.  

 

“These freshwater lakes can fill up or disappear with changes in rainfall,” 

he said. “We found that these particular periods, or ‘pulses’, when the 

lakes come and go correlate directly with major changes in human 

evolution. The two records are absolutely compatible.” (Maslin cited in 

Handwerk, 2014) 

  

The earth’s climate fluctuates over a 20,000-year cycle between very wet and 

very dry dependent upon a noted variation in the earth’s solar orbit. According 

to Peter B. de Menocal of Columbia University, dramatic dry periods occurred 

from 3 to 2.5 million years ago and then again a million years later (Handwerk, 

2014).  These dry cycles correlate with the disappearance of east African forests 

and the growth of savannah grasslands – that first cycle relates to hominids’ 

initial shift towards bipedal locomotion and the rise of the Homo genus. The 
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reduction of forest would have necessitated this movement away from dedicated 

quadruped motion. The second major dry cycle again relates to a reduction of 

vegetative resources in the Rift Valley and through this phase we see the 

beginnings of humanity’s great migration.  

Researchers also believe this second extreme period of climate change 

brought about an alteration in the hominin diet.  

 

“Around 2 million years ago, looking at the teeth of Homo, you see a diet 

that’s split 50-50 between grasses and other foods,” says de Menocal. “So 

there is increasing geochemical evidence for changes in diet that indicate 

greater flexibility including carcass processing, large migrations and 

behavioural changes that really seem to indicate a different mode of 

living”. (de Menocal cited in Handwerk, 2014) 

 

Climate change forced humans to move, and through that migration hominids 

were driven to adjust to constantly changing environments. It’s this constant 

adaptation to new locations that brought about an increase in cognition and a 

consequent growth in brain size. Homo erectus’s brain was 25 per cent larger 

than Homo habilis (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2010, p.280). 

 Walking across the savannah sounds romantic; striding for hundreds of 

kilometres day after day over open grassland, blue skies above and herds of 

animals grazing on distant shimmering hills. This, however, was not our 

ancestors’ reality because they were long-term climate refugees walking in 

search of a new land that could offer food security in an unpredictable 

ecosystem. Over every ridge was new hope, but on the other side of every copse 

or outcrop, down dry riverbeds and stark canyons there were predators that 

considered hominids prey. It was a time of incredible challenge and adaptation 

for the entire species.  
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  This is walking not as pleasure but as a continual physical and mental 

trial. Homo erectus’s walking was a process of differentiation – through 

encountering new environments, and integration – by learning from those 

ecologies and creating home in frequently changing locations. Such a process is 

analogous with the American psychologist Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of 

growth through complexity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). By engaging in an activity, 

such as long-distance walking, which provides a sense of discovery and pushes a 

person to higher levels of performance, a state of flow, where the individual’s 

attention is gathered on a single achievable goal, develops.  

As Csikszentmihalyi says: ‘Following a flow experience, the organization 

of the self is more complex than it had been before. It is by becoming more 

complex that the self might be said to grow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). In this 

broad sense Homo erectus was in a heightened state of awareness, adaptation 

and growth for thousands of generations while migrating across Asia and 

Europe. Of course, the entire genus didn’t exist in a constant state of flow but the 

physical and mental challenges that hominids had to overcome through these 

migrations existed for thousands of millennia and this was an element in 

bringing about accelerated cognitive growth in the species.  

 

Liam looks at me again, his hands dancing on the armrest, right one on, left one 

off, then switch. He’s testing his balance, seeing just what he’s capable of. He 

nods his head; the thin golden light catches his white blond hair and gifts him a 

silky halo. His hand rests on mine, his fingers clasping and unclasping. His bare 

feet tapping on the hardwood floor. The energy in his little body is palpable.  

Letting go with his right hand he turns ninety degrees until he’s parallel to 
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me. Now he’s looking forward across the faded Persian rug towards the garden 

behind the sliding glass doors. He bounces and takes a step, still holding the 

armrest with his left hand. Then he releases. Another step and into free flight. 

Then another. This is true flow, the challenge of the new, but through an activity 

that he knows deep inside is his own. One more step, two more and then he 

teeters, like a sky-stretched cedar, before the impact of the feller’s axe. He moves 

his hands searching for permanence, but there’s nothing there. He tries to turn, 

looking for me, gets halfway round, but then the perfect, two-legged balance he’d 

so beautifully understood leaves him. A roll of the head, a glance to Dad and then 

a smile. A beaming grin as he falls, solid in his knowledge that he has this. He is a 

walker.   

 

 

How did we do it? 

 

Homo erectus is responsible for some of humanity’s most significant evolutionary 

leaps – creativity, radically increased brain size and cognitive abilities, and 

sophisticated strategies to adapt to changing environments. How did these 

prodigious changes come about? What were the psychological factors that gave 

us the ability to move into a radical new era of understanding?  

Two theories work as an explanation. The appearance of sophisticated 

stone tools in multiple sites across the habitat of Homo erectus implies a 

newfound ability to imitate, and this indicates the onset of a theory of mind – the 

capacity to reason and understand the mental states of others (Kaufman & 

Sternberg, 2010, p.281). From a creativity perspective this is crucial: to be able 
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to project yourself into the mind of another human or animal is elemental in the 

development of imagination. Learning from the mistakes of others and 

improving on the successes of associates is the foundation of our inexorable rise 

as a species. Moreover, being able to empathise with another, to feel their joy or 

pain, to connect with that emotion and its relationship to a sequence of events is 

the basis of story. 

Ellen Dissanayake of the University of Washington has suggested that the 

ability to create and an aptitude in producing beautiful things helped individuals 

who possessed such skill to survive better than individuals or groups who lacked 

it: 

 

Somewhere in this continuum of hominid evolution will have arisen a 

behavioral tendency that helped individuals who possessed it [the ability 

to create art] (and by extension the social group whose members had it) 

to survive better than individuals and groups who lacked the tendency. 

(Dissanayake, 1992, p.42) 

 

Liam was a great imitator, he still is. I can remember him looking at me from his 

cot. I would smile, he would smile. I would point at him and he would point at 

me. As a parent there was joy in that, a tiny face imitating you. I was seeing 

myself in miniature, and in that lay a selfish thought – I was seeing my own 

continuum, my body living on, enduring through Liam.  

 Another theory on the advent of human creativity posits that during the 

long transition from Homo habilis to Homo erectus a shift in cognition occurred 

from an episodic to a mimetic system of cognition. In episodic reality Homo 

habilis was aware of the significance of life episodes, but after the event could 

not, without environmental cues, retrieve and augment that memory (Donald, 
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1991, p.163).  Essentially Homo habilis was reactive, unable to plan more than 

the most basic life functions.  

In mimetic reality Homo erectus’ cognitive powers increased rapidly as we 

developed a bodily-based system of communication. It is generally agreed among 

archaeologists that Homo erectus did not possess verbal language. What is 

suggested is that erectus created a sophisticated mimetic/bodily form of 

communication (Donald, 1991, p.164). Homo erectus utilised enactment to 

communicate but also to interpret and give meaning to life events and this 

paradigmatic shift in reflection and analysis led to a radical modification in our 

cognitive abilities. 

This bodily interpretation of experiences links with the highly physical 

nature of erectus’ seasonally nomadic existence, but it also indicates social 

cohesion through the need for hominids to communicate within the group. There 

was an impulse for Homo erectus to connect with others and in this lies the origin 

of the human story.  

Liam’s attempts to walk were punctuated by bouts of silence and extreme 

concentration, then a chattering, manic commentary to himself or on occasion to 

his mother or me. This was his own language, something he had created. His 

hands and body would join with the words, it was a physical play bursting with 

the knowledge he was taking in every day.  

Emotion was a significant component of the performance and his drive to 

learn. The chatter and hush were manifestations of the intensity of his 

experience. The joy of standing, the despair of falling, the elation of first steps, 

everything was heightened, pushed to new levels of feeling. Isn’t this what we all 

experience in those key life moments? And isn’t this one of our great impetuses: 
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to create; to strive to be heard; to dig deep into humanity’s wants, needs and 

desires and reflect those in stories that empower, entertain, change the listener’s 

reality and bring an audience to greater understanding? 

It’s hard to conceive of Liam’s desolation at failing in those first attempts 

at walking, in an activity that every fibre of his being was telling him he had the 

power to control. As adults, when was the last time we had something taken 

from us that could only be described as an elemental part of our being? Losing an 

appendage or a sense may be the closest. If we were blinded or deafened, we 

would be distraught, and yet there was Liam kicking and thrashing at failure and 

then, slowly, gathering himself for the next attempt at true motion. How could I 

not be inspired by the tenacity and undying drive of my own son? 

Each attempt at two-footed propulsion added another block to his stack 

of bipedal knowledge. His first step was getting to standing, then there was 

standing without the stability of hands on an armrest or coffee table, then the 

flighty steps between chairs and tables, and eventually independent walking. 

Liam’s initiation into walking was a microcosm of humanity’s own million-year 

journey onto two moving feet.  

Homo erectus’ increase in brain size and the advent of mimetic forms of 

cognition also initiated what Merlin Donald called a ‘self-triggered recall and 

rehearsal loop’ – SRRL (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2010, p.280). This ability enabled 

Homo erectus to, without prompting, access past experiences and project and 

modify those occurrences into the future. Long term planning became possible; 

migrations following seasonal food sources began to occur.  

It has also been suggested by Churchland and Sejnowski that 

remembrance became more attuned to detail during this period (Kaufman & 
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Sternberg, 2010, p.282). Recollections would mesh and form overlapping 

matrixes of experience; accumulated memories of a particular season amassed 

over many years could link with musings on place, food, relationships or other 

significant life events and these could be drawn upon in new patterns related to 

differing contemporary situations. This is the dawn of continuous creativity; 

retrieving prior experiences and editing them into a real-time stream of thought. 

For storytelling this is the stuff of genesis. Interpreting events from a complex 

and layered past and understanding the lessons learned from those enabled 

humanity to create narratives along an infinite timeline. 

 By 1.6 million years ago Homo erectus had walked out of Eastern Africa 

and settled as far afield as South East Asia. By 1.4 million years ago our forebears 

were moving across Europe. It was our species’ peripatetic wandering that 

brought humans into contact with new environments and infinitely original 

challenges. Walking was the vehicle for change, and although the processes 

behind the results of the great migrations are still debated, it is the adaptation 

forced upon us over a million and a half years of roaming that molded us into the 

creative beings we are today.  

 

 

Cognition and walking 

 

‘We learn a place and how to visualize spatial relationships, as children, on foot 

and with imagination. Place and the scale of space must be measured against our 

 bodies and their capabilities.’ 

    Gary Snyder, Practice of the Wild (Snyder, 1999) 
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When it comes to their children, parents in the developed world have a fear of 

screens. I am one of them. I have an unfounded anxiety that the tablet computer 

has the ability to trap my kids, hold them in its steely blue gaze and force them 

into conformity. I feel almost powerless to battle my children’s digital addiction. 

In my floundering incapability I take heart in remembering the first few years of 

their lives.  

After Liam stood and began his walking journey there was no holding him 

back. We set up barriers all over the house; we worried he would walk into the 

stairwell, into plate glass windows, stride face-first into a baking hot oven. The 

house began to resemble an indoor racetrack, with crash pads on every corner. 

Despite our feeble attempts at ordering and shielding his realm he was 

frenetically walking his space – it was how he engaged with his rapidly 

expanding world. He wasn’t riding a bike or driving a car, he wasn’t reading to 

understand his domain and he certainly wasn’t tapping away on a computer – he 

was deep in the one gloriously exploratory movement we all share. The bulk of 

the staggering amount of information we take in, process and store during those 

critical first three to four years of life happens on foot.  

 When a baby is born its brain has over 100 billion neurons (Graham, 

2001), the specialised nerve cells that are the basic structural and functional 

units of the nervous system. These are the cells that make the world 

comprehensible to us. Those 100 billion neurons are approximately the same 

number that an adult possesses; however, for a baby, over the next few years she 

has to develop synapses, or connections, between the neurons. The synapses 

relate to experience and are essential for the development of human cognition.  

Recent research has shown that to get the most out of learning in their 
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early years, a baby is driven to experience as much as possible. This is because 

the stability and strength of their synaptic connections depends on the constant 

firing of signals across those contacts (National Academy of Sciences, 2000, 

p.186). The more experiences we gain the more synapses will fire.  

Synapse production peaks around the same time that babies are learning 

to walk. ‘[I]n the prefrontal cortex (the area of the brain where higher-level 

cognition takes place), a very different picture emerges. Here the peak of 

overproduction occurs at around one year of age…’ (National Academy of 

Sciences, 2000, p.187). Those first years of human development are an 

unprecedented time of open learning and experimentation. 

At birth the number of synapses per neuron is around 2,500. By between 

two and three years of age that number increases to 15,000 per neuron (Graham, 

2001).  The hectic, almost hyperactive physical and mental learning that babies 

and toddlers exhibit is a reflection of the child’s drive to fulfil its existential need 

to learn through experience.  

Walking, especially in the hyperaware atmosphere of early childhood, in 

environments that are constantly new and changing, is an accelerant for 

cognitive development. Our bodies are how we experience and make sense of the 

world. For a child this is especially so because these bodily engagements actually 

affect the way our nascent cognition systems develop. The French philosopher 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty talked about the importance of this bodily 

understanding of the world in his ground-breaking work, Phenomenology of 

Perception (1945): ‘to understand is to experience [epouver] the accord between 

what we aim at and what is given, between the intention and the realization – 

and the body is our anchorage in the world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p.163). For a 
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preverbal child in the process of learning to walk, this is doubly so. Without 

language to share and evaluate the experience, these encounters are understood 

and stored as physical happenings. Our first years of experience are not 

analytically dissected but felt and collected within our bodies.  

Walking is a child’s first practice of true independence. Through walking 

we have all experienced the world in a whole-of-body state; moving, hearing, 

seeing, smelling, tasting and touching, all of these activities bringing bright, 

pulsing information into a malleable brain/body structure. At our house, out in 

the garden Liam’s face lit up every time he processed another revelation on the 

edge of the flowerbed, beside the vegetable patch or behind the sun-bleached 

picnic table. I was reminded of those experiments you do as a school kid down at 

the beach, focusing on a square metre of tidal pool and counting the species 

concentrated within it: crabs, fish, mussels, shells, starfish, the list goes on and 

on. The more you look the more you find. The discoveries get broader and 

deeper. Liam’s lifelong experience of understanding his environment and where 

he fitted into it began with a foot-bound traverse of the back garden and the five 

rooms of our little house. It was within the confines of that well-loved family 

space that he started being at home in the world.  

 

 

The other end of life 

   

Children in those first few years are the epitome of humanity’s ability to learn 

and grow. Genus Homo in its million years of wandering was, like Liam in his first 

two years in the garden, moving, learning, sharing. Brains were growing, 
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cognition was increasing. This was the joy and tragedy of experimentation, the 

truth of learning through experience. And with every hero’s journey across the 

grass and off into the marigolds, a tale was brought back, a non-verbal 

recounting of lessons learned and episodes carried home.  

 Walking is a medium and a tool through which to engage with the world, 

gain understanding and process those encounters. But the opposite of this 

explosion in comprehension can occur towards the end of life.  

 I think of my father. As a young man he was a sportsman with great talent 

in rugby and a championship golfer. I know that I’ve inherited much of my own 

enjoyment in movement, sport and the outdoors from him. But in the early 

2000s he fell while working on top of a wall in his garden and suffered a 

compression fracture in his lower spine. Dad got on with life, following his 

personal mantra of, ‘If you ignore it, it’ll go away.’  

The pain didn’t disappear, however, and slowly his back degenerated. He 

began to walk less and to take higher doses of painkillers. Eventually he had to 

give up golf. It was a big blow. Striding out across the manicured lawns of a golf 

course had been a huge part of his life. A few years later, he also had to 

relinquish his walks to the local pub to watch international rugby matches. His 

world was contracting. 

 Then, in his early eighties, he fell while trying to retrieve some groceries 

from the back seat of his car, displacing a vertebra in the process. He couldn’t 

move; the pain was excruciating. He called his partner and somehow they 

managed to get him upstairs to their apartment. He had so much pain getting 

into and out of bed that he retired permanently to his easy chair in the living 

room. His body became paired with a thickly upholstered Lazyboy; he slept 
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fitfully between its arms, ate his meals in it and once or twice a day hobbled to 

the bathroom.  

Now, his days are spent watching TV. My father the former sportsman has 

become my father the television sports addict. Although incapable of movement 

without great pain, he moves vicariously through a thousand professional 

athletes on pitches and fields, links and rinks around the world. When I watch a 

game with him, I see his hands move in the motion of a tightly spiralled rugby 

pass. When an ice hockey defenceman ploughs a forward into the boards, my 

father’s long-neglected muscles contract involuntarily. When a golf pro tees off, I 

can almost see dad’s gaze following the ball out across the dunes of St Andrews.  

The movement memory is still alive, itching for the body to rise again. He 

yearns for that feeling, the dip and weave, the pass and run or, most 

fundamentally, the simple two-legged forward motion we all evolved with. The 

vestiges of movement are relived over and over again. My father, just like my 

son, and all of us, is still searching for the creativity and grace that comes from 

performing a physical activity beautifully.  
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Chapter 2 

 

 

The neuroscience of creative movement 

 

 

 

When I was sixteen my friend Mike invited me on a deer hunt to an area he and 

his father Darcy knew well. The plan on the first day was to tramp three 

kilometres through thick coastal bush to a long, narrow swamp, then edge 

around it and climb to a berry patch that rose on the southern side of a 

horseshoe-shaped hollow. In autumn, deer frequently lingered there muzzling 

through the moss and lichen, searching for the last of the season’s salmon 

berries. If we came at them quietly and upwind there was a good chance to get a 

clear shot.  

 That morning I was simultaneously eager about and loathing the idea of 

walking for hours through the soaking undergrowth. There was the anticipation 

of tracking a wild animal through virgin forest, but my head was in another 

space, I was suffering from the after effects of eight beers and a handful of 

whiskeys. The night before, ten men had gathered in the largest of the three 

caravans in our camp to consider the intricacies of the hunt. It was November in 

northern Canada, raining and close to freezing, but cases of cold lager appeared 
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and the click, pop and fizz of opening cans became a backbeat to the 

conversation.  

I was a rookie, so just kept my mouth shut and listened, but I recognised 

something beautiful about the detail in which the men recounted their 

experiences: there was pride without boasting, respect for the animal and an 

appreciation of what a kill could provide their families. But at the same time 

there was distance, it was still a sport, not a necessity.  

I’d never had much interest in hunting. I didn’t like the idea of killing 

things, but, growing up in rural Canada, I had a curiosity about guns and feral 

animals and the glowering, taxidermied heads of deer, moose and bear mounted 

in my schoolmates’ wood-panelled basements. Friends who had been on those 

long-weekend expeditions talked excitedly about the hunt as three days of guns, 

bonfires, bears and beer; the kind of boast-able activities no small-town kid 

could pass up.  

In the caravan I was happy when the conversation slowed and the 

hunters retired to their beds. I crawled into my clammy sleeping bag in one of 

the upper bunks. The fiberglass roof was a metre above my face and the rain 

hammered against it so hard I felt it in my chest. I watched the condensation 

from my own breath gather into crystalline, candle-lit drops, roll along the roof 

and drip onto my sleeping bag. By that point I was too drunk to care.  

The next morning Darcy led Mike and me out on the hunt. We were up at 

dawn. The pounding rain of the night before had slowed to a drizzle and the 

rising sun was trying its best to push through a medieval barrier of mist and 

cloud and sodden conifers. For the first hour I found the walking a source of 

meditative solace. The motion helped me forget the headache throbbing between 
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my temples, each step unique yet part of a chain. The balance of torso and 

appendages constantly shifted with the terrain: stone, marsh, mud; feet, hands, 

neck. My skull was pounding, but by concentrating on the coordination between 

breath and motion I could will away the worst of the ache.  

The forest floor was thick with luscious, fluorescent green feather moss, 

and in my current state I imagined the understory as a massive earthen sponge, 

sucking the languid energy out of me. It was an old-growth stand: Douglas firs, 

cedar, balsam. Massive primal trees all rising precipitously to incredible heights. 

When I leaned my head back the fog would sometimes shroud the conifers’ 

crowns, but at other times it cleared and the green peaks would angle in and 

create a kaleidoscope in a myriad of earthy tones.   

Sound reverberated effortlessly through the trees. The creak of branches 

or the rush of a stream echoed and gathered volume. But the noise that shook me 

every time was the metallic click of the Ruger 30-06 rifle against the aluminium 

packframe on my back. It was a reminder of my inexperience, both in moving 

covertly as a hunter and in handling a gun.  

Darcy had taken us to practice a half-dozen times. We shot beer bottles off 

a stump far down a logging road behind town. I thought I’d learned something, 

but the rifle never sat easily with me; its weight, its angularity, the cold steel, the 

finicky business of loading and unloading, the lethal authority of it all. I was 

uncomfortable with its power, all I felt was the leaden responsibility the weapon 

carried.  

We’d been walking for two hours, not in an easy stretched-out rhythm but 

a choppy, stop-start march, frequently kneeling while Darcy checked the ground 

for prints and tested the direction of the wind. He seemed to know what he was 
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doing, but I had no way to gauge his competence. Normally I would have been 

intrigued by his skill, the way he moved with complete attention, his feet 

dropping soundlessly among the moss and conifer needles, his muscles taut and 

eyes relaxed, but the drinking of the night before had bent reality. Everything felt 

heavy; the weather, the sky, the company, my own body. I was unable to find 

either the intrigue that had brought me to that dripping forest or the trepidation 

I had felt listening to the stories in the caravan. All I seemed capable of was 

lethargically following Darcy’s lead. 

The mist dissipated as the weak sun rose. The bushes all around held 

moisture on every leaf and I was soaked, yet the pace wasn’t quick enough to 

keep my core temperature up. A chill was seeping in. I was losing concentration 

and dwelling on my weary, heavy-headed self. Walking as a medium for 

transcendence beyond my fallible body deserted me. Each step now was a 

struggle through waves of moss-covered branches and crumbling overgrown 

logs the colour of fresh rust. I resented the steps. Each movement drew me 

further into my own self-pity. I was revisiting my decision to let Mike talk me 

into this painful exercise. Why had I let my true feelings around hunting be 

overrun by images of hard men standing with one foot on the kill and Ziploc bags 

crammed with bloody fresh meat?  

About then I stepped in a water hole deep enough to submerge my boots. 

I swore under my breath, and felt an icy trickle soak my warm woollen socks. A 

fluid sucking noise from then on accompanied every step, a signal that must have 

alerted deer for kilometres. Mike and Darcy were snatching sideways glances at 

me. 
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We stopped in the lee of a low ridge. Wind coursed down the hillside, 

shook the berry bushes and showered us with a light rain. Darcy knelt to look for 

tracks.  

‘Why are we looking for prints?’ I asked. ‘If there’s deer around won’t they 

just be here in the bushes?’ 

It had come out nippier than I had wanted and he caught me with one of 

those withering looks that knocks you to earth and instils self-doubt.  

‘I’m not looking for deer prints,’ he said. ‘They’re everywhere. I’m looking 

for bear tracks.’ 

I looked to Mike. He offered a thin smile as if to say, ‘He’s right, there’s 

bear out there.’ 

This revelation took a moment to sink in. We were tracking deer, but 

simultaneously, at that very moment, a grizzly could be shadowing us.  

We rose and moved single file diagonally towards the ridgeline. But it was 

different now – the world had flipped. We were prey. For the first time in my life 

I felt the dark reality of being watched by someone or something that didn’t have 

my best interests at heart. The forest that had previously been passive and 

external was now animated and buzzing with possibility. What had been a slog 

through wet bush, pushing around great leafy autumnal growth while 

sidestepping skunk cabbage and Devil’s club was in a flash transformed into a 

high-wire act. My awareness was thrown out 360 degrees. I wanted sensory 

control of the ground around me. The thought that from anywhere a muscled, 

deeply coated beast could launch itself at us, added effervescence to everything 

inside and out.  
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 I’d never felt so alive, my movement was shaded by mortality, every part 

of my body was attuned to what lay beyond. In a flash I had transformed from a 

hungover dullard to a primeval hunter. I was connected to a lineage that 

stretched for thousands of millennia back to the first groups of bipedal hominids 

gathering to engage in the long distance, foot-bound hunting our species 

perfected over hundreds of thousands of years. Like those ancestors striding 

across the east African savannah, I was now hunter and hunted, and like them 

my senses and my reality extended far beyond my own body.   

It was as if the filters in my brain had switched off and the world was 

revealed in hyper-sense; the smell of musty water in the moss-lined puddles; the 

ridge above us fringed by backlit silver, the great arcing dance of the Douglas firs’ 

crowns. I could hear the placement and push of Mike and Darcy’s steps, the 

difference in wind stroking needles or leaves, while above me the creaking rub of 

cedar branches mingled with the distant tap, tap of a woodpecker. With my focus 

shifted to the external world the internal aches and pains I’d endured just 

minutes before disappeared. 

My eyes scanned for anomalies, any object moving faster than the leaves 

buffeted by the breeze was prey or predator. My skin, the body’s largest sense 

organ, tingled like an astronomer’s radio dish waiting for the slightest astral 

wave to set it off. Darcy and Mike were ten steps ahead, but I could predict when 

and where they were moving, left or right, up or down. I was an integral part of a 

team, the goal was clear, the relationship manifest.   

For the moments of that revelation the world vibrated with an energy I 

couldn’t have imagined, and even as the idea of being prey stabilised, the sense of 

wonder and connection persisted. My steps now were pieces of discovery, 
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physical links to the massive globe-encompassing boreal forest I was moving 

through. Nature was not something outside of me, but part of the continuum of 

brain, mind, body and environment.  

 

 

Exercise and the start of humanity 

 

My teenage experience in the Vancouver Island rainforest was a revelation, but 

this is what humans have been doing for millions of years; interpreting 

landscape by moving through it and using that information to secure the food, 

water and shelter we need to continue our lives on this planet. In that process we 

are exposed. To capture the wild, we have to engage with it. Creativity is wild; it 

is the moment of collision and cohesion beyond the everyday. To understand it 

we have to embrace it.   

The cumulative experience of living in particular environments for 

millions of years has gifted humans a reciprocal relationship with the land 

around us. As nomads we understood the seasonal movement of animals, and the 

place and time of harvest for a plethora of wild plants, seeds, nuts and berries. 

We knew where fresh water would flow in the depths of winter and the height of 

summer; the location and precise moment for gathering medicinal plants. We 

understood where the best shelter could be had for particular seasons and 

weather.  

All this wisdom, a billion pieces of life-sustaining knowledge, was 

gathered on foot. We tracked the animals, harvested the crops, tested the herbs 

and located our homes in the process of a matrix of migrations; from the mass 
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movements out of eastern Africa, to the seasonal tracking of other migratory 

species and plants, to the micro-migrations from summer camps, to well-known 

berry patches and fishing holes. That universal base of knowledge – the result of 

millions of years of problem solving – has come to us one step at a time.  

John Ratey of Harvard University and co-author Eric Hagerman have 

summarized humanity’s relationship between survival and learning: ‘If we strip 

everything else away, the reason we need an ability to learn is to help us find and 

obtain food. We need fuel to learn, and we need learning to find a source of 

fuel…’ (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009). Innovation is dependent on need. 

Humankind’s first requirements are food and water and in each new 

environment humans migrated to, there was the necessity to understand the 

landscape, its resources and how those could be utilised. That learning, accrued 

over thousands of millennia, was developed through exploration on foot.  

Movement is intrinsic to learning, as Ratey and Hagerman say:  

 

The body was designed to be pushed, and in pushing our bodies we push 

our brains too. Learning and memory evolved in concert with the motor 

functions that allowed our ancestors to track down food, so as far as our 

brains are concerned, if we’re not moving, there’s no need to learn 

anything. (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009) 

 

Knowledge and creativity developed on foot: it’s a simple connection, but one so 

basic it’s easy to forget. These days, with human environments developing to 

minimize time spent walking, we are likely to ignore that connection. But this 

symbiosis between cognition and movement is so deep it pushes beyond the 

anatomical and into the biochemical.  The chemical foundation of creativity is 

enhanced by movement.  
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Movement, learning and chemistry 

 

Every time we attempt something new the brain develops new synaptic 

connections. It has to rewire itself. This is the basis of brain plasticity. 

The brain is a wonderfully flexible entity and at its core are the hundred 

billion neurons that communicate with each other through electrical currents 

and the hundreds of different chemicals that control our every thought and 

action. Learning and creativity are governed by the electrical and chemical 

communication between neurons.  

The crucial areas in this constant rush of signalling are the synapses. An 

electrical signal fires along the axon until it reaches the synapse. There a 

chemically based neurotransmitter carries the message across the synaptic gap. 

On the dendrite side of the neuron the chemical opens up ion channels and turns 

the signal back into electricity. If enough charge is built up then the neuron fires 

off a signal and this process is repeated endlessly (Ratey, 2001, p.25). 

The bulk of the communication/signalling is carried out by two 

neurotransmitters: glutamate, which is the initiator and gamma-aminobutyric 

acid (GABA), which shuts it down. The more often neurons fire together the 

stronger the connection and the more ingrained the memory becomes. ‘Neurons 

that wire together fire together. The more times a particular pattern fires, the 

stronger the connection between neurons becomes, and the faster information 

flows along the route,’ says writer and researcher Stephen Kotler (Kotler, 2014). 

Glutamate and GABA are the primary chemicals translating our thoughts, 

but there is another collection of neurotransmitters that regulate and fine-tune 
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the connections, and they are affected by increases in physical activity. Exercise 

establishes a creative mindset by influencing ‘the neurotransmitters, which help 

with mood regulation, anxiety control, and the ability to handle stress and 

aggression and to become more attentive and social’ (Ratey, 2001, p.360). That 

cascade of chemicals includes:  

 Norepinephrine, which ‘[i]n the brain … increases arousal, 

attention, neural efficiency, and emotional control … it keeps us 

locked on target…’ (Kotler, 2014);  

 Dopamine, the neurotransmitter most associated with learning, 

reward, movement and pattern recognition. ‘Emotionally we feel 

dopamine as engagement, excitement, creativity and a desire to 

make meaning out of the world’ (Kotler, 2014);  

 Anandamine (the name of which is derived from the Sanskrit word 

for bliss) which ‘elevates mood, relieves pain … and amplifies 

lateral thinking (our ability to link disparate ideas together)’ 

(Kotler, 2014); and 

 Serotonin: ‘serotonin drugs (Prozac) … help modify runaway brain 

activity that can lead to depression, anxiety and obsessive 

compulsiveness’ (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009).  

 

As Kotler explains,  

 

neurochemicals are “information molecules” used by the brain to transmit 

messages. Mostly, these messages are either excitatory or inhibitory… But 

these signals add up quickly, changing emotions, altering thoughts, fine 

tuning reactions – especially shaping our response to external events. 

(Kotler, 2014) 
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Studies prove that this open, attentive, creative mindset continues even after 

exercise. A study of 60 undergraduates in 2005 showed that directly after, and 

two hours following, exercise the students performed better on a standard 

Torrance Test of Creative Thinking (Blanchette, 2005). 

The biochemical reasons for this relate to the increased volume and 

timing of the neurotransmitter discharge that occurs during physical activity. It’s 

a neurochemical reaction that has evolved over millions of years, possibly 

starting with the need for us to cast ourselves into the future; to be open to 

imagining where an animal we were tracking would be in ten minutes time, or 

where to establish a nomadic camp close to a food source. That same predictive 

thinking, encouraged by the same biochemical reactions, helps us today to 

understand our social environment, our future possibilities and generate original 

ideas in every aspect of life.  

 

 

The shot 

 

The heightened awareness was still with me. We’d walked up through the lingon 

and salmon berry bushes and crested onto a ridge. The forest had thinned and 

we were into a subalpine meadow that ran the length of the ridgeline. The clouds 

had risen and capped the nearby mountains but still the rain came lightly, and 

pale mist flicked will-o-wisp through the firs and cedars below us. The wind was 

in my face, cold and wet.  
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All of a sudden Darcy put his hand up and the three of us dropped to 

kneeling.   

 ‘Over there,’ he whispered.  

 Down below, just inside the treeline, 150 metres to our left was a stag. It 

was nuzzling through stubbly grass and lichen, flicking its ears and moving its 

antlers with lazy grace.  

 We moved behind a rock formation that crowned the ridge.  

 ‘Okay, Jono, this is yours.’  

Darcy clasped my shoulder and I had a rush of unsteady feelings. All the 

negativity I’d felt midway through the walk rose like a dark cloud. But there was 

no hiding and so I edged to the corner of the boulders. Mike gave me a playful tap 

on the way by. I unstrapped the Ruger, slipped the stock tight into my shoulder 

and steadied the weapon against the stone. There was a brassy ring as the metal 

slid against the rock. My ears were hot even in the wet wind. I rolled my 

shoulders, clicked off the safety and felt like a pretender.  

My cheek pressed hard into the wooden butt as I squinted through the 

scope. All of a sudden the live and very beautiful stag came into view. Its coat was 

wet from the rain, a slick dark brown with a pale mottling across its rump. It held 

itself strong and upright, the way I imagined myself when I feel confident, good 

in myself.  

‘Jono, what are you doing?’ Darcy hissed. 

I felt my breath heaving against the stock. The barrel rose up, then down, 

moving in time with my expanding chest. Still I waited. For what? The deer was 

in my sights, this was why I’d come. It was the endpoint of three hours of 

transformative walking, the treasure at the end of the rainbow. A pure moment 



 53 

that represented, for many hunters, the culmination of years of learning and 

analysis. Stalking, tracking and shooting. Walking to wisdom, learning to survive. 

I had been gifted an accelerated course and the goal lay 150 metres down a 

grassy incline.  

The muzzle of the Ruger dropped just a centimetre while I took a deep 

breath. Darcy always said shoot when your heartbeat slows on the out breath. 

My lungs filled and I let the air out through clenched teeth. My eyes watered. I 

didn’t want to blink in case the animal disappeared, but in reality somewhere 

past the bravado and long stories, I wanted it to leap, to give me an excuse to 

save face and not take the shot. Air passed my lips, weak and stale.  

From just over my right shoulder there was a blast. My ears rang and I 

shut my eyes. The breath was gone. I dug the fingers of my left hand tight into the 

rifle’s forestock. 

As I opened my eyes and refocused on where the deer had been, now 

there were only bushes and trees, clumps of grass and the continuous rain. A 

void where sentience had stood. 

I rose and dropped the rifle to my side, holding it upright by the barrel. 

My hands were shaking.  

‘Nice shot, Darcy,’ I said, still staring at the base of the old cedar where the 

stag had been standing. 

‘Fuck!’ Darcy swore at the top of his lungs.  

Startled, I looked across the open ridge perpendicular to us, to where he 

was pointing. And there was the buck, bounding over the open ground in a few 

impressive leaps, away into the forest.  
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Map, compass, creativity 

 

Wind from the north, rocks all around, sky above, earth below and water 

connecting and separating the landscape. The elements moved in a tussled 

sequence, their relationship changing with each step. I was moving quickly, 

purposefully, my feet picking a path carefully over rough, stony ground. Each 

stride an exercise in compensation; hips, ankles and knees shifting; my centre of 

gravity fluid, rolling between points of contact. Arms wide, swaying slightly like a 

spirit dancer, keeping the balance in line. Body and mind mirroring the easy flow 

of water in the stream beside me.  

The quartz-rich sandstone poking up through the thin soil glistened, rain 

had slicked its surface. Early morning showers had kept the dust in check, but 

not enough had fallen to ease the crunch of long dry soil beneath my feet.  

The gum trees’ chalky white surfaces glowed through tessellated bark, 

darkened with moisture, the pith, cambium and leaves creating a camouflage 

that imitated the colours of the bush – cream, sienna, rust, gold and eggshell blue 

– a Fred Williams’ palimpsest leeched across a drifting surface.  

Sweat had broken out across my lower back. The humid air was static 

among the trees, only the breeze created by my motion had any cooling effect. I 

wiped my brow and flicked the drops onto crumbly earth. My heart was 

pounding as I consulted the tightly folded 1 to 10,000 scale map in my left hand. 

It was a whirling fingerprint of topographical lines overlain with dotted streaks 

and cryptic ciphers. In the interplay of symbols and contours there was abstract 

magic, because once you’ve learned its language the map translates into three 
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dimensions; centuries of navigational knowledge were concentrated on that 

single sheet of paper. 

Attached to the thumb of my left hand by a soft elastic band was a small 

compass, clear plastic encasing a red needle. I held it clasped to the map, and 

using the ancient technique of aligning the compass needle with magnetic north I 

kept the map and my body oriented in a single direction. This helped me stay in 

‘contact’ with the map features and by relating the symbols with the landscape, 

and being oriented with the compass, I could move swiftly and confidently 

through any terrain.  

My legs were tired, muscles drained, there was an aching buzz in my 

thighs and calves, the residue of viscous lactic acid built up over the ascent. I 

lacked the spring and recoil of the trek’s first few kilometres, but strode on 

because this is what we do, keep moving, even when the terrain is rough and 

unfamiliar.  

To my left was a stone outcrop, bulbous and heavy like a calcified 

dinosaur, farther to the right ran a steep draw leading up a scrubby hillside.  

 I followed the line of the rising depression and searched for features: 

scattered rock field, small cliff, another shallow draw to the northwest. A 

ponderosa pine rose incongruous amongst the native copse, its soaring 

triangular symmetry out of place beside the eucalypt’s anarchic limbs. I looked 

left and right, scanning, trying to pick up more features: termite mounds, a rusty 

fence-line, a change in density along the vegetative boundary. 

Even though it was only ten kilometres from the place that had become 

home for me as an adult – Canberra, Australia – I’d never been to the north side 

of that mountain. However, by generating the map in a three-dimensional mental 
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space I knew where I was. I had the power of vision and anticipation. I could 

predict the fall of water, the clustering of stone, the site of hidden precipices and 

the terrain beyond the horizon.  

 All of this motion and interpretation was taking place in the midst of an 

orienteering race, a sport that requires the participant to navigate from point to 

point using only a map and a compass. Control points marked on the map 

correspond to flags placed at those locations on the landscape. By moving as fast 

as possible from control to control the competitor traverses the course. The 

person with the fastest time from start to finish is the winner.  

I ascended up a broad gully, my feet picking a path over rough stony 

ground. I was hunting, but this time my prey was the control flag. According to 

the map it was hidden on the south side of a boulder where the draw flattened 

out near the ridge top. My body was twitchy, surveying left and right, constantly 

double-checking that my internal cartographic vision related to the ‘real’ world 

around me.  

I was pushing against time and other competitors. The hunt for the flag 

had real-time intensity. My movements were quick, thought and actions 

occurring simultaneously. I kept tracking upwards feeling slightly anxious, 

thinking that by now I should have seen the control. The second guessing 

weighed on me. Had I done the right thing? Had I read the map accurately? Were 

the features around me really the ones represented on the map? Could I trust the 

chart or had the mapmakers been lazy in their interpretation? All these thoughts 

slowed my progress and made me consider even more intently the world around 

me. 
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I saw a boulder at the top of the depression that matched the position of 

the control point on the map. My body lifted; there was treasure in sight. As I 

raced to the far side of the rock, however, my heart sank. There was nothing 

there, no control, no flag. I was puzzled, upset and frustrated. I let out an 

expletive and, using the map and compass, oriented myself again.  

My brain was convinced that reality and cartography connected at that 

point, but truth and fancy were not aligned and I had to fight exhaustion to 

concentrate and be objective. I brought the map closer, looked harder and saw 

there was more than one boulder in the area and that the control was placed 

between a pair of large stones. 

I scanned the area again and saw two large rocks in a boulder field 20 

metres away. Sprinting to them, I mentally kicked myself. Why hadn’t I looked 

closer at the map? I’d wasted two minutes at the wrong feature. I rounded the 

boulders and there, tucked neatly between them, was the flag.  

There was a wave of satisfaction. I was smiling through my laboured 

breaths. The treasure was found and already I was thinking of the next route. 

With a few deep breaths I calmed my pulse and looked at the map, reminding 

myself what I had learned from the last control. Now the sheet had a clarity that 

only comes in the aftermath of physical and mental achievement. The symbols 

and lines again formed into the surrounding landscape and I unconsciously 

calculated the route to the next control.  

I strode off with only the slightest acknowledgement that my passage was 

the result of alchemy and choreography, physical magic, subconscious wisdom 

and biochemistry. 
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The biochemistry of learning on the move  

 

According to Ratey and Hagerman, ‘exercise strengthens the cellular machinery 

of learning … the tools they need to take in information, process it, associate it, 

remember it, and put it into context’ (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009). What’s beautiful 

about orienteering is the combination of mind working in unison with the 

moving body: the musculoskeletal system coordinating with the brain’s analytic 

capabilities to manoeuvre between controls and in the process developing a 

knowledge of and assimilation with the landscape.  

Moving between controls can become deeply meditative; the entire 

outputs of the body and mind are focused on one simple goal that can only be 

achieved by respecting the symbiotic promise between them. When this is 

happening, it is almost impossible not to be taken by a sense of collective 

integration: this is what it feels like to be at home in the world. 

But it isn’t just in the middle of a navigational race that these systems 

mesh, because the moving body has evolved in parallel with cognitive functions 

over millions of years. This relationship developed over eons and has created not 

just a physical body adapted to bipedal motion but biochemical changes that 

connect learning with movement.  

While neurotransmitters such as GABA and glutamate perform the 

signalling for thoughts, another group of chemical activators fundamental to the 

process of learning are neurotropins. These are a family of proteins broadly 

referred to as factors, the best known of which is brain-derived neurotropic 

factor (BDNF). BDNF is responsible for the construction and maintenance of the 
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cellular infrastructure through which thought takes place. According to Ratey 

and Hagerman, ‘BDNF improves the function of neurons, encourages their 

growth and strengthens and protects them against the natural process of cell 

death’ (Ratey & Hagerman 2009). 

 BDNF was identified in the early 1980s and, because of its ability to 

encourage neurons to grow new dendritic branches, rapidly became a much-

researched area. An increase in the number of synaptic connections is what 

strengthens and ingrains memories. When we learn anything for the first time 

the brain creates a corresponding nerve cell connection. If we never use that 

word or step or idea again then the link dies away; we forget it. However, when 

we repeatedly use it the connection develops new branches and the intersections 

thrive. BDNF is vital for this growth (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009). 

In an experiment conducted by biochemist Carl Cotman, mice were 

divided into four groups that ran for zero (control group), two, four or seven 

nights. Most mice will run one to two kilometres a night voluntarily if given 

access to a running wheel. The mice were injected with a molecule that binds to 

BDNF and after the experiment it showed increased levels of the protein. The 

further a mouse had run the higher the levels were. The conclusion was that 

exercise assists learning by making more BDNF available to promote synaptic 

growth (Neeper et al., 1995). 

Moreover, the increased levels of BDNF were concentrated in the 

hippocampus. The hippocampus is the area of the brain associated with learning 

and organisation. It receives input from working memory and cross-references 

that information with existing memories to form new associations (Ratey & 

Hagerman, 2009). The hippocampus is a centre for pattern recognition. It 
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receives ‘new input from working memory, cross referencing that information 

with existing memories for the sake of comparison and to form new 

associations…’ (Ratey & Hagerman, 2009). The hippocampus is a centre for 

pattern recognition: it combines memories, organizes them and sends that 

information on to the prefrontal cortex to be acted upon.  By building BDNF in 

the hippocampus we are actually strengthening our memory and associative 

skills. 

 Pattern recognition is exactly what I was doing while interpreting the 

map during the orienteering race; analysing symbols, connecting them with 

memories of landscape and then creatively realigning those features in real time 

to decide on a route between the controls. But pattern recognition is also central 

to the creative process, we are constantly searching for patterns to restructure in 

new ways to tell a story, create music or engage with the ones we love.    

 The movement involved in the orienteering event, just like that of kids 

jostling and running in the school playground, was actually helping me 

biochemically by encouraging the growth and connection of the memories I 

would need in the future.  

   

 

On snow, on track, in flow 

 

In the late 1980s I was an international level cross country ski racer. I spent 

years on the World Cup ski circuit racing in picturesque towns across Europe 

and North America. Usually the races you win are the ones you remember, but 

my most memorable competition was in the Swedish town of Mora. I didn’t reach 
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the podium, but that day something life-changing happened. Three Olympic 

champions had started the event – Gunde Svan, Thomas Wassberg and Torgny 

Mogren – demigods in the Nordic ski racing world. I was up against the best. For 

me, it felt like life or death, a crucial qualifying race. If I placed well I’d be 

nominated to compete in the Winter Olympics, if I didn’t ski up to my potential 

then years of training and decades of dreams would be shattered.  

In the big picture, I’d been preparing for that event since childhood. I was 

thirteen years old when I discovered my love of cross-country ski racing. Since 

then I’d skied tens of thousands of kilometres in the Alps, the Rockies, the Arctic 

and the Coast Mountains of Canada. I’d skied more hours than I’d walked in those 

years. Over a decade of patient training my body and mind had developed into an 

organism perfectly adapted to ski racing. At the drop of a hat I could stride 50 

kilometres over snow or run the same distance through the mountains. I could 

feel the snow through my body. I intuitively understood how to correct my 

technique for a million different conditions. I was an aerobic machine, 

purposefully tuned for one particular end – to compete in the Olympics.  

More than 10,000 hours of preparation had brought me to that thirty-

kilometre race in a pretty town in central Sweden, and ten kilometres into it the 

strangest thing was happening: I was floating. I was drifting. Yes, I was moving 

fast, but it felt as if I wasn’t applying any effort. The race had the same intensity 

as a back-country spring tour through the Rocky Mountains, and I was okay with 

that. 

The air around me was sharp, so cold it hurt. On my left two spectators, 

one ringing a large cowbell, the other shouting encouragement in Swedish, ran 

beside me on the hard snow near the track. I could hear their crunching 
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footsteps and laboured breathing. I wasn’t tired, I was bursting with energy, and 

the young guys moved parallel to me, but in slow motion. I was skiing a long, 

grinding uphill, my pace slowed as the grade increased but my leg tempo 

quickened and the spectators fell away as I crested the summit and majestically 

kicked into the downhill.  

I was skiing in classic technique, all my weight centred over one ski at a 

time, completely committed to the long, suspended glide. My body was 

powerfully balanced, my core, all those interlocking midriff muscles, was 

conducting my appendages in a dynamic warp and weft of forward propulsion. 

As the momentum on the gliding ski slowed, I’d plunge my body weight down 

onto the wax pocket – the cambered section of the ski directly beneath my foot – 

the ski would drop, the kick wax I had spent hours prior to the race applying and 

testing, would connect and then grip to the snow. For a microsecond I was 

stationary, hovering on a stable platform, and from that I could launch all my 

weight and power onto the other ski.  

It’s an almost physically impossible dance of transference, one ski to the 

other, weight shift and power, throwing myself forward across a frozen surface, 

the poles in my hands assisting, not as balance points, but as force multipliers in 

the onward motion.  

There was a distinct rhythm to it, the beat connected to my breath and the 

terrain, in and out, kick and glide. As the hill gained gradient again, I’d up my 

cadence, faster and faster until I was over the top and gravity eased its hold and I 

could stretch out again. Then into a downhill where breath became paramount 

as my bodily systems worked frantically to recover. The skis would slow as a hill 

tailed out and I would rise to double pole, stretching high on both feet, up to my 
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tip-toes, arms stretching out above the skis, then, with all my weight, I would 

drop onto my poles and drive them into the snow, pushing forward, harder and 

harder until the grade increased again and I would return to the extended 

measure of classic technique. Breathe in, stride out, breathe in, stride out.  

Body, mind, environment; somewhere in central Sweden I was dropping 

into the nexus between them all. I was a lightning rod, an energy absorber, open 

to the world and lost in a rhythm shaped by pulse, breath, skis and the brush of 

wind. The thousands of hours I’d spent toiling to create that modified body/mind 

dropped away, I moved seamlessly into a dynamic void, a creative space open to 

some Nordic energy.  

Time, the benchmark for what I was doing and what I’d been training for 

over that past decade, was inconsequential. The state I was moving in had no 

reference points. The qualifying criteria I needed to make the Olympics were 

beyond that consciousness.  

On each side of the trail were tall conifers, their branches heavy with 

snow. Clouds of powder snow hung precariously on needly limbs of the darkest 

green. There was a touch of breeze through the corridor of trees and when it 

glanced the branches layers of icy stardust peeled away and danced in the air, 

catching the subarctic light and sparkling like a million microscopic prisms.  

I had time to observe all of this. How could that be? I was in the midst of 

the most important race of my life and I was watching the dance of trees and 

cloud. I was smiling at two Swedish guys I’d never met before, but who thought I 

was in with a chance. I became absorbed in how the fluorescent graphics on the 

top sheet of my skis created a correspondingly coloured light on the snow to 

each side of the track. I nodded at my coach who stood beside the race course 
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and shouted split times at me with an intensity I couldn’t reciprocate. Time was 

not of the essence.  

I was moving perfectly.  

The micro-decisions I was making were infinite and flawless; how to 

adjust my body to the varying snow and wax, applying subtle pressure here, 

more power there, a correction of balance with a twist or turn; all of these were 

producing an astonishing amount of speed, but even more surprising was how 

this innately creative movement was being conducted with a degree of grace I’d 

never experienced before. I was dropping into the zone and wanted to stay there 

forever.  

 

 

The flow of movement 

 

What I’m talking about in that race is commonly referred to as a ‘flow state’ or 

sometimes ‘the zone’. Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, probably the best-known 

researcher in the field, whose organisation has conducted over 8000 detailed 

interviews on flow with individuals around the globe, has described it:  

 

In our studies, we found that every flow activity … provided a sense of 

discovery, a creative feeling of transporting the person into a higher 

reality. It pushed the person to higher levels of performance, and led to 

previously undreamed-of states of consciousness. In short it transformed 

the self by making it more complex. (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p.74) 

 

That Swedish ski race is a flow state related to physical activity, but this is the 

same state of consciousness we enter when we’re at our most creative. In fact, 
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physical entry into flow is commonly used, consciously or unconsciously, as a 

way to access the inspiration-producing qualities inherent in the zone. This is 

one of the key reasons why so many creatives claim walking as a catalyst for 

their most original thinking.  

The research psychologist Arne Dietrich has noted some of flow’s key 

characteristics. He said:  

 

Activities in flow are done for their own sake, the ego takes leave of 

absence, and distractions are eliminated from awareness… Time loses its 

meaning, and one becomes so immersed in the task that the here and now 

is the only realm of existence. (Dietrich, 2015, p.164) 

 

What Dietrich describes is the condition everyone has experienced when they 

are working at their best.  

Walking is a simple and reliable way to enter flow because of its 

challenge-to-skill ratio. Csikszentmihalyi has explained that flow is achieved 

when an activity challenges the individual enough to bring heightened focus onto 

the action but not so much that it overwhelms consciousness. We need mastery 

of the skills involved but still need to be pushed to drive those abilities further. In 

that balance between boredom and anxiety we achieve what scientists call ‘the 

flow channel’. Flow researcher Stephen Kotler has defined the concept: ‘If the 

challenge is too great fear swamps the system. If the challenge is too easy we 

stop paying attention. Flow appears near the emotional midpoint between 

boredom and anxiety, in what scientists call the flow channel…’ (Kotler 2014). 

Any activity through which we can access flow has to be one we are adept 

at but we can still be tested through. All of us, with the physical capability, are 

experts in bipedal motion because over the past three million years our bodies 



 66 

and minds have developed around walking and even in this time of trains, planes 

and automobiles, we still spend much of our lives exploring the world and 

understanding who we are on two feet. The challenge in walking can be raised 

when we hike on unstable terrain or in new areas that force us to concentrate on 

foot placement, or when we completely immerse ourselves in the action through 

a conscious or unconscious Buddhist-style walking meditation.  

I know that when I walk, thoughts flow; a torrent of memories and images 

coalesce in my near focus and then, over time, the mass of those impressions flit 

away, leaving a residue of bright imagery – a cluster of intuitions that focus in on 

what’s important.  

The effect is impressively reliable. I go for a walk or a run and 

immediately I’m overcome with the press of ‘monkey mind’; a deluge of 

disconnected ideas, bodily impressions, flashed imagery, pressing memories, 

unresolved dreams, all charging into the finite space of my consciousness, 

cluttering it and filling the void with crackle and fizz. I am easily distracted. Yet 

mysteriously, after an untidy twenty minutes of putting one foot in front of the 

other, the static dissipates and clarity begins to evolve, the chatter slows, the 

channel-surfing reel of images flicks by at a gentler pace before rolling to a halt, 

and then out of this primordial pool of realisations ideas related to the problems 

I have been contemplating begin to connect. It is a consistent miracle. 

So, what are the processes behind this state that transcends and connects 

the physical, the mental, the creative and the spiritual? 
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Transient hypofrontality 

 

Flow occurs as a result of changes in three aspects in the brain; neurochemistry, 

neuroelectricity, and neuroanatomy.  

We have already discussed the neurochemical reactions that come about 

in the zone: increases and changes in the concentrations of the 

neurotransmitters GABA, glutamate, dopamine, serotonin, norepinephrine, 

anandamide and the neurotropin BDNF. These occur in simple exercise, but also 

when that effort reaches into optimal states of physical activity. This does not 

mean you are pushing your body to its physical limits, only that you are dropping 

into complete attention on the activity. 

Neuroelectrically, the flow state is a result of a change in our brain wave 

frequency. In everyday life our brains work at a beta frequency of between 14 

and 30Hz, but entering a flow state our brain wave pattern lengthens to a low 

alpha/high theta wave in the 5 to 10Hz range (Kotler, 2014). In the alpha state 

we’re content and confident and this opens us up to taking risks. At that lower 

frequency the communication between the conscious and unconscious mind 

improves and we become more attentive to pattern recognition and insight. In 

the theta state we become even more mentally relaxed and this lets us move 

easily through the stream of memory and experience and enables us to more 

easily integrate intuition.  

 The change in brain waves leaves us more able to tap into deep memory 

and incorporate new ideas into the solving of problems. One of the most 

prevalent theories around creativity is the disinhibition hypothesis whereby 

‘creative inspiration occurs in a mental state where attention is defocused, when 
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thought is associative, and when a large number of mental representations are 

simultaneously activated’ (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2010, p.218). The alteration of 

the brain’s electrical flow when in the zone facilitates this disinhibition and 

creates a cognitive environment more conducive to the free flow of thought. 

Neuroanatomically, the flow state is a result of what’s known as transient 

hypofrontality: transient because it’s a temporary state, hypo because of reduced 

activity, and frontality because it is in the prefrontal cortex (PFC) where the 

reduced activity is taking place (Dietrich, 2015, p.169). The PFC is the centre of 

higher cognitive functions; it is where we problem solve, learn through 

experience, plan ahead and assess risk.  

Traditionally brain scientists theorised that flow states occurred because 

the brain was becoming more active, ‘operating at full capacity, with all your 

neurons gushing dopamine and singing hallelujah’ (Dietrich, 2015, p.164). This 

theory arose because of the common belief that in everyday functioning we use 

only a small percentage of our brain’s potential cognitive capabilities but when 

we are thinking in an optimal state more of that ‘brain power’ is activated. In the 

early 2000s, however, Arne Dietrich began to reassess this theory. Dietrich was a 

competitive triathlete who spent thousands of hours training for the sport and 

found himself frequently dropping into flow while running, swimming and 

cycling, but the type of thinking he was experiencing while in the zone was not 

consistent with the traditional theories of heightened brain activity. According to 

conventional thinking if we entered a heightened state of awareness then the 

PFC should be more active and we should have an intensified appreciation of self 

and our relationship to everything around us. Instead, Dietrich was finding that 
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in flow he was losing his sense of self. ‘The prefrontal cortex is where thinking 

happens,’ Dietrich explained to Steven Kotler.  

 

It’s where we take simple ideas and add all kinds of layers of complexity 

to them. But I was slipping into flow on a regular basis and [was] always 

amazed by the clarity of the state. All that complexity was gone. Decisions 

were easy and automatic. It was like the opposite of thinking. (Kotler, 

2014) 

 

Dietrich theorised in 2004 that in times of optimal thinking parts of the PFC were 

not ramping up activity but in fact were powering down (Dietrich, 2004, p.757). 

 His theory was supported in 2006 by Israeli researchers who proved that 

the superior frontal gyrus, the part of the PFC most associated with the 

generation of our sense of self, starts to deactivate when people become 

completely focused on a task (Goldberg et al., 2006). Then, in 2008 Charles Limb, 

a neuroscientist from Johns Hopkins University, along with National Institutes of 

Health colleague Allen Braun, used functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI) to examine the brains of jazz musicians and freestyle rappers while in 

flow and found that the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, the area of the PFC that 

provides impulse control, was downgraded while in the zone (Limb & Braun, 

2008). He surmised that while in flow second-guessing and over-analysis drops 

away and we engage immediately with the task at hand. 

Transient hypofrontality makes even more sense when we take into 

account the fact that the brain is two per cent of the body’s weight but uses 

twenty per cent of our energy. When we become completely focused on either a 

physical activity or a mental challenge with particularly high stakes – a piece of 

writing or art we’ve invested much thought and time into, for example – our 
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brains shut down sections deemed superficial to the task in order to conserve 

energy and focus on what is immediately before us.  

The PFC is the area where much of this downgrading takes place because 

researchers believe the brain utilizes two information processing systems. The 

explicit system is an energy-demanding, process-intensive approach that the 

brain applies to consciously move us through life. As Deitrich says: 

 

The explicit system is associated with the higher cognitive functions of 

the frontal lobe and medial temporal lobe structures and has evolved to 

increase cognitive flexibility. In contrast, the implicit system is associated 

with the skill-based knowledge supported primarily by the basal ganglia 

and has the advantage of being more efficient. (Dietrich, 2004, p.746) 

  

When we’re in flow we’re engaged in an activity in which we have a strong 

degree of mastery. Much of the movement and decision-making has already been 

thought through and, because those skills have been practiced many times, they 

are easily accessible through deeply developed memories. Therefore, when we 

move into flow the brain is able to switch from explicit processing to the more 

efficient implicit processing.  

For creativity and problem-solving this is important because of the PFC’s 

connection to our sense of self. When it shuts down, the ideas and beliefs we 

imagine constitute who we are begin to break down. We move into a more fluid 

reality where memories and ideas move freely and we are able to view problems 

from a broader perspective, without the rigid framing that years of previous 

experience may bring to the issue. Again, this is important because as individuals 

we have a tendency to approach problems in a consistent way dependent on our 
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prior experience. To break out of that pattern and view situations in a new light 

we have to break down that sense of individuality.  

Flow disinhibits us and lets us view problems in a completely different 

context. It opens us up to new patterns and novel ways of reconsidering the 

world.  

 

 

The flow of creativity 

 

When I am in the malleable reality of flow, I can easily imagine myself as part of a 

hunting group on the African savannah at the beginning of humanity’s 

ascendance to peak species on earth. When I drop into the zone and lose track of 

time, I can conceive that this is because humans hunted large game sometimes 

over many days. Our rise onto two feet made us more energy efficient than four-

legged species and, although we could rarely outrun them, over days and 

possibly hundreds of kilometres our better heat dissipation systems gave us an 

advantage. We would walk for hour upon hour until finally an opening evolved 

as the prey tired from heat exhaustion, and the trackers could sprint for the kill. 

But if this didn’t work, the process was repeated over and over again. Time had 

no meaning in the pursuit of sustenance because the focus was beyond time. It 

was completely concentrated on the animal the group was chasing.  

While hunting in flow, the disintegration of self would have enabled us to 

think beyond ourselves and to bond within the group. Self was not as important 

as the extended family because it was the group rather than the individual who 

would ultimately attain the prize. Crucially, it is the creativity and application of 
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such crowd-sourced thinking that has pushed humanity to incredible heights in 

our long evolution.  

I imagine this loosening of self also enabled us to project ourselves into 

the minds of our prey – and predators. To catch or avoid the beast you must 

understand them completely. The predominance of animal depictions in early 

cave paintings – in Australia, Indonesia, France, Spain, North America, Argentina, 

India and Southern Africa – indicates these creatures played key roles not only in 

daily living, but also in ritual processes beyond the hunt.  

To depict animals with the beauty evident on those rock walls implies a 

corporeal intimacy. Thousands of hours tracking game physically and mentally 

would have generated an ingrained understanding. Moving into flow we would 

have had an intuitive identification with them to the point where it could have 

felt like a bodily transference.  

 I can envision the beauty of the first time someone sensed the shedding of 

their self and the bonding with another creature. With that transmission they 

could predict its movements and habits. Such extrapolative capability, the faculty 

of imagining the beyond, is fundamental to creativity and problem-solving, and 

such thinking transcends the individual. It crosses the physical horizon, the 

species boundary, chronological limitations and the vegetative border – it is 

consciousness itself. Creativity is projection. It is losing self and exercising that 

fluid state to envision the next step. Creativity is wild, and to connect with it we 

have to understand that at specific times we must shift control from the 

considered (the explicit cognition system) to the free (the implicit system). Flow 

is one of the most powerful tools in evolutionary history. The state that 
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Csikszentmihalyi identified and Dietrich isolated the mechanics of, is a process 

embedded at the very genesis of the creative life. 
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Chapter 3 
 

 

Life’s moving narrative 
 

 

 

I took one step, then another, but it was forced, there was nothing of walking’s 

easy flow about it, it was as if I was pushing against a viscous tide, everything 

moving at half speed. It should have been easy, walking across a bridge, I’d done 

it a thousand times before, one step after another.   

The span stretched out ahead of me, a passage between two points, an 

overpass that gifts us the ability to, seemingly, walk on water, to move through 

thin air, to cross from this side to the other. When I was a kid, I had loved 

building bridges, sticks and leaves across tiny rain-fed creeks in our back garden. 

I could imagine my plastic toy soldiers marching across the deck in impeccable, 

well-formed lines, arms and legs swinging in time. Bridges can do that, they can 

spark the imagination and channel youthful energy in constructive arcs.  

The span I walked across was a good, solid bridge, not a cobbled together 

stretch of leftover timber and twisted vines. This was all steel girders 

intersecting at crisp angles, bolts and rivets tight into steel plates, topped with an 

asphalt surface, all exuding a sense of durability. Looking at it from the riverside 

it was everything that engineering could contribute to civilization – order, 
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efficiency and the evidence of solutions. The bridge was the kind of structure you 

could bank your future on, it would be there a century from now still an example 

of human potential, still carrying traffic across the river’s sluggish, muddy 

waters.  

But that bridge had a problem. Its deck was strewn with concrete blocks, 

blackened fifty-gallon drums, granite boulders, faded and bent traffic cones, 

spilled sand bags, and piles of sticks that looked like discarded hovels. From 

road-level, it closely resembled the entryway to a municipal rubbish tip. Such a 

trail of anarchy was fitting because that bridge existed in a place where the chaos 

and violence that engineering can help overcome had exploded.  

The Mange Bridge traverses the Little Scarcies River, one of Sierra Leone’s 

key watercourses, but at the turn of the millennium the country had stopped 

being a nation state and splintered into a myriad of feudal principalities. Citizens 

ceased moving from place to place and the bridge had largely stopped carrying 

traffic. 

The southern end marked the extent of land controlled by the Sierra 

Leonean government, the north side was under the command of the 

Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebel group. Neither party distinguished itself 

during the decade-long civil war, but the RUF had gained notoriety as one of the 

world’s most brutal regimes – torture, rape, pillaging, starvation, forced 

conscription – the RUF were an amorphous army of thugs without morals or 

direction. In the recent elections they chopped off the hands of villagers in order 

to stop them voting for the government party.  

 I had to cross the bridge to the RUF-controlled sector and I was scared. 

My own hands trembled in the subconscious way of drug addicts or alcoholics. 
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The tremor disrupted my thoughts, set my pulse racing, and tiny muscles I’d 

never known existed fired in tiny spasms. I was nauseous just at the thought of 

walking to the ‘far side’. No wonder my feet weren’t working, I was moving into 

darkness and couldn’t be sure I would return.  

Off in the distance parrots screeched; nearby the wind picked at my 

sweated skin and the acrid smell of burned kerosene and sulphur wafted across 

the water. I told myself to keep moving, one step in front of the other. I had no 

idea what we would meet on the other side but I’d made a commitment to 

getting there, to meeting people who needed our help and, if the situation 

developed, to getting them out of rebel-held territory and back to the small 

hospital we operated in the town of Port Loko.  

  This was my job; I worked for Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), the Nobel 

Peace Prize-winning humanitarian relief organization. For the previous nine 

months my team and I had been establishing and running health clinics in the 

northwestern part of the country. In retrospect it was crazy work; a big part of 

my role as project manager was to broker security agreements with the Sierra 

Leonean Army and the RUF. Generally, the army was straightforward, their 

funding came from the UN and the US so they had a vested interest in 

accommodating foreigners. But the RUF were a rebel force in the mold of a burn-

and-pillage medieval army: they had no cohesive ideology and no real funding 

base; they existed by stealing whatever they could from the people unfortunate 

enough to live in areas under their control. As a medical organization we had 

drugs and equipment they wanted and our work was a constant balancing act of 

making sure we could provide health services without losing our neutrality or 

our supplies.  
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 Negotiating agreements with rebel commanders was the trickiest part of 

the job. Often they were teenagers, kids still a year or two away from their first 

shave. A brutally violent war had accelerated their development and ruined their 

futures. If they were, quite literally, cut-throat enough, they could control huge 

swathes of what thirty years before had been a successfully functioning West 

African country. But the land they controlled was useless because all the facilities 

of modernity – communications, power, roads, schools and hospitals – had 

disintegrated. They ruled a shell of a country full of malnourished kids and 

chronically ill adults. It was our job to try to bring some health care to the ghosts 

still living under the RUF.  

  I kept walking, still nervous, but the comforting motion of my steps took 

the edge off the shakes, and as I slalomed through the debris scattered across the 

bridge, I began to feel more solid in my skin. To my right was my friend Doctor 

Rolf and beside him strode our Sierra Leonean driver and translator Alusiene. 

Rolf was an old hand, having previously worked on MSF missions to Sri Lanka 

and Sudan, and Alusiene was the kind of adaptable, fast-talking but 

imperturbable fixer you needed in these situations.  

 Ahead of us, about half way across the bridge was a large pile of rags. I 

thought that was strange. The boulders and concrete blocks were in place to stop 

armoured personnel carriers or tanks from crossing the span, but a pile of rags?  

A few metres away from it I stopped, the mound had moved. All three of 

us held back, it didn’t feel right to pass without understanding the significance of 

the throbbing rubbish. From underneath the heap of smelly rags and blankets a 

boy poked his head out. He blinked, his eyes adjusting to the sun. Even at first 
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glance it was obvious he was hung over, he had the lazy wandering eyes and 

pinched temples of someone suffering from a bender.  

Then he saw us. His eyes widened and he scrambled around the cracked 

tarmac on all fours like a manic crab, using both hands to search for something 

significant. He found what he was looking for, pulled an AK-47 from amongst the 

rags and leapt to his feet.  

He pointed the gun square in my face. I was so shocked I looked past the 

barrel directly at him. His dark skin was painfully dry, his cheeks and neck 

flaking from eczema or scabies. His hair was cut close to the scalp and nicks and 

cuts crisscrossed his skull and continued in an almost hieroglyphic pattern 

across his face.  

 ‘Who goes there?’ he shouted at the top of his lungs. 

 Hogan’s Heroes or assassin? I could have laughed or released my bowels.  

In reality this is what I feared most: an unmanaged, unreliable child 

soldier with a loaded weapon. Over the nine months I’d been in the country this 

was my greatest anxiety: kids with guns, strung out on palm wine and ganja, 

habituated to killing and violence and constantly under pressure to be the 

baddest ass in their unit. One wrong word, a single misplaced motion, and it 

would all be over. There seemed no way to read those teenagers. Wrestling any 

type of control from a hormone-rich young male with a semiautomatic weapon 

was fraught. Silence, I knew from experience, was the only approach. Let them 

know they were in control and work upwards from my place of powerlessness.  

 The four of us stood still, caught in a place beyond time and motion, each 

of us waiting for something, anything to initiate a direction.  

 Breath in. Breath out.  
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Heartbeat and the thump of pulse against my temple.  

 Alusiene spoke.  

 ‘Brutha. How de body?’  

It was the universal greeting in Sierra Leone, the first utterance was 

always a question of the body – which, through its asking, indicated your interest 

not just in someone’s physical health but, in an embodied way, their mental 

wellbeing.  

 ‘What you want?’ the kid asked. 

 The boy’s eyes had narrowed, but on the upper left of his mouth a muscle 

fluttered involuntarily.  

 ‘Brutha, we’re here to help your people,’ Alusiene said with a laconic flow 

that sounded more relaxed than I had been in months.  

It was a smart reply, the driver was playing on the young guy’s position. 

He was a bridge guard, a nobody in the RUF hierarchy, but it was his bridge and 

on the far side were his people. He knew he had nothing to give his public, but we 

had. In our bags were medicine, and Rolf had the education and authority to 

dispense it; this was our ace in the hole. If Alusiene could make him believe he 

was his people’s saviour then this could work. 

 ‘Yeh man,’ the driver continued. ‘I got the doctor and the medicines and 

we make sure your people get healthy and when they’re healthy they work hard 

in the rice field and everyone make money.’ 

 Alusiene continued on in that vein, spinning a loose yarn in Creole about 

how once we had healed the village everyone would be rich and happy. The 

young guy was lapping it up. He had dropped the AK down by his side. His job 

was to guard the bridge, and no one in months, maybe years had come to Mange 
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to offer anything other than a pact with the devil. We were offering something he 

could hold up as a shining example of what he and the whole rebel movement 

were capable of. 

 ‘Okay, man, show me the gear so I know you’re doctors and not some UN 

spies.’ 

 Rolf opened his medical kit – an expandable, concertinaed fishing tackle 

box full of meticulously ordered and recorded pharmaceuticals and instruments. 

It was a beautiful thing, all colours and shapes, silvery and clean, radiating 

modernity like some mid-century cubist tableau. It would have been impressive 

in a clinic but on the garbage-strewn bridge the medical kit glowed with the 

power of knowledge. 

 ‘I think I need some of your medicines,’ said the kid. ‘My head ache and da 

body all weak. Really I need a drip.’ 

 One of the idiosyncrasies of Sierra Leonean health expectations is that 

when anyone is ‘weak’ they expect an intravenous drip infusion, a cocktail of 

antibiotics, vitamins and glucose.    

 ‘Sorry, friend, I don’t have any transfusion bags.’ Rolf shook his head. ‘But 

take some of these, they’re much stronger than the drip.’ He handed over a 

blister pack of multicoloured pills. The child soldier grabbed them out of the 

doctor’s hand, looked at them quickly and shoved them in the pocket of his 

ragged shorts as if scared that someone would take them from him. He waved us 

on with the AK-47, his face serious, he was back to being the guardian of the 

bridge.  

 We started walking again. I had a floating feeling, reality hovered 

suspended on a taut line between disbelief and relief. I was putting one foot in 
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front of the other but my feet weren’t touching the bridge deck. My chest 

expanded and contracted with a crackly tension as if my lungs were two paper 

bags. I rolled my neck and breathed out. A deep localized ache hung between my 

shoulder blades almost as if my body still wasn’t confident a bullet wouldn’t 

enter me there. 

 ‘What did you give him?’ I asked Rolf. 

 ‘Shit, they were just sugar pills, placebos. That kid just needs to get some 

good sleep.’  

   

 

The Hero’s Journey 

 

The tightness in my chest disappeared when I stepped off the bridge and onto 

solid ground, which was strange because the boy could have shot me whether I 

was five metres or fifty metres away. Distance wasn’t the issue, it was my 

conception of the span as a transition zone between the known and the unknown 

and even if I was moving into the deeply unfamiliar it was better to be on earth 

than trapped in the liminal space between.  

Reflecting on that brought me to realize our traverse of the bridge was 

what mythologist Joseph Campbell would have called a ‘crossing of the first 

threshold’ (Campbell, 2008, p.28) and the bridge guard would have been 

described as a ‘“threshold guardian”… Beyond them is darkness, the unknown, 

and danger’ (Campbell, 2008, p.64). We had passed through Campbell’s first 

gateway and there was exhilaration in that, a fleeting shot of adrenaline coursed 
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through me and for a few steps on the far side of the bridge my skin became 

porous, my being could not be contained, I was larger than life. 

Campbell would have likened our trek into rebel-held territory as a hero’s 

journey, the archetypal myth that he exhaustively defined in his classic text, The 

Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949). In it he portrayed the individual’s path to 

realization as a storytelling constant through time and space across the globe.   

The instances of such a narrative are almost limitless. For example, the 

life stories of the prophets who have shaped societies over millennia: from the 

Buddha striding into the wasteland and reaching enlightenment in the forests of 

Nepal 2500 years ago (Armstrong, 2001a), to Lao Tzu 500 years later becoming 

disenchanted with the corruption of his city state and marching alone off to the 

west (Kaltenmark, 1969), to Jesus Christ staggering with his cross through 

Jerusalem to face crucifixion and resurrection (Grant, 1977), to Mohammed 

walking and searching across the deserts of the Arabian peninsula around 600 

CE (Cook, 1983).  

Not only sacred texts rely on the hero’s journey; so too do the secular 

tales humans have read, listened to and studied for thousands of years. The 

earliest recorded story, the epic of Gilgamesh, is a tale of Gilgamesh and Eniku’s 

trek to the sacred cedar forest and then Gilgamesh’s further journey in search of 

eternal life (Davis, 1920). The Hindu Ramayana, which literally translates as 

Rama’s journey, is the story of Prince Rama’s travels and quests around India in 

search of his abducted wife Sita (Buck, 1981). The Odyssey is Homer’s account of 

Odysseus’s ten-year sailing and walking journey home to Ithaca following the fall 

of Troy (Homer, 1946). Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy narrates his imagined 

journey through the three realms of the dead guided by the poet Virgil (Alighieri, 
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1971). The Canterbury Tales is a series of 24 stories focused on a group of 

individuals on a walking pilgrimage from London to Canterbury cathedral to visit 

the tomb of Thomas Becket (Chaucer, 1951). 

The hero’s journey outline is still with us today as Campbell’s ideas form 

the structure for a series of blockbuster Hollywood films: Star Wars, Star Trek, 

The Lion King, The Matrix, The African Queen, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Titanic, Pulp 

Fiction, The Full Monty (Vogler, 2007, pp.371-372) and many more. And the 

hero’s journey provides the framework for hundreds of video games, including 

Legend of Zelda, Assassins Creed, Fallout 3, BioShock and The Elder Scrolls IV 

(Ettleman, 2015).  

Campbell says in the opening to the Hero with a Thousand Faces, after 

describing the myth in Central African, Chinese, Christian and Inuit contexts, that 

this story  

 

will always be the one, shapeshifting yet marvellously constant story that 

we find together with a challengingly persistent suggestion of more 

remaining to be experienced than will ever be known or told. (Campbell 

2008, p.1) 

 

Campbell called this universal narrative the ‘monomyth’ (Campbell, 2008, p.1), 

the tale that keeps repeating, over and over again, across time and space. As the 

Hollywood screenwriter Robert McKee has said, ‘The archetypal story unearths a 

universal human experience, then wraps itself inside a unique culture specific 

expression’ (McKee, 1997, p.4). It is as alive today in novels and poems, film and 

video games as it was almost a hundred thousand years ago when our direct 

ancestors walked out of Africa and on to infinite challenges across six continents.  
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In Campbell’s interpretation there are three major phases to the 

monomyth: departure, initiation and return (Campbell, 2008, pp.28-29). 

Departure involves a series of components including the call to adventure. My 

call to that particular adventure in Sierra Leone had been years in the making. 

My brother’s death had led me to spend eight years in the Himalayas. But the 

realization that my time there had been so internally focused that it bordered on 

the selfish, and a Buddhist belief that I should be doing something concrete to 

help others, brought me to accept a job with Médecins Sans Frontières. Every day 

was an adventure with MSF, but the day at Mange stands out for its particular 

challenges.  

So Rolf, Alusiene and I were walking in the tradition of the great myth. We 

were moving from the known into the unknown. Along the way there would be 

challenges. By overcoming those obstacles we would reach our destination – the 

clinic where we would provide medical care to the local population – and after 

completing that mission we would return to the known world, our base hospital 

in the regional centre of Port Loko. The knowledge and experience we acquired 

on the journey would alter how we understood and engaged with the world. As 

Jungian psychoanalysts Donald Kalsched and Alan Jones have written: 

 

As far back as we are able to trace the origins of our species, we find myth 

and myth-making as the fundamental language through which man 

relates to life’s mystery and fashions meaning from his experiences. 

(Kalsched & Jones)  

 

Rolf, Alusiene and I were on that mythical journey. 
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Nigerians by the river 

 

We kept walking, my shirt sticky against my back, my feet damp from 

perspiration. I wished I’d worn a full brim hat instead of the baseball cap that left 

my pale neck exposed to the tropical sun. Below us the Little Scarcies River 

flowed slowly to the Atlantic – brown, turgid, uninviting. To our left the houses of 

Mange village came into view and behind them the deep forest, dark and just a 

touch sinister, but something wasn’t right. Usually West African communities 

emanate a comfortable, human din – babies howling, boisterous women 

shouting, singing in the background and through it all barking dogs, snorting pigs 

and the volatile purr of motorbikes. But Mange was deathly quiet.  

 We had made it across the divide and I was unsure what to do or expect 

and even where to go. Life is full of the unexpected; how we accept and grow 

through it is a measure of our personalities, but here it played on me because 

two men’s lives were weighted on my decisions.  

 Alusiene sensed my hesitancy.  

 ‘We gotta take that first left just up there.’ He pointed to a bifurcation in 

the red dirt track. ‘Then follow it down past the old shops. That’s where the 

commander lives.’  

 The first part of the mission had been to get across the river, the second 

was to negotiate with the RUF commander, Tejan Superman. I had a verbal 

agreement with one of his superiors, but Superman was the boss on the ground. 

The clinic still had to be cleared by him. Until he gave the okay there would be no 

consultations.  

We had to keep walking.  
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 My boots were coated in the powdery red dirt that lay two inches deep on 

the road. In Sierra Leone everything on either side of a road is shrouded in ochre 

dust, but there had been so little traffic into Mange in the past months that the 

buildings lining the path looked surprisingly clean. I got caught up in that 

thought – how war undermines so many aspects of human development: 

agriculture, construction, education and the fundamental structures of family 

and community. Total war in the western world’s sensibility looks like an 

engineered steel blade cutting across well-ordered communities, but in West 

Africa total war presents the ugly face of starvation and shredded skin, the putrid 

smell of rotting bodies and the thousand-yard stares of the silent children in the 

malnutrition ward at the hospital; there’s nothing organized or efficient about it. 

I was falling down the rabbit hole of questioning human judgment when a voice 

detonated in my ear.  

‘Where you going?’  

The words were so loud my first reaction was to half crouch and put my 

hands over my head. All three of us stopped. Rolf threw his arms up in surrender, 

but Alusiene was turning, looking for where the voice had come from. He pointed 

to our left, towards a whitewashed, ten-foot high concrete wall that created the 

perimeter of a compound. Peeking over the top was a smiling man in a helmet, 

waving at us while holding a machine gun. 

  The metal door to the compound swung open and three guys ran out in 

camouflage gear carrying American assault rifles. They were men, not boys. They 

wore real uniforms and had a coordination about their movements. They 

couldn’t be RUF.  
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Then they were in front of us. Big blokes, cut-off shirts, wrap-around 

sunglasses and well-honed biceps. Mercenaries? 

‘Hands on your heads. Come on.’ Speaking English. They grabbed us, one 

each holding our raised arms. They not so much pulled as guided us through the 

compound gates.  

Inside, a desert camouflage Russian eight-wheeled armoured personnel 

carrier took centre stage, and from its machine-gun turret flew a Nigerian flag. 

Then it clicked for me, these guys were part of ECOMOG, the West African 

peacekeeping force. No one had informed us they had a unit in Mange and it 

appeared that we were just as much a surprise to them.  

 The guards let us go, and we dropped our hands. In front of us, down the 

concrete steps of a large, two-storey but hollowed-out looking house, came an 

officer, a green beret on his head and a burgundy ascot tucked into his open 

collared shirt. From the way his men tracked him it was clear he was the boss. He 

moved with ease, like he’d been a dancer before he donned a khaki uniform.  

‘Who are you?’ He flicked his chin at me.  

‘Médecins Sans Frontières.’ I pointed at the MSF logo on my t-shirt and 

the box of medicines. 

‘Why are you here? No one’s told me you’re coming. There’s no security 

detail prepared for you. How can I ensure your safety?’ He was pointing at us, 

half accusatory while sporting a well-practiced smile. 

I didn’t like the sound of this security detail. If we moved farther into the 

village with half a dozen Nigerian commandoes in escort our neutrality would be 

blown and any thoughts of performing local clinics would be dashed. 
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‘You don’t have to ensure our safety,’ I said, rolling my shoulders and 

centring my hips over my feet. ‘We’re neutral. We move between you and the 

RUF trying to help the population.’ 

The Nigerian officer turned his head quizzically. It appeared he had not 

been briefed on the role of neutral medical NGOs. 

‘What do you mean you’re neutral?’ He pointed at the gates. ‘Outside 

there’s boys with guns who would be more than happy to kidnap you and pick up 

100,000 US dollars for their efforts.’ He put his hands together in a gesture 

pleading for understanding. ‘Come on, I’m a young guy, just getting going in my 

career. If you two...’ he pointed at Rolf and me while completely ignoring 

Alusiene, ‘…die in my village, I’ll be posted as far away from Lagos as the generals 

can get me. I’ll be dead in the water.’ 

I took a half step forward. He was a big man, with shimmering black skin 

and the smell of cigarettes and peppery sweat about him. Across his cheeks were 

the linear facial scars of the Yoruba tribe, and along those tracks sweat gathered 

diamond-like in the heat.  

I asked his name. It was Captain Obaloluwa. 

‘I appreciate your concern, Captain.’ I was using my most diplomatic tone. 

‘We’re both here to help the Sierra Leoneans, but we have different ways of 

approaching the problem.’ I laid out the argument against his men accompanying 

us farther into the village, focusing on the neutrality that MSF had developed 

over thirty years of operating in war zones across five continents. Through it all 

he nodded his head.  
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‘You have your job, but I have mine,’ he said, ‘which is keeping some kind 

of peace around here and insuring the safety of people who venture into the 

area…’ 

‘But we don’t need your protection.’  

I came in too quickly. I shouldn’t have cut him off. He glared at me and 

held it. 

‘Maybe I should get my guys to escort you back to your Landcruiser, and 

then you can all head back to Port Loko for a cool beer. My men would love that, 

having a beer with those Liberian girls all over them.’ 

Shit, stupid move on my part.  

‘Captain, I apologize. We’re not here to make your job more difficult. We 

just need to agree that our lives are not your responsibility.’ 

He squinted. 

I played my only card.  

‘Your boss, Major Obasanjo, he’s a good man. He’s done wonderful things 

for the people of Port Loko since the liberation. He asks us for advice sometimes 

on medical matters.’ I paused, looked at my boots, red dust streaking the leather. 

Sweat mixed with the dirt and stained my socks the colour of blood. ‘Maybe I 

could have a word with him about how effectively your unit is operating here in 

Mange.’ 

Obaloluwa ran his right hand along the cordura holster that held his 

sidearm to his thigh. ‘Yes. That could work.’ He put one finger up indicating a 

point. ‘But before I joined the military, I studied law so I know that when you 

associate with people who you want to trust but can’t quite get there you have to 

cover your ass.’ He smiled. ‘Stay here.’  
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He went back inside the skeleton building and returned two minutes later 

with a piece of rough, lined A4 paper. It looked like it had been ripped from a 

primary school notebook. 

‘Please sign here.’ He handed me the paper and motioned towards an 

unsteady wooden desk near the guard box at the entrance.  

I laid out the document. It read: 

 

This is to attest that if these men die in the village of Mange 

  

____________________________________  Print and sign name 

____________________________________  Print and sign name 

 

I, Captain Obafemi Obaloluwa am in no way responsible.  

 

  Signed ____________________________________ 

 

The Captain had already signed the release form. Rolf and I added our 

signatures. But when I asked the Nigerian if he wanted Alusiene to add his name 

he shrugged his shoulders.  

‘We are here to help them. If some die in the process that is the will of 

God.’ 

I had no reply.  

We shook hands with all the soldiers in the compound. One of the guys 

who had escorted us inside opened the ten-foot high steel doors for us.  

As we left, the Captain waved and called out after us.  
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‘Be safe out there.’ 

He seemed absolutely sincere. 

 

 

The many stories of walking 

 

The comedy of that situation did not escape me. We had signed a document 

guaranteeing that a military force, in place to ensure peace and safety, would 

absolutely not protect us in the event of an attack. Life once again proved 

stranger than fiction. 

 Comedy, as opposed to the Hero’s Journey, is another way of telling a 

story but that does not preclude it from being part of a journey narrative. There 

are dozens of ways to tell a story: involving comedy, tragedy, revenge, adventure, 

underdog, maturation and love, just to name a few; and all can be incorporated 

into a journey.   

For hundreds of years there have been attempts to categorize story. The 

earliest mention of similarities in world literature may have been made by the 

Italian composer Carlo Gozzi (1720-1806) who claimed to find 36 Dramatic 

Situations that could be developed in any story (Booker, 2004, p.5). His work was 

continued by the French writer Georges Polti who published a 19th-century book 

of the same name, The Thirty Six Dramatic Situations (Polti, 1921). Sir James 

Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890) was the first volume to systematically 

document those connections; the pioneering British anthropologist studied 

parallels between myths, religions and storytelling around the world.  
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 Since then there have been numerous attempts to classify narrative 

typologies. Researchers and writers have suggested various scenarios: that there 

are three main basic plots: the happy ending, the unhappy ending and the 

tragedy (Foster-Harris, 1959); that, as Roland Tobias suggested, there are 20 

Master Plots, each outlined in his eponymous book (Tobias, 1993); that, as 

Christopher Booker recommended, there are Seven Basic Plots: overcoming the 

monster, rags to riches, the quest, voyage and return, comedy, tragedy and 

rebirth (Booker, 2004); etc. The most scientific approach to the issue was 

undertaken in 2016 by researchers at the University of Vermont and the 

University of Adelaide in their ‘emotional arcs of stories’ project. By assigning 

‘individual happiness scores’ (Reagan et al., 2016, p.2) to over 10,000 signifying 

words and then identifying those words within a narrative they classified the 

emotional arcs of 1,737 stories drawn from Project Gutenburg’s fiction collection 

and came up with six core emotional arcs; rags to riches (rise), riches to rages 

(fall), man in a hole (fall-rise), Icarus (rise-fall), Cinderella (rise-fall-rise), and 

Oedipus (fall-rise-fall) (Reagan et al., 2016).  

For the purposes of this thesis, a compilation of the different story types 

from these studies and whether a journey is involved within the listed books or 

films is worthwhile. Below I have created a series of tables breaking down the 

different story categories and highlighting how each narrative can incorporate a 

journey.  
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The emotional arcs of stories, Reagan et al.  

 

Story type Story listed within the study that involves a journey 

Rags to riches 
(rise) 

Jungle Book, Call of the Wild, Gulliver’s Travels, Don 

Quixote, Pilgrim’s Progress (Reagan et al., 2016, S8-S26) 

 

Tragedy, or Rags 

to Riches (fall) 

Heart of Darkness, The Lost World, Kidnapped (Reagan et 

al., 2016, S8-S26) 

 

Man in a hole 

(fall-rise) 

Treasure Island, King Solomon’s Mines, Robin Hood 

(Reagan et al., 2016, S8-S26) 

 

Icarus (rise-fall) Peter Pan, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, White Fang, The 

Song of Hiawatha, The Land that Time Forgot (Reagan et 

al., 2016, S8-S26) 

 

Cinderella (rise-

fall-rise) 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Three Men in Boat, The 

Diary of a Pilgrimage (Reagan et al., 2016, S8-S26) 

Oedipus (fall-rise-

fall) 

Wind in the Willows, The People that Time Forgot, The 

Quest of the Sacred Slipper (Reagan et al,. 2016, S8-S26) 

 

The Seven Basic Plots, Christopher Booker 

 

Story type Story listed within the study that involves a journey 

Overcoming the 

monster 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, Odyssey, Saint George and the 

Dragon (Booker, 2004, pp.21-25) 

Rags to Riches  Cinderella, David Copperfield, Aladdin and the Enchanted 

Lamp (Booker, 2004, pp.51-55) 

The Quest Aeneid, Divine Comedy, Pilgrim’s Progress, Lord of the 

Rings, Treasure Island (Booker, 2004, p.69) 
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Voyage and 

Return 

Peter Pan, Alice in Wonderland, Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner (Booker, 2004, pp.87-88) 

Comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream, All’s Well that Ends Well, As 

You Like It (Booker, 2004, pp.115-119) 

Tragedy Macbeth, Julius Caesar, Anthony and Cleopatra (Booker, 

2004, pp.154-169) 

Rebirth  Peer Gynt, The Snow Queen, A Christmas Carol (Booker, 

2004, pp.198-211) 

 

20 Master Plots, Ronald B. Tobias 

 

Story Type Story listed within the study that involves a journey 

Quest Don Quixote, The Grapes of Wrath, Raiders of the Lost Ark 

(Tobias, 1993, p.71) 

Adventure Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, Robinson Crusoe, 

The Sea Wolf (Tobais, 1993. p.86) 

Pursuit Les Miserables, The French Connection, Murder on the 

Orient Express, Alien (Tobias, 1993, pp.97-101) 

Rescue The Prince’s Bride, Rapunzel, The Searchers (Tobias, 1993, 

pp.108-110) 

Escape Midnight Express, Papillon, The Great Escape (Tobias, 

1993, pp.112-113) 

Revenge Hamlet, The Outlaw Josey Wales (Tobias, 1993, pp.123-

125) 

The Riddle Benito Cereno, The Maltese Falcon, 2001: A Space Odyssey 

(Tobias, 1993, pp.137-146) 

Rivalry Billy Budd, Mutiny on The Bounty, Ben-Hur (Tobias, 1993, 

pp.150-157) 

Underdog Joan of Arc, Cinderella (Tobias, 1993, pp.158-159) 

Temptation Adam and Eve (Tobias, 1993, p.165) 

Metamorphosis Little Red Riding Hood (Tobias, 1993, p.175) 

Transformation The Red Badge of Courage, Catch-22 (Tobias, 1993, p.184) 
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Maturation Great Expectations, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

(Tobias, 1993, p,193) 

Love Tristen and Isolde, Orpheus and Eurydice, The African 

Queen (Tobias, 1993, pp.199-203) 

Forbidden Love Harold and Maude,(Tobias, 1993, pp.222-224) 

Sacrifice Casablanca (Tobias, 1993, p.232) 

Discovery The Portrait of a Lady (Tobias, 1993, p.243) 

Wretched Excess Apocalypse Now (Tobias, 1993, p.249) 

Ascension and 

Descension 

Heart of Darkness, All the Kings Men (Tobias, 1993, 

pp.259-260) 

 

 

What can be gathered from these comparative studies is that all story types can 

involve a journey. As Christopher Vogler said:  

 

The stages of the Hero’s Journey can be traced in all kinds of stories, not 

just those that feature “heroic” physical action and adventure. The 

protagonist of every story is the hero of the journey, even if the path leads 

into his own mind or into the realm of relationships. (Vogler 2007, p.7) 

 

The passage from point A to point B is a universal structure but the external 

journey almost always mirrors an internal transformation; the most important 

movement is the emotional journey the character undertakes. This emotional 

ride connects readers, listeners and viewers by their sharing the experience of 

an unfolding tale. As the researchers on the emotional arcs of stories project say: 

‘Our ability to communicate relies in part upon a shared emotional experience, 

with stories often following distinct emotional trajectories, forming patterns that 

are meaningful to us’ (Reagan et al, 2016, p.1). These emotional trajectories are a 

journey in themselves. Our metaphorical understanding of the world verifies this 

relationship, as Lakoff and Johnson wrote:  
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The heart of metaphor is inference. Conceptual metaphor allows 

inferences in sensory-motor domains (e.g., domains of space and objects) 

to be used to draw inferences about other domains (e.g., domains of 

subjective judgment, with concepts like intimacy, emotions, justice and so 

on). (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p.243) 

 

This universal treatment of the journey narrative also indicates something more 

subconscious – that the structure is in us. We have all lived the story of internal 

and external voyaging, not only through our own conscious lives but in the 

myths and legends that still guide us and which we can feel in our most subtle 

selves.  

 This idea of the journey narrative inside us relates to the human 

experience of time. Stories unfold over time and humans understand time 

through our bodies: ‘Most of our understanding of time is a metaphorical version 

of the understanding of motion in space’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999). Marc 

Wittman in his book Felt Time says, ‘We do not perceive time, rather we 

experience change and movement. Change tells us that time is passing’ (Wittman, 

2016, p.124). We understand motion and change and the passing of events and 

through those time manifests in our bodies. ‘Time is directional and irreversible 

because events are directional and irreversible; events cannot “unhappen”’ 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). We feel time internally, we experience events 

emotionally and we connect them consciously and subconsciously through the 

kinetic nature of story. 

 So, what of walking in this universal travel narrative? The journeys that 

are integral to the more than one hundred stories listed above may have taken 

place on horseback, in a spaceship, possibly driving a car or sailing a ship, but it 
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is important to remember that for millions of years our story of voyage and 

transformation was and still often is told through the movement of two feet. The 

passage from A to B, from sadness to joy, ignorance to wisdom and birth to death 

was understood through the simple motion we are all built for. The universal 

story came to us one step at a time. 

 

 

Superman 

 

The steel doors of the Nigerian base clanged shut and we tramped off through 

the red dirt, little puffs of dust erupting with each step. Alusiene guided us along 

the village’s main street, a path so little used that weeds flourished in the old tire 

tracks that ran like parallel welts down the centre of the road. On either side 

were rough concrete buildings one and two storeys high. All looked empty. The 

wet season rains had stained them in a dripping watercolour palette of brown, 

black and green. On the walls, shards of old, faded advertising posters created a 

palimpsest of pre-war aspirations, Ariel detergent makes you BRIGHT, Guinness 

for Strength. Most of the buildings’ ground floors were open-fronted where only 

a few years before metal roller doors would have covered the cavities, but like 

every window in the village the shutters had been removed and sold on to black 

market dealers. Now they looked like a line of derelict geometric caves.  

 Alusiene gave us a running commentary as we walked.  

That was where his cousin, a great Scarcies River fisherman, used to live 

before the war.  

Over there had been a café famous for its spicy peanut soup.  



 98 

Behind another building was where illegal card and dice games had taken 

place.  

We were moving through a ghost town. What had made it vital and alive, 

the people and their stories, had been disappeared by war.  

 A door to our left cracked open. Alusiene walked over and an old lady 

moved into the light.  

 ‘How de body?’ he asked with the slightest of bows.  

 They conversed in Mende.  

 ‘She says Tejan Superman is in town, just down the road.’ He pointed at a 

two-storey building with a pair of what looked like concrete ship’s figureheads 

projecting over the doorway,   

‘The old lady’s heard about the clinic, but no one will come until 

Superman gives the okay.’ 

The woman wore a tattered cotton, lappa-cloth dress. Her hair was 

uncombed and although she was looking at me, her focus was elsewhere. She 

was like hundreds of others I’d met over the past months, people whose 

character seemed to have been supernaturally removed from their bodies. 

Maybe that was the way to survive purgatory. 

‘Only one thing to do, then,’ I said. ‘Let’s consult a superhero.’ 

When I think back to my time in that war, I’m shocked by what I and 

everyone on the team had to do to keep the medical projects functioning: 

working incredible hours, pushing physically and mentally to the edge, putting 

ourselves consciously and unconsciously in harm’s way. But the most difficult 

and bizarre aspect of my job was negotiating in good faith with mass murderers, 

torturers, rapists and thieves on both sides of the conflict.  
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The memories of those talks come to me as fuzzy, sepia-toned snippets of 

dream film. Did I really have frank and serious discussions with guys whose real 

lives could only be imagined in the context of some blood-soaked TV drama?  At 

the time, in a conflict zone, those situations had perspective and vital importance 

and such negotiations became normalized because what we take as standard in 

everyday life is abnormal in war. In total war, where the winners take all and the 

losers beat a hasty retreat, it is might and muscle and merciless aggression that 

lead to survival …  and to do anything in that environment you have to talk to 

power.  

Still, when they were not high or drunk, those soldiers were not much 

different to young people I encounter every day: playful, happy-go-lucky, 

optimistic. The difference was that those boys and men had complete control, 

they had the authority of life and death and they knew it. Power corrupts, total 

power corrupts totally. 

In my dealings with commanders and officers on the RUF side there was a 

toxic similarity between the bosses – the capacity to transfer allegiances and 

friendships as simply as shuffling cards. This turned discussions with them into 

ethereal dialogues and, considering our lives depended on those conversations, 

it was folly to believe in their permanency. Permanency I know now is a luxury 

that arises from knowing where your evening meal will come from and that 

when you next play soccer with your friends you won’t be shot.  

Outside Superman’s house loitered half a dozen heavily armed guys. They 

knew we were coming and didn’t appear disturbed by our presence, but still my 

heart was pounding. Sweat had gathered clammy under my arms. I consciously 

steadied my breathing.  
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One of the youngest guys standing by the entrance looked at me. He 

smiled, his teeth stained bright red from chewing betel nut, then silently raised 

his gun, pulling the stock tight into his shoulder and levelling the barrel at my 

head. It all happened in slow motion. I had half expected it on the bridge but 

closer into the Headquarters where the soldiers were theoretically more 

scrutinized, guards tended to be more disciplined. I stood rigid. What had I done 

wrong? Why was he aiming at me? Would anyone remember? Then the kid went 

into a jiggly impersonation of a cartoon soldier making machine gun noises 

through chattering teeth and jerking the gun up and down as if it were spewing 

bullets. He was laughing manically. One of the older guys knocked the muzzle of 

kid’s AK-47 to the ground, shouted and cuffed him in the back of the head. The 

boy kept laughing for way too long. 

Guns, guns everywhere. In Sierra Leone there were tens of thousands of 

them. Men, boys, girls, women – I saw them all carrying weapons, from single 

shot improvised, hand-made pistols, to belt-feed machine guns, to the gold-and-

silver-plated Glock hand gun that a Lebanese businessman insisted I hold and 

look at as if it were a religious icon. But then, that’s what they were: icons – 

representations of power and security. And like an icon they were 

concentrations of a particular energy latent in the community, a negative force 

that spoke of everything that was wrong in that country – instability built on the 

trigger.  

We were now before what Alusiene described as rebel HQ. The building 

was fronted by a three-foot-high concrete block wall and inside that was a little 

garden; it was the only watered patch of earth in the village. Petunias and 

pansies grew in straight lines, the first dash of bright colour we had seen since 
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leaving Port Loko. Tied up to the low wall on the left of the front door was a 

juvenile chimpanzee about the size of a three-year-old boy. It huddled in tight to 

the shady wall, a rusty chain attached to the collar around its neck. When we 

entered, it kept its head down and stared at the freshly watered flowers; 

curiosity had been knocked out of it. On the other side of the path a miniature 

deer, no larger than a medium-sized dog, rested out of the sun. Its coat was a 

beautiful light russet with delicate white spots. It sat licking its fur and looking 

too fragile to have any role in a West African civil war. It too was tied to the 

partition. 

One of the older guards opened the front door, inside was a single large 

room, it reeked of old wood fires and ganja. Light streamed in through the 

cavities along the front wall where the windows had been. On the far side, in the 

shade, was a tattered three-seat sofa, covered in what had once been a cream 

and gold baroque fabric. Some time before the war this would have been a 

wealthy family’s prized piece of furniture, but age, weather and overuse had left 

it threadbare and grimy. Stretched out along its length with his feet up on the 

armrest lay Tejan Superman.  

I walked over and introduced myself. It was only then that I realized a 

young girl lay tucked in behind him tight into the back of the seat. He stretched 

and rolled up to sitting, leaned back, pushed the mirror aviator sunglasses he 

was wearing up onto his head and locked his hands together behind his neck.  

‘We got your message,’ he said. ‘You here for this clinic?’  

I replied in the positive and reminded him that we had run clinics at half a 

dozen RUF-controlled villages around the district for the past six months.  
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My eyes slowly adjusted to the shade. In the thin light Superman’s teeth 

glittered and the whites of his eyes were stark against his dark complexion. He 

had rolled the sleeves of his combat tunic up and his forearms were dressed in 

half a dozen watches – sports models, dressy ones, digitals, models with round 

faces and illuminated hands. I’d seen that kind of display before; it was part of the 

battle costume. Some guys collected watches from their kills others gathered 

body parts.  

‘Yeh, I heard you guys been helping out. But truth is we don’t need much 

help here.’ He looked straight at me, dead-eyed and unflinching. 

It was as if someone had lightly slapped me on the face. We’d had people 

walking into the Port Loko hospital for weeks with reports of high rates of 

malnutrition in the area around Mange. I told him about the testimonies but he 

waved me away. 

‘Ah, that was last year before monsoon. Now things are good. People got 

lots of fish and the rice is starting to come back.’ 

We hadn’t seen a single planted field on the two-hour drive from Port 

Loko, the forest was encroaching on all the old, untended fields, but I knew there 

was no way to argue against him, he had all the power.  

‘Maybe you don’t need us for the hunger, but we got drugs to help your 

people with the malaria and the TB.’ 

‘No, no nobody’s had the malaria this season yet. Mange is all good.’ 

What was he hoping for? Usually the RUF commanders didn’t want a bribe 

to let us work in their areas. Having us around legitimized their power, made 

them look good. So what was Superman fishing for? 

‘I think you guys should leave,’ he said.  
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‘There’s nothing you need from us?’ I asked, looking for an opening. 

He swung off the couch and stood up. He was a slight man, thin-built with 

delicate bones and a narrow face. Almost too skinny. For a second I wondered if 

he was HIV positive. Sierra Leone’s infection rate was skyrocketing and most of 

the population had no idea of what they had. He coughed and wiped the back of 

his hand across his mouth.  

‘Don’t you think that the Mange people would appreciate us being able to 

help them? You’re the boss, their health is your responsibility. Why won’t you let 

us help them?’ 

‘Time to leave.’ He pointed at the door. I could feel Alusiene poking me in 

the back. Getting Superman off side was the last thing we needed. But I didn’t feel 

I could move, I was stuck there, I needed to find something, there had to be a way. 

We had come so far. Money, power, prestige – he didn’t seem to care. I was 

standing gaping at him like a grounded fish.  

‘What you waiting for?’ He took a step forward. ‘Just fuck off. Get the fuck 

out of here.’  

‘Okay, okay.’ Alusiene was pulling my shirt.  

I turned for the door and all of a sudden the girl jumped up from the 

couch.  

‘What you doing?’ she shouted, throwing both hands at Superman. ‘You’re 

the boss, you’re the big man. This is your chance to do something good and you’re 

fucking it up.’  

‘What you talking about?’ Superman lunged at the girl.  

I started back towards them but Alusiene grabbed my elbow. ‘Easy, boss.’ 
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Tejan pulled back and didn’t hit her, but there was no doubt what he was 

capable of. 

The girl stood tall and took a step towards him, chin jutting out. She was 

tiny, looked no older than 13 or 14, but she was fierce. I felt her energy from two 

metres away. Her body quivered, the torn shift of a dress she wore seemed to 

disappear and she stood like some equatorial Amazon before a man easily 

capable of shooting her or gouging her eyes out. Depending on what happened 

next, the girl could be either a footnote or a new chapter.   

‘You’re not a real man,’ she said almost spitting it out. ‘A real man looks 

after his family, his people. You just sit here smoking ganja, playing with your 

guns and talking to yourself.’ 

Superman was on his tiptoes, stretched as if he would swing again. It felt 

like the whole room, four walls and five bodies, were teetering on a knife edge. 

The atmosphere had flipped in the blink of an eye. For me walking through the 

door there had been fear and tension and the absolute darkness of the unknown. 

Now, with two young people facing off against each other, there was something 

subconsciously familiar about it: I’d been there. I’d had arguments with 

girlfriends, not to the same intensity, but I had been in Superman’s shoes and I 

knew how out of control such a situation could become. 

The girl had the eye of someone with no fear of death. Perhaps women are 

better than men when it comes to death, pain and the beyond. Maybe it’s the deep 

memory of birthing or the millions of years of having to put up with egotistic and 

overly physical males. When my wife or mother has taken on the kind of look the 

girl was showing Tejan, I knew they would bust through walls to get what they 

needed.  
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 Superman fell back on his heels and dropped his shoulders. He shouted an 

obscenity, grabbed the aviator glasses from the top of his head and threw them 

against the wall. They shattered and the mirrored glass caught the refracted 

sunlight and sparkled in the shadows. The rebel commander turned to us, livid, 

bright, shot with energy, and I saw that his emaciation was not infection but the 

weight of years staring into the abyss. Even at that level, at the height of the RUF’s 

organization, mortality, accountability and connections still mattered, still kept 

those men with the power of life and death awake at night. 

Rolf, Alusiene and I stood still – in the midst of a horrific civil war we were 

caught in a domestic dispute between two volatile lovers. But there was more 

than that, because Superman’s whole persona, his myth, had been built on being 

the hard man, a dictatorial figure whose power lay in following through on his 

claims to eliminate anyone who opposed him. In the dim light of that room, with 

none of his soldiers around, we saw the truth of his story. He was like us, anxious 

about his past, fearful for the future and exposed through his relationships.  

‘All right,’ he said, turning away and raising a hand. ‘You can have your clinic, but 

you need to be gone by dark. You don’t want to be here after dark.’  

 

 

The power of a story 

 

Story is essential. In Superman’s myth he was Mange village’s infallible god. But 

in the half-light of that room, beyond the view of his true audience, we were 

reminded that stories are completely reliant on the power of the narrator.   
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 The ability to immerse ourselves in fictional universes and travel beyond 

our bodies in space and time, are key traits separating us from non-human 

animals (Boyd, 2009, p.202). There is no scientific consensus on how this radical 

switch in cognition, from a strictly literal, what-you-see-is-what-you-get reality, 

to one where we could project ourselves into previously unimaginable scenarios, 

took place, but the most commonly held theory is that an accidental genetic 

mutation enabled us, Homo sapiens, to think and communicate in a completely 

different way than our predecessors (Gugliotta, 2008; Mithen, 2005, p.249; 

Harari, 2013, p.38).  

 This fictional thinking was accompanied by the development of oral 

language. It’s believed that Homo sapiens had the physical capacity to produce 

spoken language but its utility was unrealized until symbolic behaviour 

developed and created a need for more abstract communication (Mithen, 2005, 

p.258).  What followed was a brilliantly flexible language system, able to convey 

complex information about our environment while simultaneously incorporating 

details about individuals within the family groups we travelled as. According to 

the ‘grooming, gossip and evolution of language theory’ (Dunbar, 1998, p.192; 

Gazzaniga, 2008, p.94-97) it was an intensely social language, and it aided these 

extended families to grow and become more coordinated.  

 Current theories on the linked development of oral language and 

symbolic behaviour place their genesis with Homo sapiens in Africa sometime 

before 100,000 years ago (Tattersal, 2008, p.107; Mithen, 2005, p.251).  As the 

archaeologist Ian Tattersal says, ‘It’s only the period following about 100,000 

years ago that we begin to see convincing evidence of symbolic behaviour 
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patterns among populations we can recognize as… Homo sapiens.’ (Tattersal, 

2008, p.107).  

This cognitive revolution completely altered the way we comprehend and 

communicate in the world (Harari, 2014, p.38). For humanity one of the essential 

ways symbolic thought processes manifested was through the capacity to 

mentally immerse ourselves in fictional experiences; to live in story. Story has 

become integral to our understanding of what it is to be human. Story ‘develops 

our capacity to see from different perspectives and this capacity in turn both 

arises from and aids the evolution of cooperation and the growth of human 

mental flexibility’ (Boyd, 2009, p.176). It is essential for humanity in multiple 

ways. It acts, in the words of the psychologist Keith Oatley, as ‘The mind’s flight 

simulator… humans are future-oriented beings, who generally use their 

imagination to simulate the future’ (Oatley, 2008, p.1030).  

This modelling works on two levels, firstly it can help us understand how 

others think and feel, as Oatley says: 

 

In ordinary life, we use aspects of our understanding of ourselves to infer 

what others might be thinking and feeling. In fiction, authors offer us cues 

to our theory-of-mind processes, so that we can use these same 

simulative faculties for fictional characters. (Oatley, 2008, p.1030) 

 

Secondly, story works as a simulation of complexes or processes in action: 

 

Authors of fictions write simulations that follow the trajectory of… 

possibilities. We enter the goals of a character… into our own planning 

processors, and as her plans meet vicissitudes that the author indicates, 

we experience emotions. Not [the character’s] emotions, but our own, in 

the contexts the author has prompted us to imagine ourselves into. 

(Oatley, 2008, p.1030) 
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These simulations are vital for human development because, as Jonathan 

Gotschall explains in The Storytelling Animal (2013):  

 

The constant firing of our neurons in response to fictional stimuli 

strengthens and refines the neural pathways that lead to skilful 

navigation of life’s problems… Fiction allows our brains to practice 

reacting to the kinds of challenges that are, and always were, most crucial 

to our success as a species. (Gotschall, 2013, p.67) 

 

Story is integral to how we live in the world. By having the ability to create 

fictional universes we have the power to predict the future and more 

importantly the skill to successfully navigate life’s unceasing predicaments.  

The genesis of story is also the creation point for the structure of those 

religions and myths that still today act as our moral guides. Researchers see the 

use of symbols incised on 100,000-year-old ochre found in the Blombos caves in 

South Africa and the first deliberate burials, dated to around 95,000 years ago in 

Qafzeh, Israel, as the first evidence of nascent religion (Culotta, 2009, p.784). 

Religions are masterpieces of storytelling. Through a commonly believed 

narrative, entire communities can gather together under one set of principles, as 

the sociologist Emile Durkheim said: ‘Religion is a unified system of beliefs and 

practices… which unite into one single moral community called a Church…’  

(Durkheim, 2008, p.46). Religions enable disparate groups to bond and create 

larger, more stable, more organized and more powerful communities. Yuval 

Harari describes it in his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Mankind (2014):  

 

…fiction has enabled us not merely to imagine things but to do so 

collectively. We can weave common myths such as the biblical creation 

story, the Dreamtime myths of Aboriginal Australians and the national 

myths of modern nation states. Such myths give Sapiens the 
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unprecedented ability to cooperate flexibly in large numbers. (Harari, 

2014, p.25) 

 

This aligns with Gotschall’s statement: ‘[W]hat they [religions] generally cause 

people to do is behave more decently towards members of the group (co-

religionists) while vigorously asserting the group’s interests against competitors’ 

(Gotschall, 2013, p.122). The power of story creates religion, and religion then 

generates communal power.  

Importantly for this thesis, the early development of fictional thought, 

oral language, story, myth and religion all coincide with a great mass migration 

Homo sapiens made out of Africa around 80,000 years ago (Gugliotta, 2008). 

Researchers believe that climate change and the subsequent elimination of food 

sources forced our species off parts of the continent (Gugliotta, 2008). Over the 

next 70,000 years Homo sapiens were engaged in a world-changing journey that 

by 12,000 BCE saw the species settled in every corner of the globe including 

Australia and the Americas (Gugliotta, 2008; Mithen, 2005, p.263).  

The exodus would have been difficult. Not only were there extreme 

environmental, meteorological and biological challenges, but there were several 

species of humans already settled in the lands we migrated into. Homo sapiens’s 

ancestor Homo erectus had migrated out of Africa 1.5 million years before and 

spread throughout Asia, Africa and Europe (Handwerk, 2014). In those areas, 

over hundreds of thousands of years, erectus had adapted to particular 

environments and a series of Homo species developed including: rudolfensis, 

heidelbergensis, neanderthalensis, denisovans and floresensis (Harari, 2014, p.17; 

Mithen, 2005, p.268, Bojs, 2017, p.32). The group of Homo sapiens that left East 

Africa on that species-defining great march numbered between only 1,000 and 



 110 

50,000 (Gugliotta, 2008) yet over the next seventy millennia Homo sapiens – 

whose newly acquired symbolic thought and oral language had created 

heightened organizational capability, deeper communication, consensus-

building religious stories and the creativity fostered through thousands of 

generations of foot-bound migration – rose to the apex of the evolutionary 

pyramid. 

By 12,000 BCE all other Homo species had disappeared and sapiens were 

settled in every corner of the world. There is still heated debate around whether 

Homo sapiens violently eliminated their related species – the Replacement 

Theory – or simply bred with their distant cousins until the species merged – the 

Interbreeding Theory (Harari, 2014, p.15) – (or a combination of both) – but 

Homo sapiens had become the primary species on earth. 

Our stories, like great journeys, thrive on conflict, they reflect the trials 

and tribulations that all humans undertake on their passage through life. As 

Gotschall says, ‘if there is no knotty problem, there is no story’ (Gottschall, 2013, 

p.49). Lisa Cron writes in her book Wired for Story (2012): ‘Story is about change, 

which results only from unavoidable conflict’ (Cron, 2012, p.125).  

 

Overcoming adversity is the story of the ascent of humankind. From the 

personal to the species level it was always about challenge, and the evolutionary 

advances that overcoming those problems gifted us have defined our journey. It 

seems only natural that the stories we thrive on reflect the conflict and resultant 

creativity that have brought us here.  

So, language, story, myth and religion were all in intense development as 

we undertook our 70,000-year continent-crossing journey, an epic migration 
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that would have involved life-threatening challenges on a daily basis. When we 

look at human cognition and the centrality of story in our understanding of the 

world, and how these qualities matured through thousands of generations of 

ceaseless travel, the power of the journey narrative becomes not just apparent 

but intrinsic. My narrative studies have asked these questions:  

 Is it mere coincidence that Campbell’s monomyth is an infinitely 

repeating tale of intrepid journey? 

 Is it chance that the prophets of our great surviving religions all spent 

time wandering in the wilderness?  

 Is it accidental that almost any story structure we can imagine can 

involve a foot-bound journey?  

Through these questions we begin to comprehend the subliminal but symbiotic 

connection between walking and storytelling. 

As Lisa Cron has said, ‘We don’t turn to story to escape reality we turn to 

story to navigate reality’ (Cron, 2012). Story acts not only as a model for future 

worlds but as a compass to navigate the life that lies before us. In the words of 

novelist A.S. Byatt: ‘Narration is as much a part of human nature as breath and 

the circulation of blood. We are all… under sentence of death and we all think of 

our lives as narratives, with beginnings, middles and ends’ (Byatt, 1999). 

Everyone can understand their life as a journey because our perception of 

reality, of how we exist in this world, evolved over a 70,000-year walking quest. 

The hero’s journey is deep inside us, entwined in the fabric of our being. We 

cannot escape it because it is the tale of how we arrived. The hero always 

overcomes because that is the truth of our story. 
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To the centre of the story 

 

We started walking again and it was as if my legs had been given a second life. I 

had energy. The strain of discussions with no real framework – first on the 

bridge, then with the Nigerians, finally at Superman’s HQ – had drawn from that 

deep well of subconscious energy we rely on in times of crisis. But now we had 

an attainable goal. We swung our arms and Rolf launched into an off-key, archaic 

Dutch disco tune. Alusiene and I joined in the chorus that involved three 

unpronounceable lowland words that our friend later translated as meaning: 

‘Boys don’t always love girls’.  

 At the bottom of the short hill just south of the village was an open field, it 

was shady there and grass grew in patches close to the river. The old market lay 

in the centre – a wooden pavilion on a concrete foundation, open walls and a tin 

roof – it was here we would hold the clinic. The roof sheets were pitted and 

rusted in such a way that sun peeked through the holes and the ceiling twinkled 

as if it were the night sky. Practically, the roof gave us shade and let the river 

breeze waft through, but maybe when the patients looked up and saw the stars 

they could, for even a minute, dream of this place without the war and the chaos 

and the interminable thoughts of lost friends and family members.  

In the three or four minutes it took us to get from the RUF HQ to the clinic 

site, five people had shown up outside the market. By the time we had set up a 

table and Rolf had laid out his medicines and instruments, there were 20 

patients lined up in an orderly queue. People were appearing out of the woods in 

ones and twos and tight family groups. They hobbled and limped, carried loved 
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ones and neighbours, barefoot and sandaled, they made their ailing way to the 

doctor’s table. 

After the complexities of just getting there, it was cathartic to start doing 

what we did best. Rolf showed his usual patience and knowledge in the 

examinations; the villagers would sit, heads down and hands folded until the 

questions began. Alusiene would translate from the Mende, Krio or Temne, and 

Rolf would listen, sometimes with his eyes closed. It was deep attention. Crying 

babies and groaning adults lined up behind his patients, but Rolf was relaxed and 

easy, he had time for this, smiling and in a generous voice asking more questions 

as the consultation progressed. He had a quiet face, with well-used smile lines 

around his eyes and a funny off-kilter grin that was endearing.  

If the patient needed a physical examination, they went behind a privacy 

screen we had set up using sheets and aluminium rods brought with us. Rolf had 

examined me before and I knew his touch was firm and professional, it was 

person to person contact that could change lives, but there was a gentleness 

there and a lack of haste that implied he wanted his diagnosis to be correct and 

his patient to return to health. 

I moved between the crowd and the treatment area trying to organize the 

flow. Almost as soon as we had arrived an old man presented himself and 

pronounced that he would help me. Alusiene explained he was related to the 

paramount chief, the head of Mange’s local government before the arrival of the 

rebels. Most of the Sierra Leonean chiefs had left their tribal lands: there was a 

price on their heads as the RUF enthusiastically eliminated all vestiges of the old 

political order. As we organized the crowd, I asked the man, whose name was 

Solomon, where all the patients were coming from.  
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 ‘They live in the woods. Nearly everyone has left home. They camp deep 

in the forest and live with almost nothing, working tiny patches of land. If the 

RUF believe there’s nothing to take they’re more likely to leave them alone.’ 

 ‘But how do they know the clinic is on?’ 

 ‘Bush telegraph, kids running here and there, grandmothers moving 

between campsites. People had heard of it, they were ready to come, we just 

needed to wait until our illustrious leader gave his assent.’ On the last statement 

Solomon raised his eyebrows.  

 The people kept coming: malaria, TB, waterborne diseases, tropical 

infections, but the saddest, the most emotionally draining patients were the 

malnourished kids. One of my jobs was to measure the boys’ and girls’ upper 

arms and relate that to the World Health Organization’s malnourishment 

standards. Every time a child qualified, I would shake my head and swear under 

my breath. How could a country that in the 1960s exported rice to other nations 

now have a situation where tens of thousands of the population were dying of 

hunger?   

It was frustrating, and the initial focus of my anger was Superman. But, of 

course, it was not just him. There was an entire rebel army led by Foday Sankoh, 

a borderline psychopath; there was a political system that had become so 

corrupted over 30 years that gangs like the RUF could take advantage of the 

power vacuum it had created; there was the international community, happy to 

buy Sierra Leone’s blood diamonds as long as they didn’t know where they came 

from; and there was the grinding poverty, the tenuous insecurity of not having 

enough to eat, that pushed people to do things they would forever regret.   
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In that run-down shelter, with its roof of stars and a snaking line of people 

whose lives had been torn apart and whose bodies had suffered unavoidable 

neglect through hunger and rampant disease, I realized there was no point in 

dwelling on the past because in order to survive there had to be a future, there 

had to be something to live in hope for. I thought of the kid on the bridge who 

had let us through, of the Nigerians who in their own rough and testosterone-

rich way wanted to help, of Superman who under the influence of his formidable 

girlfriend had eventually given approval for the clinic, and then of how the 

people had come in silent droves out of the woods in search of hope. There was 

energy and courage and the prospect of survival, and with those there was a way 

forward.  

 By 3pm the crowds were dwindling and Alusiene said we had to leave as 

it would take two and a half hours to get back to Port Loko and we couldn’t be on 

the road after dark. A half hour later the last patients were finishing off. Rolf 

packed up his medicine chest and Alusiene and I rolled up the privacy sheets. 

Solomon shook my hand, thanked us for coming and asked when we could come 

back; he wanted to have a date to tell people. Then there were shouts and out of 

the woods fifty metres away came a boy piggybacking another lad.  

 ‘He’s saying we have to wait,’ said Alusiene.  

 The carrier was a teenager, maybe fifteen years old, lean and powerful, 

wearing only a ragged pair of Chelsea soccer shorts and thongs on his feet. He 

was staggering by the time he reached the pavilion. He sat down on the edge of 

the concrete and gently offloaded the boy. The second lad was obviously 

malnourished, he was bird-thin, all angular bones and tight skin. I could hear him 

wheezing as he gulped in shallow breaths. He lay down on the hard floor, curled 



 116 

up into a foetal position and put his hands between his legs. The older boy kept a 

hand on his head as if he didn’t want to let go. 

 The lad talked to Alusiene. 

 ‘This is his little brother. He’s brought him from their camp two hours 

away.’ 

 The boy made a motion of lifting food to his mouth.  

 ‘He doesn’t eat,’ Alusiene said, then he winced. ‘Well, what he’s saying is 

that there’s not enough food for him. He doesn’t eat because they can’t grow 

enough to feed the whole family.’ 

 The teenager pointed to the other side of the bridge.  

 ‘He wants us to take his brother to the hospital.’ 

 I felt myself shaking with emotion. The older brother had carried his 

sibling on his back through the woods for two hours to reach us. Why was it that 

the brother and not the mother or father had brought in the younger son? But I 

already knew the answer: because in the material and moral destitution of a 

messy, all-compassing war, parents have to make brutal choices. Maybe the 

younger lad had gotten sick, possibly he had a physical or learning difficulty, 

either way the mother and father had to make the ultimate choice for survival. 

This boy would not eat and his siblings would survive. I could not even 

contemplate the pain of such a decision. I had to turn away and walk to the other 

side of the market.  

 The river flowed only a stone’s throw away. Bordering the market field, 

toddy palms swayed in the breeze. Behind me the older brother was still talking 

to Alusiene. Life was not meant to be easy, but for some it must be unbearable. I 

thought of my own older brother Peter, a good man who I knew loved me. I 
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thought of my younger brother Gareth, who died when he was 18 and who I 

wished every day was still alive and who through a myriad of connected circles 

had ultimately brought me there into the midst of civil war in West Africa. And of 

course, I thought of this elder brother before me, the one who wouldn’t let his 

little one die and had run with him on his back until he almost collapsed to try 

and catch the foreign doctors before they left Mange. His commitment and love 

were overwhelming. I could understand it because I too would have wanted with 

all my heart to have had that chance. I knew that with energy such as that there 

was hope, and with hope there was a future.  

 I went back to the lad. He was stroking his brother’s head. My face was 

wet with tears. 

 ‘Of course, we can take him,’ Alusiene told me. ‘But he needs a guardian, 

someone to look after him, to feed him the special food at the hospital. Can you 

come?’ 

 Alusiene explained and I could see the boy’s shoulders slump as he 

replied.  

 ‘He can’t go. The family needs him to work their piece of land and be 

ready in case the RUF come.’ 

 I swore under my breath. The emaciated boy needed a full-time carer, he 

couldn’t feed himself and we didn’t have enough staff to offer that service. I 

thought for a second that maybe I could do it, but running the project was more 

than enough work; there was no way I could look after the lad at the same time. 

Maybe I could hire a local person to do it. Was there any way we could rearrange 

the work schedule so one of the nurses could assist? How many weeks would he 

need to get back to full strength? 
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 We all had our heads down searching for a solution, everyone too 

embarrassed to look at the older brother. 

 ‘I’ll go with him,’ said an old lady stepping up onto the pavilion. ‘I know 

the family. This boy will not die.’ 

 The brother looked at her and jumped up, smiling in recognition. He took 

her hands in his and brought them to his forehead in a sign of respect. ‘Tehn-kee, 

Tehn-kee.’ Thank you, thank you, he kept repeating. 

 With the decision made, we gathered up the rest of our materials and the 

patients who would join us. There were six other malnourished children and 

their guardians. The younger brother, whose name was Lansana, was too weak 

to walk, so Solomon found an old rusty wheelbarrow. We lay him in there and 

began shuffling back to the Landcruiser.  

 It must have looked like a scene from a zombie apocalypse film: 17 of us 

limping slowly through the village, the wheel on the barrow squeaking loudly 

and one of the little malnourished girls crying into her mother’s shoulder. We 

passed the RUF HQ. There was no sign of Superman, but his girlfriend stood in 

the doorway leaning against the frame, her arms crossed tight against her chest. 

She had the same defiant look, but as we passed she gave the slightest of nods. 

Outside the Nigerian base two soldiers stood, all rippled black muscles, cut off 

khaki shirts and shaved heads. They were tough, but as we walked by one of 

them gave a military salute then pulled his hand up from his forehead and 

bunched his fist into a black power salute. I pumped my fist in reply. On the 

bridge we careened around the tank traps, and the guard leaned against the 

railing smoking a reefer. As we stumbled past him, he raised the joint, nodded 

and said quietly, ‘My people.’ 
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 Across the bridge and onto solid ground, a wave of relief washed over me. 

We had been to the far side, we had done what we needed to do and returned. I 

helped the kids into the back of the Landcruiser, lifting them up like fragile sacks 

of twigs onto the laps of their carers, then climbed into the passenger seat with 

Rolf. As soon as I sat down, I felt my body melting into the vinyl upholstery. The 

crusty hardness, the psychological armour, that had been essential in my drive to 

get the team to the clinic softened. Inside the vehicle’s steel and glass, I could let 

down my defences. Alusiene started the rumbling diesel and we pulled away 

from the river.  

The vehicle moved forward gathering speed, and some part of me rose up 

and out of my body. Suddenly I was looking back down at the truck, at myself 

and everyone in it. I was smiling and Rolf was singing and Alusiene was nodding 

his head and tapping the steering wheel in time with the doctor’s infectious disco 

and we all looked bigger, or maybe not bigger in body but larger in spirit, fuller 

from the experience. We had been to the dark side as neophyte messengers, we 

had talked with the Angels of Death and we had stolen victims from beneath 

their wings. In cheating death, we had gained life. Maybe that’s the true nature of 

the Hero’s Journey: the constant movement into and out of the known prepares 

us for the ultimate passage beyond this life. One step at a time, unknown to 

known, darkness to light. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 

The body and the world 

 

 

 

Descartesian dualism 

 

I remember as a child learning to write. There’s magic to the giving of form to 

your thoughts and ideas. Your fingers miraculously creating a flowing cursive 

script pulsing with the energy of the possible.  

I was born in Northern Ireland and went to a public school in Belfast, a 

city in the 1970s that was divided by hatred and anger. Gilnahirk Primary, all red 

brick and white tiles, smelled of disinfectant and mould, olfactory reminders of 

children’s uncontrolled bodily fluids and Ulster’s constant rain. I learned to write 

jammed into the seat of a snug one-piece desk, its green metal legs soft with a 

patina of rust, the varnish of the plywood lid peeling away like old sunburnt skin.  

My desk when I was nine years old was especially memorable because 

every time I lifted the top to retrieve my books I was reminded of where I was: 

carved in rough capitals just along the hinge line was someone’s personal 

opinion of the Troubles – FUCK THE IRA. Gilnahirk was a Protestant 

neighbourhood and there were residents who wanted to keep it that way.  
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The skills to express myself through written language were learned from 

the cockpit of that desk. From a distance of forty years I can still feel the 

tightness of the little table, the plywood top, my writing practice book centred on 

the wooden surface and my pencil scratching away in a staccato flow of looping 

letters that were the creative opposite of the rigid space the authorities had 

deemed was best for me to learn in.  

By the 20th century, learning and creativity had become so cerebralised 

that institutions felt it necessary to minimise the body’s input; it was the element 

in the education equation that could be regulated, and to control it, especially in 

relation to the unbridled energy of childhood, meant its containment. This spatial 

inflexibility around learning wasn’t just the product of a dour grey-flannelled, 

Protestant school system, but ingrained through a deeply pervasive argument 

that had developed around mind-body dualism at the dawn of the scientific 

revolution.  

Rene Descartes was the first modern thinker to tackle the relationship 

between mind – which he advanced in the 17th century as the creative engine of 

human life – and the body, which was cast as the vessel through which that 

dynamic, brain-structured existence was lived. Descartes was a quiet 

revolutionary, whose deductive frameworks and revolutionary push to question 

everything freed Western thought from 1500 years of philosophical torpor, but 

his almost superficial dismissal of what the body has to offer led to 300 years of 

physical entrapment behind desks and tables for billions of schoolchildren. 

 In Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) Descartes argues we 

cannot trust our senses to interpret the world as they can be distorted. He said, 

‘Everything that I accepted as being most true up to now I acquired from the 
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senses… However, I have occasionally found that they can deceive me…’ 

(Descartes, 1998, p.19). He was dismissing the body and the world of the felt as a 

begrudgingly necessary but problematic addendum to the brain. It’s true the 

sensations can mislead us, but feelings can also be an opening to a deeper state, 

beyond the conscious and outside the control of rational structures.  

One of my best experiences in the truth of deceptive senses was in 1992. I 

was eight days into a ten-day, four-hundred kilometre run along the Great Divide 

Trail in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. I still had almost one hundred kilometres 

to the finish, but I was depleted from running forty kilometres day after day on 

single-track trails. My body felt as if it had been stitched together and the threads 

were just starting to pull apart. I wasn’t ready to quit but I wasn’t at the point 

where I could imagine the finish of that vertiginous marathon.  

I was on the last long slog up a well-defined trail over Ball Pass. That day I 

had crossed two major passes totalling over 1000 meters of climbing.  It was a 

long spell of breathless, muscled poetry. I marvelled at how my feet followed one 

after the other, each step the same but infinitely different, my body holistically 

adjusting to every minute shift in terrain and track. My running shoes were 

beautiful; moving in and out of my field of vision with metronomic consistency, 

dusty and a bit torn from the stony trails. But in those cuts and stains was the 

history of an awe-inspiring week of physical endeavour and aesthetic splendour. 

Every pass led to new views that humbled and inspired me. In that section of the 

Rockies the almost unfathomable power of geologic forces is evident in the 

crumpled stratigraphy that marks every ridge and peak; millions of years of 

plants, animals and minerals compressed, then twisted and thrust towards the 

sky.  



 123 

One second I would be absorbed in the beauty of my moving shoes, the 

next I’d glance up and be accosted by the planet creating energy of tectonic 

plates grinding over and against each other. I was watching a continent being 

formed and through it all I moved under my own power, one step after the other, 

across a landscape that spoke of the Nordic gods’ Asgaard and the Greek deities’ 

Mount Olympus.  

It was only another hour to the alpine meadow where I’d be laying out my 

sleeping bag and cooking the pasta my muscles ached for. Thoughts wandered; 

comfortable memories floated through me. I remembered my mum taking my 

brothers, my sister and me for miniature treks through the narrow country lanes 

on the outskirts of Belfast. My older brother with the plastic binoculars around 

his neck, me with my toy compass – true explorers. That walking was always 

pleasant because we were forever busy chatting and investigating and bringing 

to light new finds from the blackthorn hedges and crevices between centuries-

old cobbles.  

I thought about my job as a tree planter in the north of Canada, a daily 

grind of planting conifer seedlings across thousands of hectares of decimated, 

logged-out forests. It was a labour of transformation, work that on first glance 

seemed mind-numbingly boring and yet took place in almost boundless physical 

space within immense geometric, clear-cut logging blocks. Those hours and 

hours spent on my own, with infant trees and an orchestra of forest-edge birds, 

helped generate an inner spaciousness that complemented the enormity of the 

location.  

Back on that trail in the Rockies my legs throbbed, forty thousand paces a 

day and my knees were unhappy. I stopped and leaned over to massage the 
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ligaments behind my patella, my breathing slowed, my heart rate dropped back 

into an easy synchronicity with inhalation and exhalation. I remember thinking 

how dry the air was after the extreme humidity of the storm the day before. The 

tart scent of ponderosa pine hovered in the uncanny stillness. The air was soft 

and woolly in that hour of descending light before sunset.  

I rose to standing and something down the trail caught my attention. I 

squinted, trying to find a home for a just-stirred, incongruous sensation, but all I 

could make out was a dark blur on the horizon. I shook my head, vision strained. 

I had the overwhelming bodily feeling that my older brother Peter was there, on 

the track, a few hundred metres in front of me. It wasn’t something mentally 

confirmed, it was a tingle on my skin and a feeling in my bones. I struggled to 

move the impression beyond what was felt and onto a plane I could endorse 

through sight and sound and smell and eventually touch, but the shape and the 

feeling remained amorphous, hovering in the distance with simultaneous 

familiarity and mystery. I wanted to confirm it with irrefutable, conscious 

evidence but the object and the feeling refused. 

 It made no sense, but so many things on that run had defied logic; it was 

my body that was pulling me every day through the challenge and, as my 

corporeal self assumed more and more control over my survival, analytic 

thought moved into a different, more expansive reality. The mountains were 

closer, the sky permeated my skin, rivers ran through me. I wasn’t overthinking. I 

had a total body appreciation of where I was and how I existed in and through it.  

Over the next few minutes I eased into an acknowledgement that 

somehow Pete had found me in the midst of the Rocky’s topographical labyrinth. 

There was a rush of pleasant thinking; we would sit in the meadow on the far 
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side of the pass and drink the cold beer he had undoubtedly carried up the long 

hill. We’d chat and laugh and watch the sun go down among those godly 

mountains. It would be a remarkable meeting, one worth telling and retelling to 

kids and grandkids decades from now.  

I started running again, a grin on my face, the heaviness in my legs 

dissipating. But the blur on the horizon didn’t transform into the strong, sinewy 

form of my older brother. As the metres between myself and it decreased, the 

silhouette reached out to me with the twisted limbs of an arthritic alpine fir. The 

tree’s branches were blackened by lightning and contorted by centuries of 

turbulent wind and snow. On its lower reaches new growth sprouted; this tree 

was a high-altitude survivor. 

My hopes of cold ale and warm conversation were dashed, but instead of 

frustration I felt confusion because even though I could see this was not Peter, 

even though my brain was telling me this was not my brother, my body would 

not release the tree’s relationship to my blood. 

I arrived at the wizened fir puzzled and drained. My brain was playing 

tricks on me; in this place, in this physical state, could I even trust my brain? Was 

there any way this insentient being, this amalgam of fibre and fluids, could be 

related to a man I knew to be thousands of kilometres away? 

I touched the tree, my fingertips tracing the bark, rough and furrowed but 

warm from absorbing the afternoon sun. Its crippled architecture was inviting. 

Of course, this was not Peter, but still there was an attraction. I stepped up, 

wrapped my arms around it and pulled myself in.  

That impression of the fraternal tree has stayed with me for two and a 

half decades. It wasn’t my first ecstatic experience in nature but it’s one of my 
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most powerful. What resonates, as much as the attraction, is the confusion 

attendant in the identity of the fir. It raises the question of trust: trust in the 

veracity of the impression my mind was conveying. How could this thing we call 

mind, this element so definitive of myself, be so confused about the tree and its 

affiliation with my family? And how could my body, this entity that when I was 

growing up had been characterised as a mere vessel that held the all-powerful 

brain, be the thing understanding this enigmatic link between the tree and my 

brother?   

Descartes would have disagreed. Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), 

chapters One, Two and Six, are key to understanding how the world dismissed 

the body as a begrudgingly necessary but problematic addendum to the power of 

the brain.  

In Chapter One Descartes argues we cannot trust our senses to interpret 

the world as they can be distorted. ‘Everything that I accepted as being most true 

up to now I acquired from the senses… However, I have occasionally found that 

they can deceive me…’ (Descartes, 1998, p.19). It’s true the senses can mislead us 

– a tree in the Rockies may not be my brother but the sensual prompt that insists 

this entity on the horizon could be of my blood must have its origin within me. 

The felt image is a window onto something deeper, not to the mental me but to 

the bodily ‘I’ which on that long run had become the controller of my destiny.  

With Meditations Descartes brought his thinking to a point that worked 

for his argument, but left a great unknown for everyone interested in the deeper, 

holistic connection to the unconscious. My experiences have shown me that our 

greatest stories lie in the state just beyond what can be verified as ‘real’, a state 

in which we let go of the structures we live in and drop into a region where we 
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place trust in something just beyond consciousness, and the vehicle that 

understands this state is not in our heads, it is the entity through which we sense 

the world, our bodies.  

Second, Descartes contends we cannot completely trust our sensory 

interpretation of the world because it could all be a dream. He says: ‘However, I 

already know that I exist and, at the same time, that it is possible that all those 

images and, in general, whatever pertains to the nature of the body may be 

merely dreams’ (Descartes, 1998, p.26).  

So, what of dreams? Are they not a storehouse of fantastical events? How 

often have writers pulled themselves from sleep to grab a bedside notebook and 

scribble down the answers to narrative riddles? Again, Descartes dismisses these 

ends lightly. But dreams are a part of us that can’t be ignored because what 

happens in those shady hours filters into our daylight reality.  His own life 

changed because of a series of strange dreams he had had that one night in 

Bavaria in 1619; one of falling, one of thunderclaps and sparks and a last where 

he asks himself  "Quod vitae sectabor iter" (What path shall I take in life?) 

(Descartes, 1998, Introduction). Real or not, they affect the way we live in the 

world.  

Descartes uses his method of doubt to demonstrate that we have no way 

to prove whether what we experience is ‘real’ or not. His question then is what 

can we build truth upon if we cannot rely on our bodily senses? Here he moves 

to his second meditation. From analyzing humanity’s ability to comprehend 

truthfully the outside world, he moves inside in search of reliability. Again, his 

radical doubt cuts away at what is uncertain; he states that his perceptions may 

be questioned but the one thing that cannot be doubted is the fact that he exists. 
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For we must exist to doubt, and to doubt requires thought. Descartes says: ‘To 

think? That’s it. It is thought. This alone cannot be detached from me. I am, I 

exist; that is certain. But for how long? As long as I think…’ (Descartes, 1998, 

p.25). This statement – ‘It is thought. This alone cannot be detached from me’ – is 

the basis of Descartes’ most famous and enduring declaration: ‘Cogito ergo sum’, 

I think, therefore I am.  

The primacy of cerebral thought leads to Meditation Six, and here 

Descartes categorically defines the separation of mind and body. He says: ‘I 

perceive that there is a big difference between mind and body insofar as the 

body, by its nature, is always divisible whereas the mind is entirely indivisible’ 

(Descartes, 1998, p.67). For Descartes, mind was the stable, all-knowing, all-

creative entity that generates our understanding and ability to function in the 

world. Body is the uncontrolled, unknowing corpse that mind is trapped in. Mary 

Shelley’s creation in Frankenstein is an extreme example of Descartes’ projection: 

the body without mind, flesh left to its own devices. What happens? It exists and 

becomes the antithesis of humanity, a skin-and-bone machine unable to control 

its basest urges. What is Shelley’s point? A world of bodies without the control of 

the Victorian brain is a frightening place. But Descartes’ explanation of our 

understanding of reality is just too one-dimensional to support an all-

encompassing interpretation of the world: it puts all its eggs in one basket, one 

highly structured, brittle-edged container – the brain. As philosopher Evan 

Thompson has said, ‘Descartes is mainly responsible for conceptualizing 

consciousness as inner experience accessible only to first person reflection, and 

life as external and mechanical structure and function’ (Thompson, 2010, p.226). 
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How does this lead back to that man in the Rockies, questioning the 

veracity of his own senses? To explain that, we have to make another detour 

back to Belfast.  

By the time I was enrolled in the British public school system, Descartes 

had been de rigueur for three hundred years: to learn was to be stable, to sit 

quietly and listen. Fidgeting feet and tapping fingers were annoyances to be 

disciplined with raps from a ruler’s edge, a distraction to the main course which 

was not so much wisdom but information absorption. Learning, never mind 

creativity, in 1970s Belfast had nothing to do with bodies.  

But this is not true, because the bulk of my memories around Gilnahirk 

Primary School barely touch on class time. The letters and formulaic sentences I 

learned to piece together are still with me, a subconscious tool I draw on every 

day, but I don’t recall how I learned them, they’re just there. What I do remember 

from those years, richly and viscerally, are memories in motion; the learning I 

acquired as a child in action.   

There were the endless lunchtime games of football in the playground. 

This was the land and time of Georgie Best, Europe’s and possibly the world’s 

greatest soccer player and, like us boys, a product of Belfast’s grey and soaking 

streets; we were dribbling in his footsteps. The problem was there was a low-

intensity civil war going on around us. Northern Ireland had a severe glass 

shortage and so balls were banned in the playground in case we smashed a 

window and all the school windows were gaffer-taped in great cross-hatched 

patterns so if a nearby bomb did explode the glass wouldn’t shower over the 

quietly seated children. No ball, no problem; we played with stones, dribbling 

across the asphalted play area with the same imagined skill that Georgie 
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displayed every Saturday, bobbing and weaving with his long dark locks flowing 

freely in some kind of Age of Aquarius taunt to his close-cropped opponents. 

Those allegiances to our hero became even more intense during Football 

Association Cup matches. On the Friday before a big game the playground, a 

large rectangle of concrete and black top, was turned into a marching ground. 

There were Manchester United supporters, Best’s team, and everyone else. Each 

group would lock arms and line up on either side of the playground, then we 

would circle the hardened pitch en masse while chanting.  

‘U-NIT-ED. GEORG-IE BEST. U-NIT-ED. GEORG-IE BEST.’  

The others would call out their chosen team, possibly ‘LIV-ER-POOL. LIV-

ER-POOL.’ 

It was all so tribal and ritualistic, but those marches played out on a much 

grander scale in the constant ceremonial parading that goes on in Northern 

Ireland: Saint Patrick’s Day parades, Siege of Derry parades and the largest and 

most controversial of them all, the annual Twelfth of July Orange Day parade. On 

that day hundreds of thousands of Protestants celebrate the victory of King 

William of Orange over the Catholic monarch James II at the Battle of the Boyne 

in 1690.  

My most powerful memory of those marches centres around being with 

my mother and watching row after row of stern-looking, black-suited, bowler-

hatted men strut by with military precision, and then the deep bass beat of 

massive Lambeg drums moving towards us like an advancing storm, building in 

intensity until they were directly in front of us. The noise was so overwhelming 

that it wasn’t noise, it was waves of authority rolling over me. My body shook 

with each massive rap of the drum skin. I gripped my mother’s hand harder and 
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harder and could feel the tears rising in me, until Mum, sensing my distress, 

pulled me in tight to her thigh and the drum moved on.  

The Orange Day parades were intended to intimidate. The soldier-like 

formality, the power of an army on the move, the immense saffron banners 

commemorating Protestant victories and the tremendous noise of the Lambegs 

all entered Belfast’s Catholic neighbourhoods with one purpose: to demonstrate 

who was in control of the province.  

Our mini marches around the Gilnahirk playground were subconscious 

reflections of those same massed demonstrations. We paraded arm in arm, 

chanting as loudly as we could, hoping to dominate the opposing team with our 

noise and movement and solidarity. The difference was that, although we were 

supporting rival teams, in that school and that area of the city we were almost all 

from the same Protestant denomination, so as the intensity of the marching 

reached fever pitch we would release arms and instead of the parade devolving 

into a brawl everyone would laugh and dance and howl and split off into our 

respective friendship groups.   

When I think of that time it doesn’t resurface as an image… I feel it. The 

lingering energy resides somewhere untouchable, resident in a deep fissure 

that’s just an emotional heartbeat away. It’s a space that Descartes didn’t touch 

as he drilled ever further into what could be trusted. Truly, as the Frenchman 

said, it could all be dream, but does it matter when the memories that remain are 

so charged? 

 

 

   



 132 

Merleau-Ponty and the body 

 

‘The body is our general medium for having a world.’ 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception  

(Merleau-Ponty, 2012) 

 

Phenomenology, the study of phenomena and what human interpretation of 

them indicates about our understanding and place in the world, developed in 

Germany at the turn of the last century. By the 1930s it had migrated west to 

France where it was enthusiastically adopted by a group of young philosophers 

including Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre. Of 

the group, Merleau-Ponty’s thinking was most focused on mind and the body. 

 His phenomenological forebears had been Edmund Husserl, considered 

the founder of phenomenology – he had focused his investigations on bodily 

perception, often hearing and vision, and intentional engagement of the body – 

and Martin Heidegger, who had grounded his phenomenology on humanity’s 

active, skillful engagement of everyday tools. 

Merleau-Ponty’s first book, The Structure of Behavior (1939), was a 

critique of objective thought. The assumption of a truly independent point of 

view had underpinned much of the late 19th and early 20th centuries’ paradigm 

shift in scientific thinking, so to challenge it was to pull at the foundations of 

progressive thought. Merleau-Ponty framed his analysis through the lens of 

Gestalt psychology, a theory of mind that asks how we are able to coordinate 

meaningful perceptions in an infinitely complex world. Gestaltists believe the 

mind creates a global whole by organizing individual sensations through internal 
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self-organizing codes and this whole form or ‘Gestalt’ has a reality connected but 

independent of its constituent parts (Kaufer & Chemero, 2015, pp.79-83).  

Within Gestalt psychology the idea of atomic sensation – the individual 

percepts that constitute a Gestalt – needed a holistic conception to bind them. 

The traditional objectivist and intellectualist philosophical ideas of perception 

had employed theories of attention or judgment to provide that unity of 

oversight; it was a typically Cartesian approach to the primacy of mind, but it 

assumes the body is a mechanical system, merely reactive and only affected by 

external influences (Kaufer & Chemero, 2015, p.80).  

In his master work, Phenomenology of Perception (1945), Merleau-Ponty 

upended this idea by insisting that perception is a behaviour effected not by 

consciousness but by the body.  

 

Insofar as, when I reflect on the essence of subjectivity, I find it bound up 

with that of the body and that of the world, this is because my existence as 

subjectivity [= consciousness] is merely one with my existence as a body 

and with the existence of the world, and because the subject that I am, 

when taken concretely, is inseparable from this body and this world. 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p.146) 

 

The body is intrinsic to our interpretation of the world because it is always with 

us, we exist in it and through it; the world is shaped by us through the perennial 

body.  

Merleau-Ponty shattered Descartes’ dualistic interpretation of mind and 

body replacing it with his ‘motor-intentionality’ (Merleu-Ponty, 2012, p.126) 

whereby we are beyond spontaneous recognition of individual objects and 

instead we cognize them in terms of their properties and how they relate to us 

through our bodies. It is through the ‘lived’ or ‘objective body’ (Merleau-Ponty, 
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2012, p.87) that we experience reality as a matrix of possibilities facilitated and 

in many ways organized through the flesh.  

  

My body is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in 

relation to the perceived world, the general instrument of my 

comprehension. (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p.273) 

 

But Merleau-Ponty takes this thought even further, stating that the body not only 

structures our experience of the present but also that of potential events.  

 

Merleau-Ponty argues that one’s bodily self is able to respond to a 

perceived demand for action by acting without the need for conscious 

thought to guide and control one’s movements. This is made possible by 

the acquisition of motor skills or habits, which are two-fold abilities to 

engage in a form of behaviour, and to see appropriate bits of the world as 

requiring one to act in this way. (Romdenh-Romluc, 2011, p.101) 

 

Here is where Merleau-Ponty’s thought intersects with storytellers and marchers 

because by realizing, as Faulkner said, that ‘[o]ur pasts are never dead, they’re 

not even past’ (Faulkner, 1996, p.85), our life experience rests within us, and 

how we interpret our world and prepare for the future is through the integration 

of body and mind. Then we can surmise that the stories we need to tell are part 

of that bodily architecture.  

 Storytelling lives in us, we have all the ingredients, the first step is 

realizing that, and then we need to act, to engage for the release of the elements.   
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Sectarianism and education 

 

 ‘The mind had to be first about the body, or it could not have been.’ 

Antonio Damasio, Descartes Error (Damasio, 1994) 

 

Phenomenology broke down Cartesian dualism and unveiled the true 

relationship between the body and mind. Phenomenology is the philosophical 

background to the study of how our brains and bodies symbiotically generate 

our life in the world, and this discipline is known as embodied cognition. One of 

the research pioneers in this area, Evan Thompson has described it: 

 

“[C]ognition is a form of embodied action. ‘Embodied’ means that the rest 

of the body, not just the brain, is crucial; ‘action’ means that agency – the 

capacity to act in the world – is central. Cognition is an expression of our 

bodily agency. We inhabit a meaningful world because we bring forth or 

enact meaning.” (Thompson quoted in Heuman, 2014) 

 

Over the past thirty years embodied cognition research into how the body 

interprets, relates and acts in the world, has grown rapidly. 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson were some of the first to focus on this 

relationship through their work with language, Metaphors We Live By (1980) and 

Philosophy in the Flesh (1999). Both books exhaustively documented the 

metaphorical nature of language and exposed how a great many of those 

metaphorical understandings were based around the properties and experiences 

of the human body. A series of examples they deal with are qualitative judgments 

and understood positioning in relation to the body. Lakoff and Johnson noted 

how humans perceived that:  

 

happy is up, sad is down… 

conscious is up, unconscious is down… 
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health and life are up, sickness and death are down… 

having control or force is up, being subject to control or force is down… 

more is up, less is down… 

high status is up, low status is down… 

good is up, bad is down… 

virtue is up, depravity is down… 

rational is up, emotional is down. (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, pp.16-18) 

  

The authors go on to say that, ‘In actuality we feel that no metaphor can ever be 

comprehended or even adequately represented independent of its experiential 

basis’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003, p.21). To Lakoff and Johnson we comprehend 

language through bodily engagement.  

The understanding of emotions and feelings related to our bodies is 

another area of embodied cognition that has dramatically increased over the 

past two decades. As Antonio Damasio wrote: ‘Emotions provide a natural means 

for the brain and mind to evaluate the environment within and around the 

organism, and respond accordingly and adaptively’ (Damasio, 2003, p.54). Mark 

Johnson continued that thinking when he said, emotions  

 

are not merely bodily, after the fact, feeling reactions. Rather they are 

bodily processes (with neural and chemical components) that result from 

our appraisal of the meaning and significance of our situation and 

consequent changes in our body state… (Johnson, 2007, p.62). 

 

The direct relationship between metaphoric language, emotion, feelings, human 

behaviour and the body has been proven through an ever-increasing series of 

experiments. The following are some examples. 

In 2008 Laurence Williams and his research advisor Professor John Bargh 

ran a study at Yale University based around the metaphor of warmth and 

coolness, as in, a warm person is more open and giving, and a cool person is more 
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aloof. Williams and Bargh recruited 41 students. One by one the students were 

greeted by an assistant on the ground floor of the research centre. There the 

assistant accompanied the participant to the elevator and up four floors. While in 

the elevator the assistant asked the student to hold a cup of coffee for them while 

their names were recorded. Unbeknownst to the subjects this was part of the 

experiment. Half of the students were given a hot drink the other half cold. This 

unconsciously exposed the participants to a tactile experience of temperature. 

When the subjects entered the lab, they were asked to read a description of 

someone and to add traits they thought would identify the unknown individual. 

Again, unbeknownst to the participants, those traits were on the ‘warm-cold’ 

spectrum.  

The students who had held a hot cup of coffee in the elevator rated the 

fictitious person as appreciably more good-natured, generous and caring than 

those who had held the iced coffee. The researchers concluded that physical 

warmth fosters interpersonal warmth (Williams & Bargh, 2008, pp.606-7). The 

experience of temperature on the body affects how we relate to people. 

The same group at Yale devised a study to understand the same 

warmth/coolness metaphor but to see how it directly affected our behaviour in 

certain situations. Bargh and Williams asked the participants to be involved in a 

marketing study for a ‘new product’, a therapeutic pad. They were asked to hold 

the pad while assessing it and then deciding whether to recommend it to friends 

and family. The pad was either warm or cold. After the experiment the 

participants were given a choice of rewards, either refreshment for themselves 

or a small gift certificate to be given to a friend of their choice. 75 per cent of the 

people who held the cold pad chose to reward themselves, while between 46 and 
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54 percent of people who held the warm pad chose a gift for a friend. The 

conclusion was that temperature on the body affects our behaviour (Williams & 

Bragh, 2008, pp.606-7). 

Another experiment tested whether people associated the tactile senses, 

hard or soft, with male or female attributes, as in He’s a hard man, or She’s a softy. 

Participants were asked to classify a series of ambiguous faces they were shown 

on a computer screen as either male or female. The subjects were divided into 

two groups, one was given a soft ball to squeeze during the process while the 

others had a hard ball. Those who had the soft ball were more likely to categorize 

the faces as female. The researchers concluded that the tactile sensation of 

softness or hardness related to the perception of whether the pictures were 

female or male (Slepian et al., 2011, pp.26-28). 

Researchers have also investigated the relationship between weight and 

importance, as in She’s a heavyweight in the field or His information was a bit light 

on. In a job interview scenario, experiment participants were asked to evaluate a 

candidate based upon a resume. Everyone received the same resume but half 

received it on a clipboard that weighed less than half a kilogram while the other 

group received it on a clipboard that weighed five times as much. The group that 

received the C.V. on the heavier clipboard rated the candidate overall more 

qualified for the position (Ackerman et al., 2010, pp.1712-15) 

Across all these studies and many more it appears that bodily perception 

affects our behaviour. Emotions and language, those building blocks of 

storytelling are carried and understood through the body. It is through our 

corporeal experience that the layers of our existence develop and movement is 

key to the ‘enactive’ understanding of this storied world. Stillness, in all its forms 
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– the cessation of internal bodily functions: heartbeat, the muscular pulse of 

digestion, the flow of physical, electrical and chemical information through the 

body, the ten-beat electrical pulse that we emit like a back beat to our perpetual 

life dance – when all this clamour and action is gone, then the story is over.  

And there is our most intrinsic external movement, our enacted 

locomotion through space, journeying into constantly new environments that 

require continuous monitoring, interpretation and adaptation, all of which are 

brought about by and through the body. As the neuroscientist Daniel Wolpert 

has said:  

 

While sensory, memory and cognitive processes are all important, they 

are only so because they either suppress or drive future movements. 

There can be no evolutionary advantage to laying down childhood 

memories or perceiving the colour of a rose if it doesn’t affect the way you 

are going to move later in life. (Wolpert, 2013, p35) 

 

Creativity and locomotion are linked metaphorically, thinking outside the box, 

implies that we should move and observe or approach a problem from different 

angles.  

In another experiment researchers engaged 102 students in a Remote 

Associates Test, which is designed to measure creativity. The participants were 

asked to read three disparate words and then had to add a fourth word that 

linked them all together. For example: river, note and account are linked by bank; 

or opera, hand and dish are related by soap. It takes creative thinking to join the 

group with a single word.  

In their laboratory the researchers built a large, five-foot square box and 

divided the participants into three groups: group one would take the test inside 
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the box; group two outside the box; and the third took the test with no box in the 

room. Those who were literally outside the box solved more of the problems 

than either of the other groups. Group two, the researchers concluded, embodied 

the metaphor of thinking outside the box (Leung et al., 2012, pp.502-9). 

The same researchers conducted another experiment: this time 

participants were shown images of Lego constructions and asked what these 

creations could represent. One group was instructed to consider the images 

while walking on a strict, rectangular path delineated by duct tape while the 

second group were allowed to walk freely. The second group came up with more 

original ideas. The conclusion being that free movement generates free thinking 

(Leung et al., 2012, pp.502-9). 

 

In all their inexplicable wisdom the Belfast school authorities had decided a good 

place to build a private Catholic school would be right behind a public Protestant 

one. Did they do this on purpose? This was Belfast in 1972, the atmosphere was 

hard-faced and fierce, the brightest lights in that environment were the flaring 

emotions that erupted regularly around sectarian animosity.  

In truth I knew nothing about the intricacies of difference between ‘us’ 

and ‘them’. I couldn’t have distinguished between who was who in the street, 

couldn’t have recited any difference in interpretation of the Christian God. I was 

a wee lad with a clique of friends, but among eight and nine year olds the gang 

mentality is strong.  

Between Gilnahirk and Saint Patrick’s College there was a razor wire-

topped, eight-foot high steel mesh fence and at lunch along each side, in imitation 

of a minority of both schools’ parents, kids would march with purpose and 
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discipline, shouting slogans they had overheard on the street. I remember one 

day in particular marching with my friends Davey Strain and Andy Cooper. I 

must have been nine years old. We were bunched together, pacing the fence. On 

the other side of the boundary, step for step with us, walked a trio of Saint 

Patrick’s boys.  

They were our mirrors, too young for their complexions to have broken, 

short back and sides haircuts, the same scuffed but polished shoes, ears red from 

the wet cold and eyes narrowed in suspicious appraisal. We marched in unison. 

That feeling has stayed with me, the full body electricity of matching an 

adversary stride for stride, the total opening of senses to what was going on 

beside and through me. The falling away of conscious analysis. The doing of 

actions without thought.   

The Belfast drizzle condensed on my cheeks. My heart pounded. It felt all 

too natural. Was I trained for that? Had I thought it through, or was it just a 

memory from previous lives? Yes, I’d watched the Orange Day parades and, of 

course, I’d been moved to fearful tears by the Lambeg drums, but this was now, I 

was a participant. I was that man in the parade with the spotless undertaker’s 

suit, an impeccable bowler hat and the tasselled orange sash that defined his life 

course. I had no idea what he did beyond the march, but he walked with divine 

purpose and energy to get the job done. And in the same instant there was my 

mother’s hand tight on mine, her consoling scent of talcum powder and roses, 

and her mumbles of ‘silly old men’ just loud enough to be heard above the drums 

and flutes. And then I’m back in the playground accompanied by the shouts of 

‘Georgie Best scores!’ Memories, emotions, feelings all coursing through and 

remembered by my body.   
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The Catholic boy paralleled my steps. I chanced a glimpse but he had his 

eyes on the frayed laces of his dull black shoes. We kept walking because that is 

what nine-year-old boys steeped in sectarian violence do; they walk, and stare, 

and when the energy reaches boiling point they erupt in fists and roars, and 

through it all they feel their furious energy is justified by the surety of the other’s 

inferiority.   

On our side of the fence we reached a bush. The six of us stopped and 

paired up one on one. My match was four inches taller than me, his hair a shade 

darker, his eyes the brown of the autumn beech leaves falling around us. He was 

wearing a jacket one size too big and there was a stain, like spilled tea, on the 

collar of his white shirt. We just stood there, less than a metre apart, and in the 

background the sectarian chants rolled on, like slow waves washing the banks of 

the River Lagan. 

After a minute or two of hard man staring, Andy and Davey told their 

matches to go ‘fuck themselves’ and peeled away laughing, shot with the energy 

of language they could never use at the kitchen table. But the big lad and I kept to 

our spots, sizing each other up. What were we looking for? Differences, 

similarities, connection, or something worth hating? 

One minute rolled to two. Andy called for me to join them in a game of 

football, but it was as if the Catholic boy and I were locked, eye to eye, toe to toe; 

something visceral holding us. Old sweat, second-hand cigarettes and soured 

milk all mustered in his hand-me-down blazer. I could feel the pulse of blood 

across my temple and the sweaty damp of woollen socks in rain-wet shoes. My 

skin tightened, my cheeks glowed with the heat of the exchange and a muscle in 

the back of my neck contracted uncomfortably. 
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Strangely, that reaction still comes to me when I enter a confrontational 

situation: taut skin and a cramping of that little-used neck muscle. It’s the body 

holding memory and releasing it before my brain has a chance to consciously 

react.   

Behind him a flow of boys in dark jackets headed for the school doors. 

Saint Patrick’s was all glass, concrete and well-laid brick, modern but for the 

Christian cross hovering smugly above the entrance. There was a British Union 

Jack flying from a flag pole near the entry way. The wind had died and it hung 

limply, which seemed fitting considering how much respect the flag would have 

received from that cohort of students. 

    From behind the Catholic boy the lunch bell rang. He dropped his head, 

then looked up, caught my eye, and in a measured, even voice, said, ‘Fuck off back 

to Scotland, Proddy.’  

No smile, no frown, just a heartfelt order to leave. A half dozen words, 

summing up an entire culture’s feeling towards another. 

We both turned, heading to our classes, but he swung back again.  

‘Hey, Proddy, this is for you.’ 

I spun around just in time to see him release a gob of spit from between 

pursed lips. The saliva came through the fence-wire and landed on my right 

cheek. I could feel it, cool, moist and viscous sliding down my skin. The boy gave 

me a silent two-fingered salute and ran off to his friends.  

Without a word I wiped away the spit with the arm of my grey woollen 

jumper. I started back to Andy and Davey and prayed they hadn’t seen what had 

just occurred. By the time I reached the football game the spit had dried and the 
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dark stain on my jumper was the only physical reminder of a walk and a feeling 

that would stay with me forever.  

What I learned in those playground, ad hoc campaigns in miniature is 

lodged in my guts, stuck in an even deeper place than the letters and words and 

imperialistic readings I memorised at that little desk. Marching in numbers, with 

opponents on the other side of a barbed-wire fence, close enough to see their 

narrowed eyes and feel the spit hurled across the barrier, to be immersed in the 

intensity of a bloodthirsty gang, deep in the same emotion that’s launched a 

thousand wars and brought about a million pathetic deaths is something that 

doesn’t leave you. Where does it dwell, that residue of critical movement and 

addictive power? 

It is through our bodies that we comprehend and act in the world and it is 

through walking, through our self-propelled motion, that we make sense of our 

wider environment and feel out our place in the cosmos. Our bodies are designed 

to move efficiently through the landscape that shapes us, our body/brain minds 

are designed to facilitate that. Confidence in our place in the world starts with 

trust in our own bodies. From the body comes the world.  

So, we come full circle, from the little boy fully aware of his form while 

kicking a stone football across a rain-slick asphalt playground, where he and his 

friends are embodying their hero and projecting themselves into places beyond 

Belfast’s low steely clouds.  To that same boy arm-in-arm with dozens of mates 

caught in a nascent web of what Hannah Arendt might have described as ‘the 

banality of evil’ (Arendt, 1963) marching along a fence line, shouting abuse at 

other boys for no other reason than ‘they were there’. A tough wee lad, reeling in 

a primitive, communal power so omnipotent and awe-inspiring it can never be 
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equalled and will never leave my bones. Then to the man running in a glycogen-

depleted stupor through the high Rockies, moving on two feet towards and 

through a dream; the life he wanted to live was Right There Now, existing in and 

through his body, the only thing missing was someone to share it with. And who 

should appear on the horizon in the guise of a crooked alpine wizard but the 

brother who had shared so many of the peaks and valleys of an eventful life.   

These are stories caught in me, held within my body, narratives of what I 

have been and can be, all stored somewhere beyond the cerebral, each of them 

created and somehow released not through thought but by action. These are 

memories that surprise me and return without warning in the quiet, light space 

that infuses me when in the flow of writing or walking or running. They are 

memories that subconsciously guide my storytelling in directions I may have 

been before but not in this brain, or this consciousness. Each individual’s story 

rises and builds on what our bodies hold because, as Merleau-Ponty said, ‘to 

understand is to experience the accord between what we aim at and what is 

given, between the intention and the realization – and the body is our anchorage 

in the world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p.146). 
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Chapter 5 

 

 

Walking and time 

 

 

 

The look he gave me said it all – loathing, boredom, apathy – a slouch of his 

shoulders, a cheeky rise in the corner of his mouth, the almost invisible shake of 

his head. Connor my youngest son was not happy about going on this walk and 

was silently displaying his disgust.  

He closed the car door with a thunk, loud enough that it was meant to be 

noticed.  

I raised my eyebrows but looked away knowing that eye contact with a 

pre-teen at this point could lead to escalation. I picked up my day pack and 

headed for the opening in the split rail fence. If I began walking, Connor and Liam 

my older son would have to follow – I had the car keys.  

 I started off slowly, concentrating on my steps, hoping the focus would 

take me away from the careening thoughts of powerlessness I had in relation to 

my boys; they were growing so fast I couldn’t keep up with the changes. Gone 

were the spontaneous, smiling kids who begged me to take them to the 
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playground or the sports field. Lurking behind me were a couple of self-confident 

youngsters tapped into a digital world that flickered brighter than anything I 

could muster. At their fingertips were universes beyond my imagination, the best 

and worst of humanity just keystrokes away. It played on me: how could I 

protect them, how could I keep them from evils I couldn’t even conceive of? But 

to connect with, never mind understand, that world seemed to require more 

time than I could dream of possessing at that point in my life. Sometimes I’d try 

to engage them in conversation about the snippets of gaming lingo I overheard, 

asking them about their online friends, kids with avatars like Bright Mustang and 

Overdrive Combat Boy. They would laugh hilariously when I quizzed them about 

these digital acquaintances and then reveal their true identities as school friends 

I knew in real life. The internet – the whole thing feels hidden behind a 

shimmering grey curtain.  

 When I announced that morning we were going for a walk to, what had 

been, our favourite hiking area they had moaned and whinged and tried their 

best to wriggle out of it. There were threats and bribes and compromises but 

eventually I got them into the car. Now we were at the trailhead and I was 

walking on my own. I looked down at my boots, they were nicely worn in, no 

creak of new leather, only the crackle of stubbly autumn grass underfoot. The dry 

breeze billowed my shirt and carried with it the resiny scent of eucalypts.  

Then I heard it, the crunch of gravel, Liam and Connor were following on.  

They could have rebelled and stayed put, sat morosely on the car bumper in a 

war of waiting, but something in them had sparked a remembrance of good 

walks past; maybe those toddling treks across the garden or beach looking for 

the infinite new, or that time when they were three and four years old and we 
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walked the whole way up the prehistoric volcanic plug of Mount Warning while 

playing hide and seek with make-believe dinosaurs. 

Those memories spurred me on and my gait stretched out, that special 

history of moving freely with my closest family added grace to my steps. All 

those times spent together walking as a family; firstly with them in the sling, 

striding through the night on winter dark streets letting the motion of step after 

step lull them into sleep, then in the stroller for hundreds of kilometres on trails 

and paths, after that strapped tight in a backpack across the Alps, finally their 

own emboldened little tramps around nature trails and beaches then a 

progression of longer rambles around town and farther afield in Paris and 

London in the rain and sleet, Bangkok and Saigon, where the kids’ snow-blonde 

hair marked them as cartoon character rock stars. All those places we’d walked 

together. A roaming pageant of warm memories, constantly bright and fresh 

because my children’s unsullied experience renewed my own – we learned and 

relearned together.  

Within a minute the boys were level with me but still scowling. They 

loped past with the easy insouciance of assured children; their movement so 

fluid it made my staggering gait look like a broken-masted ship in a Southern 

Ocean storm.  

Another minute and I spotted a jaunty skip in Connor’s step and knew the 

evil spell was broken. He pushed Liam who bumped into me, who in turn threw 

his arms around my waist dramatically. He jumped up and shoved his brother 

hard, Connor went down but bounced like a rubber doll and before you knew it 

they were off and running, hollering and waving their arms, charging down the 
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trail, only stopping to climb and leap from the granite tors scattered across the 

open valley floor like a panorama from some Nordic saga.  

I smiled – just had to get them walking. 

 

That walk is one of my favorite jaunts. Yankee Hat Walking Track, near Canberra, 

a seven-kilometre saunter across a grassland pasture to an Australian Aboriginal 

rock art site; a frieze of simple but stunning ochre paintings hidden in a cleft 

between two house-size boulders set down in a whispering eucalypt forest at the 

foot of a ragged mountain.  

I remember the first time I walked that trail, it was autumn and there was 

frost on the shade side of cliffs and boulders, while on the sun-warmed northern 

aspect luscious green grass flourished and on the mountains to the west fresh 

snow softened the wiry gum trees. I’d felt a connection right away, the balance of 

topography and colour, water and wind, grass and trees. There was deep history 

there, memories so far back it required a combination of light and landscape, 

absorbed reflection and the physical consistency of the steps to release it, but 

when it happened, and often it did, it was as if ghosts were matching my stride.  

Yankee Hat feels comfortable, but there’s an undercurrent of mystery about the 

place. Nothing malevolent, just a notion that there’s more than meets the eye. 

Maybe that’s why I keep coming back, looking for clues to the unseen.  

 

 

The arrow of time 
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Connor leaped off the boulder he and Liam had been playing on and came 

running back to me, his arms loose, hair kicking in the breeze. Once beside me he 

collapsed on his back breathing deep and fast.  

‘Exhausted. How… far… to… lunch.’ The words came with a pause 

between each one in imitation of a movie character on the edge of a theatrical 

death.  

‘Another three kilometres.’ I pointed to the dark tree-line in the general 

direction of the rock art site.  

He sat up, wrapped his arms around his knees and rocked forward.  

‘No, I mean how far?’ 

I looked at him, crinkled my forehead and thought: he’s asking me how 

much space, as in kilometres, there is between us and a midday meal, isn’t he? 

After decades of map survey work in the forests of northern Canada I had a good 

idea of the distance to the lunch spot. But then it came in a flash, Connor wasn’t 

interested in kilometres or miles, those are immeasurable to him. Distance to a 

ten-year old is temporal, he measures the space between here and there in time. 

Lunch is in the future, it’s represented by a place and a meal, both of which 

would collide in three quarters of an hour.  

‘It’s about forty-five minutes away.’ I lifted him up by the armpits. ‘That’s 

if we keep walking.’ 
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Motion, space and time 

 

Time is not easily defined. We know that the watch on our wrist is ticking off 

minutes and hours but we also know that in a moment of stress time can move 

faster than we anticipate – or when we’re in a flow state it disappears altogether. 

Physicists have definitions; astronomers, psychologists, neuroscientists and 

philosophers all have ideas about how time works, but for the everyday person 

it’s something we live with, something we experience. It’s inside us.  

We are moving through time, it’s not a passive entity and neither are we 

in relation to it, as Caroline Hammond explains in her book Time Warped: 

Unlocking the Mysteries of Time Perception (2012): 

 

[T]he experience of time is actively created by our minds. Various factors 

are crucial to this construction of the perception of time – memory, 

concentration, emotion and the sense that time is somehow rooted in 

space. It’s this last factor that allows us to do something extraordinary – 

to time travel at will in our minds, moving backwards and forwards 

through time. (Hammond, 2012, p.5)  

 

This ability to project ourselves into widely divergent time periods is crucial to 

the creation and reading of stories. As Paul Ricouer says in Time and Narrative, 

‘Time becomes human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative 

mode, and narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of 

temporal existence’ (Ricouer, 1984, p.52). 

Narrative is almost always placed within a timeframe, stories evolve over 

time, and understanding the dynamic relationship between characters, setting 

and action requires the reader and the writer to move back and forth across that 

frame. As psychologist Marc Witmann says in his book Felt Time: ‘We do not 
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perceive time; rather, we experience change and movement. Change tells us that 

time is passing’ (Witmann, 2016, p.123). Many of the narrative structures we use 

as storytellers rely on conveying and understanding change and the way we 

understand our lives depends heavily on making sense of change. Time is 

essential to that comprehension so it’s logical we should attempt to fathom not 

what time is but how we make sense of it.  

 

 

Understanding time 

 

As mentioned in earlier chapters Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have proposed that 

our understanding of the world is structured around a limited set of experiential 

concepts and that those concepts evolve out of personal experience. These 

concepts include spatial relationships (front/back, up/down), fundamental 

experiences or actions (movement, eating) and a set of physical ontological 

concepts (e.g. entity, container). As they say: ‘Our ordinary conceptual system, in 

terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature’ 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p.3).  

In their book Philosophy in the Flesh they examine the metaphorical 

treatment of time, saying: ‘Most of our understanding of time is a metaphorical 

version of understanding motion in space’ (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). One of the 

ways they express this understanding is through The Moving Observer 

Metaphor, which they describe via this table:  

 

The Motion Of The Observer                          The ‘Passage’ Of Time 
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The Distance Moved By The Observer        The Amount of Time ‘Passed’ 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 2000) 

 

Lera Boroditsky investigated Lakoff and Johnson’s time metaphor further by 

asking ‘whether the abstract domain of time gets its relational structure from the 

more concrete domain of space’ (Boroditsky, 2000, p. 1). Using a series of three 

experiments she concluded that, ‘the domains of space and time do share 

conceptual structure’ (Boroditsky, 2000, p.1). Moreover, ‘time is a phenomenon 

in which we the observer, experience continuous unidirectional change that may 

be marked by the appearance and disappearance of objects and events…’ 

(Boroditsky, 2000, p.4).  

Recent studies by researchers at the University of Chicago have 

elaborated on this and demonstrated that people delineate between past time 

and future time saying that the future is physically closer than the past.  

 

When considering specific times (e.g., one year) or events (e.g., 

Valentine’s Day), people consistently reported that the future was closer 

than the past. We suggest that this asymmetry arises because the 

subjective experience of movement through time (whereby future events 

approach and past events recede) is analogous to the physical experience 

of movement through space. (Caruso, 2013, p.1) 

 

So human understanding of time appears to be based on motion through space. 

We move in many ways, self-powered, motor-powered, faster, slower, but as 

noted earlier, humanity’s most basic locomotion and way we have for millions of 

years actively engaged with and understood our world is through walking.  
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‘How far to lunch?’ 

 

Connor’s question, ‘How far to lunch?’ is one that humans have been asking since 

before we rose up onto two feet. How far – how much space and time – until we 

reach food, shelter or water – these are universal questions and the answer lay 

for millions of years in the pace of our walking. 

Human motion has most likely been measured against another perpetual 

movement – the transit of the sun. The movement of the sun and moon create 

our calendar, the transit of the planets is the constant that forms days, months 

and years. The speed of walking is gauged against the movement of the sun – this 

I believe is the naturally perceived flow of time, but walking may also have 

helped create the metric around which time is calculated.  

The natural rhythm of walking is one stride (two steps) per second 

(Clinical Exercise Physiology, 2005). We can actually count time by counting our 

steps. The gait cycle for humans has been consistent since Homo erectus first 

evolved close to two million years ago. Two steps a second, sixty strides a 

minute, 3600 strides an hour – this has been the predictable pace of our 

movement through space, and thus our understanding of time, for tens of 

thousands of generations.  

Historians credit ancient Egyptian civilization with being the first to 

divide the day into smaller parts. By 1500 B.C. the Egyptians had developed a 

sundial that would portion the period between sunrise and sunset into 12 equal 

parts. The use of the number twelve, the duodecimal system, is credited to either 

the number of lunar cycles in a year or the fact that you can easily count to 

twelve using the finger joints (three on each finger, while discounting the thumb) 
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(Lombardi, 2007). The Egyptians used astronomical techniques developed by the 

Babylonians, who in turn utilized a sexagesimal (base 60) system acquired from 

the Sumerians and they had been using it since as early as 3500 B.C. However, it 

was not until 150 B.C. that the Greek mathematician Claudius Ptolemy in his 

work Almagest first used the term second to describe one-sixtieth of a minute.  

However, ‘it is unknown why 60 was chosen’ (Lombardi, 2007).  

To me the obvious choice to express time would be the natural pace of 

human movement through space – the way we perceive time – 60 strides equals 

one minute, sixty of those minutes creates an hour, twelve of those hours from 

sunrise to sunset and another twelve from sunset to sunrise. Motion, space and 

time are connected through walking.  

 

 

Fluid time, fickle steps 

 

I know that when I’m stressed at work or at home, going for a walk does 

something that no amount of watching television and mindlessly clicking 

through web pages can do for me – it resets my body clock and brings me back to 

a built-in rhythm.  

I go for a walk and the stress and concentration that has accelerated time 

dissipates as natural pace drops back into me. I return to the footsteps of my 

ancestors, when time was ruled by the consistent rhythm of my stride and the 

passage of the sun across the horizon. In a walk when I let go of the unending 

pace of the digital office and social media-arbitrated relationships, I feel the 

pieces of myself coming back together. Maybe there’s a subconscious attachment 
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to knowing that the pace I’m moving at could comfortably deliver me to a safe 

campsite before dark. Millions of years of paced walking has gifted us perfect 

motion and an innate appreciation of the speed of time. Walking has the ability to 

let us regain control of temporal reality. 

Thousands of generations of bipedal motion have embedded the pace of 

walking deep within us – four kilometres an hour – this is the pace that time has 

moved for hundreds of thousands of millennia. This feels to be time’s natural 

progression, but our immediate perception of time is as infinite as the 

individuals who are perceiving it. As Claudia Hammond has pointed out: 

‘emotions, fear, age, isolation, body temperature and rejection can all affect our 

perception of the speed of time…’ (Hammond, 2012, p.31). We all experience this 

acceleration and deceleration of time. A couple of personal examples stand out 

for me.  

 

 

Time out the window 

 

Planes, trains and automobiles are ways to move from one location to another. 

To not viscerally experience the world beyond the window, combined with the 

pace of mechanized transport and the fact that we move through the world 

cocooned in a metal box, results in few chances to engage with the outside 

environment. Traveling 100 kilometres an hour in a car or 1000 kilometres an 

hour in a plane means something completely different than moving four 

kilometres an hour on foot through a complex forest or multilayered urban 

environment.  
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 I had the opportunity once to experience what it’s like to feel time 

speeded up by mechanized travel. I had just finished a four-month, 2,700-

kilometre solo trek along the spine of the Western Himalayas. Walking solo every 

day for 30-40 kilometres had instilled me with such spaciousness that at times it 

felt as if the scale of those great mountains had entered my body. I had always 

planned that the walk would end on the border between India and Nepal on the 

banks of the Mahakali River. Mahakali in Sanskrit means Great Goddess of Death. 

The Mahakali is one of the Himalaya’s great watercourses. Starting near the base 

of Mount Kailash, the centre of the earth for tens of millions of Hindus and 

Buddhists, the river outlets in the Ganges, which is Hinduism’s embodiment of 

motherly love – love overcomes death.  

The afternoon I finished the walk I had cleansed myself in the water of the 

holy river; I’d rolled up the legs of my grimy trekking pants and stood knee deep 

in the icy, turquoise, glacier-fed river. I’d poured the liquid over my head and felt 

the chill needle my scalp and work down the back of my neck – it was scouring 

me, something was coming clean, a significant chapter in my life had come to an 

end.  

Now I was headed to Dharamsala, a small town in the state of Himachal 

Pradesh, where I intended to relax and start writing a book about the trek. But to 

get there I would need to take a series of buses and trains. I boarded the local 

Uttar Pradesh State Transport Authority bus at Julaghat.  It was blue and 

battered, the sheet metal skin was peeling away from the frame like some cubist 

vegetable. The windows shook and rattled in their aluminium frames and the 

luggage piled high on the roof racks swayed even before the vehicle had begun 

its journey. The interior was packed with people but also goats, chickens and 
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ducks in bamboo cages or on short, jute-rope leashes. I secured a corner of a seat 

beside an old lady who smelled of tobacco and dry grass and a little girl whose 

forehead shone with a freshly applied, bright red bindi and who stole glances at 

me from behind the folds of her grandmother’s sari.  

Outside, people were waving and calling goodbyes. The driver leaned on 

his horn announcing last call to the stragglers downing their chai at the jumble of 

roadside stalls that surrounded the bus park. There was a metallic clunk, the 

engine groaned, gears whined and the bus pulled wearily out of the valley of the 

Goddess of Death.  

I thought of my pack up on the roof, an entire household, bedroom, 

kitchen, toilet all compressed into 40 litres of heavy-duty nylon. My life over the 

past months had become completely focused on walking, thinking and eating. 

Existence had been pared down to essentials. It was a reality of simplicity and 

purity. But in retrospect it had also been selfish, something completely 

concentrated on me. The walk, the day after day of unconscious step by step 

meditation had been what I needed to catalyse some trying personal history, but 

standing at that bus stand in rural India I became conscious of just how deep 

within myself I had become. The fact that I was the only white man in Julaghat 

and thus the target of dozens of unabashedly staring eyes reinforced that my 

recent solo history was about to end and I was to be packed like a sweat-basted 

sardine tight into a fidgeting throng of hard, nuggety mountain people. This was 

confronting.  

I was trying my best to relax with one cheek on the vinyl-covered bench 

when the old lady nudged me with a sharply angled elbow. I looked down, she 

was offering little nuts, the kernels of apricots. I nodded my thanks and popped 
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two of the almond-like nuts into my mouth. The girl imitated my chewing like a 

chipmunk with wide eyes and bloated cheeks. The three of us had a laugh. The 

companionship of strangers, something I had been missing over the previous 

months.  

A breeze was blowing through the open windows and the fuggy smell of 

compressed humanity became less intimidating and more enveloping. The lady 

tucked her scarred and wrinkled hands around her granddaughter and pulled 

her up onto her lap, then shifted sideways on the seat to make more room for 

me. I shuffled my backside fully onto the pew – stability achieved. Now I could 

ease into the horsehair padding. I stared at the dirt crusted into my trousers and 

boots, some of it possibly carried across the high passes from as far away as 

Pakistan. My exhausted muscles felt to have moulded to the bench. I rubbed my 

cheeks but felt my eyes closing. A four-month-long challenge was complete; in 

my mind I couldn’t quite embrace it but my body was pushing for respite.  

I don’t think I slept, but minutes later I opened my eyes in a rush as a man 

shouldered by holding a puff-chested rooster in a half dome cage of woven birch 

twigs. I shook my head and grabbed the metal bar that ran along the top of the 

seat in front. A flash hit of vertigo stuttered through me as I tried to pinpoint 

where I was. I turned right, looked out the window and everything was moving 

too fast. I saw a cow, it’s forehead smeared with a long, red tikka stripe chewing 

green, viscous cud and flicking its ears. Then it stopped, as if frozen, stared at me 

for a frame and then whoosh, the whole beast was gone in an animated flash. A 

boy on the side of the road butted a stick up against his shoulder and shot me 

repeatedly – again he froze, the village scene behind him still moving, and then 

he too was gone in a whoosh – the stick, his face, the dirty t-shirt festooned with 
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the face of some bearded Bollywood star, all gone. I tried to focus on something 

ahead, a copse of spindly deodar cedars, their bottom branches stripped away 

for fuel. I kept my eyes on them, but for too long, and they were pulled into tight 

vision and disappeared in an atomizing blast of pixilation. I scrunched my 

forehead and squinted my eyes, took a deep breath and a wave of nausea rolled 

over me. I dropped my head into my hands and the old lady who had seen me 

lose my temporal way put her leaf dry hand on the back of my neck. The little girl 

was laughing.  

I had spent five months, day after day at walking pace, with everything 

moving at the same methodical, consistent speed. My body had dropped into 

step with history, the natural rhythm in which time disappears because it’s so 

apparent; no meetings or office schedules, no thoughts of where I should be, 

because now was the only place I could be. Every day I raced the sun to find a 

campsite and was always happily wrapped in my sleeping bag as the golden disk 

dropped behind jagged ridges. The pace was right, time was in my hands, the 

constancy of the steps was a perpetual reminder of how past, present and future 

are all within a footfall.  

But stepping onto the bus had broken that pattern and a machine I had no 

control over was dictating my temporal understanding. I looked down and 

concentrated on my stationary feet. I stared at them for minutes, then lifted my 

gaze and focused on the tops of the other passengers’ heads: khaki slouch hats, 

red balaclavas, crisp Gandhi caps, navy blue wraps, and jet black hair, swaying 

with the oceanic roll of the vehicle. Eventually I snatched glimpses of the outside 

world: a starkly deforested canyon to the left, advertising hoardings hailing the 

virtues of this year’s motorbikes; to the right an old man in a roughly wrapped 
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white turban apathetically whipping the bony flanks of an equally indifferent 

cow. 

After a while human adaptability caught up with the bus’s twentieth 

century progress, but for a few minutes I was a time-traveller caught between 

zones, and for much of that first motorized hour I felt the urge to step down from 

the bus and walk to Dharamsala. 

 

 

The Buddha’s slow time 

 

At the opposite end of time perception, I have also consciously experienced the 

deceleration of time through walking. It was at the first meditation retreat I ever 

attended at the Thai Buddhist monastery of Wat Suan Mokh. The head monk, the 

venerable Buddhadasa Bhikku, and his assistants had spent days explaining the 

many layers of meditation focusing on how the Buddha had employed three 

types of contemplation – sitting, lying and walking – in his quest to find a higher 

state of consciousness.  

I was surprised to hear that walking was a mode of meditation because at 

that point in my life I only thought of it as an activity for moving from point A to 

point B. On the third day we were given instruction on walking meditation from 

which I interpreted the key was to slow the cadence of the stride enough so you 

could concentrate on each of the myriad movements within the individual steps.  

I spent close to an hour slowing my forward progress until I felt I was 

imitating a stick insect in a breeze, but the meditation was not working for me, it 

seemed to require more balance than internal acuity. I found myself wobbling 
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between one foot and the other. There was no grace and no ability to concentrate 

on whatever it was I was supposed to be grasping. I was frustrated. Sitting on a 

cushion and focusing on the breath was much easier – my knees ached but in the 

triangular stability of bones on floor there felt to be the capacity to make a 

cognitive leap. Physical movement was having a parallel effect on my mental 

disposition; my mind was speeding up and dragging me in circles.  

Then I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was one of the instructors, a gentle 

woman with grey hair shaved close to the scalp, little John Lennon glasses that 

drifted down the bridge of her nose and a slight lisp. 

“You’re trying too hard,” she said. 

I claimed I had listened to the teachings and was completely focused on 

the mechanics of the movement. She smiled in the know-it-all way of yoga and 

meditation instructors who have spent time in the East.  

‘It’s not natural. You’re going too slow. Think less about the movement 

and more about nothing.’ 

Oh God, I thought, ‘more about nothing’ – the physical pain of cross-

legged meditation for hours on end and the mental anguish at not being able to 

engage with what my beatified colleagues seemed to be experiencing was 

building up. She gave another enigmatic smile and walked away, slowly. 

I swore under my breath and tried to remember exactly what I had 

thought I was going to get out of 10 days of focusing on breath and steps. World 

peace? No – in truth more a chance to meet another seeker, preferably female 

and hopefully willing to share my bed. Those thoughts were not helping my 

mental state, I let them drift and concentrated on dinner. I was looking forward 

to it, more because I was hungry rather than anything to do with the quality of 
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the food. So far, we’d had roughly cut, steamed cabbage with pan-fried, deep-

fried or soya-marinated tofu every night. Bean curd and leafy green vegetables, I 

wasn’t a fan of either, but this focusing on the mind left me famished at the end of 

every day.  It was the little things that made the big challenges easier to take. I 

reminded myself the food wasn’t that bad when you considered we were in a 

monastery.  

I looked down at my feet and marvelled at the perfectly timed symmetry 

between the steps. How had we managed to become so centred over the 

movement of two such complex pieces of anatomy: 28 bones, 30 joints and more 

than 100 muscles, tendons and ligaments all working in perfect unity, as if the 

two feet – separated by twenty centimetres of pure space – were in direct 

communication, step after step after step. The amble and flow of perfect motion, 

constant adjustments, all made naturally without conscious thought about why 

or how. The body on automatic pilot moving in such detailed perfection.  

I took a long easing breath, the pulse of warm oxygen worked down into 

my lungs then radiated out, calming and sustaining all the infinite bodily pieces 

until the tempering gas reached my fingers and toes. I wriggled them both and 

realized I was doing it one digit at a time, slowly.  

I took another breath and in the transition between inhalation and 

exhalation it hung, balanced and full like a bulging sail between gusts. The breath 

released, I dropped my right foot and remembered I was still in motion – slow, 

spacious, flawless movement. It was a pace that felt not quite right but worked. 

That thought imbued me and I looked up. Ahead of me were palm trees on the 

edge of the grassy lawn, they were waving in a light wind and the motion of the 

gathered fronds looked to be outlining some primordial symbol – I stared at their 
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graceful, cyclic arcs, time lingered like an arctic sunset, and I realized that the 

tips of the fronds were each individually sketching the sign of infinity over and 

over again. This didn’t come as a shock, it was the truth – something about it 

connected with nature and sustainability, my movement across the grass and the 

unavoidable advance of time.  

There I was drifting ethereally across Buddhadasa Bhikku’s tropically 

green lawn, my progress not quite in sync with time, I was moving slower than 

the world around me, as if I was caught in a sheath of half-time motion, but it 

didn’t feel forced, it felt like the right pace to be an observer, to see the world in a 

different light, to use time to create the space for understanding the sometimes 

frayed mechanics of human reality. But I was thinking too much and when I 

consciously realized I was looking in on myself, the time bubble burst and the 

untidy cloud of rambling thought caught up with me again.  

The ten days of the retreat dragged on but nothing quite compared to that 

moment of temporal realization, but then again it didn’t have to, because for the 

rest of my life I’ve carried with me the knowledge that I can personally influence 

time.  

 

 

 

 

 

Time and the savannah 
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Connor and Liam had run on ahead. They’d been begging me to play hide and 

seek again but after half a dozen games I was tiring. We’d crossed a shaky 

footbridge, tracked the north side of a marsh and climbed a small knoll covered 

with granite tors and thin groves of scribbly gum. The wind shook the eucalypts’ 

taut leaves and they rattled like a swarm of locusts. The soft autumn light filtered 

through the branches washing the pale trunks in subtle waves of shadow. The 

scent was powerful, a dousing rain two days before had brought up the trees’ 

pungent, acidic aroma. A kangaroo beat a switchback path through the stone and 

wood, it saw me and with a blink of its eyes accelerated out of the copse. 

Between the shuffle of leaves and the thump of marsupial paws I could hear the 

boys chatting lower down the hill, not clear enough to grasp the words but 

adequate to know they were deep in fraternal debate. When the kids had been 

little, I’d helped them climb the rough cracked boulders scattered around that 

knoll. I still remember their smiles and their boasts about being taller than me 

when they topped the stones. 

From the little knoll there’s a sweeping view down a gently sloping grassy 

meadow to the Middle River, a narrow creek which meanders slowly across the 

landscape in no rush to reach its outlet at the Murrumbidgee River. From the 

watercourse the land rises over an undulating series of low hills dotted with 

singular trees and thin groves until it reaches a steeper rise that leads to a row of 

forest-flanked mountains. The rise in altitude sees the colours change, the khaki 

grasses of the pasture succumb to the deeper greens and pale trunks of the 

eucalypts. The peaks of the far mountains shimmer with the silver grey of 

exposed alpine rock and today, on some of the summits, early snow glinted 

titanium white in the shadows.  
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Water, smooth hills, native grass, scattered groves of ghost and scribbly 

gums, kangaroos hurrying across the paddock, a dingo howling from the tree 

line, a thin trail shadowing the unhurried brook; this is an idyllic landscape.  

When I first walked there it reminded me of high meadows I’d traversed 

in the Italian Dolomites; later I thought of valleys on the dry eastern edge of the 

Rocky Mountains; on another trip came a memory of the Pyrenees; yet another 

had hints of watersheds in the Western Himalayas. It is a panorama that captures 

the essence of dozens of beautiful walks from my past and possibly even from a 

time before my current existence.   

This scene, and the others it evokes, are what have been called ‘savannah 

landscapes’ and according to Professor Gordon H. Orians humans are intuitively 

attracted to such environments (Orians, 2014, p.8). The savannahs and high 

grasslands of East Africa are where much of human evolution has taken place 

and Orians believes that the memory of those settings resides deep within us and 

influences our attraction to these locations. For Orians, understanding our 

reaction to those environments is an important act of self-realization.  

 

It follows that we will better understand who we are, our emotional 

response to our current environment, indeed our most basic emotions, if 

we grasp what our ancestors did, why they did it and the consequences of 

their actions. (Orians, 2014, p.15) 

 

Philosopher Denis Dutton has said of such landscapes: 

 

Habitat choice was a life-and-death matter for people in the Pleistocene 

[era]… the evolutionary theatre in which we acquired the tastes, 

intellectual features, emotional dispositions and personality traits that 

distinguish us from our hominid ancestors and make us what we are – 

was eight thousand generations long. (Dutton, 2010a, p.23)  
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Dutton’s argument is that the combination of humanity’s thousands of 

generations spent in savannah settings and how the landscape itself helped 

frame human evolution leaves us subconsciously open to such environments. We 

feel deeply at home there. 

It’s an idea reinforced by experiments conducted by Smithsonian 

Institution researchers J.D. Balling and J.H. Falk. Photographs of five different 

landscape types were shown to six different age groups; eight, eleven, fifteen, 

eighteen, thirty-five, and seventy and over. They were asked to choose the types 

of environments they would like to ‘live in’ or ‘visit’. The group of eight-year-olds 

overwhelmingly chose to live and visit savannah landscapes, even though none 

of them had ever visited such a place. For participants from mid-adolescence on 

to adulthood more familiar environments were preferred equally to the 

savannah. Because the researchers considered the eight-year-olds to be the least 

influenced by personal experience, Balling and Falk interpreted this as evidence 

of humanity’s innate connection with savannah environments (Balling & Falk, 

1982). 

In a talk given in 2010, Dennis Dutton describes the savannah setting. It 

features: ‘open spaces of low grasses interspersed with copses of trees… The 

landscape shows the presence of water directly in view, or evidence of water in a 

bluish distance, indications of animal or bird life as well as diverse greenery’ 

(Dutton, 2010b). Dutton points out that this panorama features prominently on 

calendars and chocolate boxes around the world, even when such a landscape 

doesn’t exist in the countries producing the packaging. There seems to be a 
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collective attraction to such environments, our evolutionary development is 

captured in such a place.  

Dutton adds a last distinctive feature to the universal savannah scene 

saying, ‘…and finally – get this – a path or a road… that extends into the distance 

as if inviting you to follow it’ (Dutton, 2010b). To me this is intriguing: in this 

globally appealing landscape, a place that connects us to our Pleistocene past – 

the 2.5-million-year period that developed so much of who we are – there is a 

trail that drifts off into the distance, a single winding sign of humanity on an 

otherwise virginal landscape. The trail is what draws us in, what brings us to 

consider this place more deeply, as humans on the move. It is the umbilical cord 

tying together the geographic, biologic and meteorological components of our 

primordial home. Moreover, the track is inviting us to walk, to migrate like our 

Homo erectus and Homo sapien ancestors and personally connect with our 

history, with time itself through the universal motion that has taken us across 

those millions of years and millions of kilometres. Again Dutton: ‘We are what 

we are today because our primordial ancestors followed paths and riverbanks 

over the horizon. At such moments we confront remnants of our species’ ancient 

past’ (Dutton, 2010a, p.26). 

The Gudgenby valley where Connor, Liam and myself were walking that 

day is reminiscent of such a savannah landscape; we were trekking in an 

environment that links the right-here, right-now with an archetypal home that 

resides in the farthest recesses of our consciousness. It is the place where we 

learned to walk, where we gained our freedom through independent bipedal 

movement and, bolstered by that confidence, began our uninterrupted journey of 

creativity. When you realize that the trail you are following has ecological, bodily 
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and cerebral connections that stretch back over three million years, the 

landscape and the motion of walking take on new significance. Walking 

mindfully in a setting alive with history – and all landscape has this possibility 

when we’re conscious of it – is to walk back and forth through time, to 

experience ever so fleetingly the lives of our forebears and to remember what it 

is to be human.  

 

 

Walking through history 

 

The experience of time travel is not just within us, it’s also evident in the 

environments we move through. Walking takes us into landscape in a unique 

way: through its human pace and earthbound connection it becomes a portal 

through which to engage with a place’s historical stratigraphy.  

Walking is exceptional in this ability. Engaging with a location while 

riding a bicycle, for example, is different because you are on the landscape, but 

subtlety disengaged from it.  On a bike you observe more than engage, there is an 

estrangement through increased speed that detaches you. Traveling in a car, bus 

or train is a more extreme example, as a passenger your attention moves inward 

or you observe the outside world through an ongoing series of edited scenes 

almost as if watching a film. As the driver your focus is on piloting the vehicle, 

speed and distance are amplified and similarly the outside world comes to you as 

theatre through a glass window.  

Walking brings you into contact with the lived environment; you feel the 

land’s topography and geology through your muscles and bones; hills and 
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valleys, swamp and rock all leave their mark. You feel the changes in vegetation; 

less wind through the trees, a dry heat in the open, enveloping humidity by the 

water. You begin to understand why particular animals act in certain ways at 

particular times, which birds call in morning which at night, when do kangaroos 

move to the shade trees, what’s the perfect hillside for a wombat to burrow. All 

of these innumerable, seemingly marginal pieces of knowledge put you in direct 

contact with a place, connecting the person with the progress of seasons and the 

movement of time through a landscape. 

Walking through history is not just a concept developed for television; as 

the project statement for Tony Robinson’s series Time Walks claims: ‘His mission 

is to uncover the hidden history that lies behind, below and above the places we 

walk every day’ (Tony Robinson’s Time Walks, 2016). Walking through history, 

time traveling through our own steps, is something we encounter constantly if 

we’re open to it.  

 

The Yankee Hat walk is such a place. On first impression you see an inspiring, 

virginal landscape, nature writ large, but when you pull away the veneer of first 

impressions you discover that what appears to be a wilderness completely at the 

mercy of untamed nature, has in fact been inhabited for tens of thousands of 

years, and an awareness of that human occupation unlocks fresh layers of 

meaning and a new sense of time in place. Perhaps this is the source of the 

location-based mystery I constantly bump up against when I walk in an area like 

Yankee Hat.  

The first thing I’d seen when I left the car and passed through the split rail 

fence at the trail head was a sign welcoming me to Namadgi National Park.  It 
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was a large sign showing maps of the area and providing information on the 

region’s wildlife, flora and the Aboriginal traditional owners of the land.  The 

park had been created on 5 June 1984 but it had been a 25-year ordeal to achieve 

that national park designation.  

The National Parks Association of the Australian Capital Territory 

(NPAACT) was formed in 1960 by concerned conservationists, most of them avid 

bush walkers, and it had been a memorable 1962 bushwalking trip by the 

NPAACT to Mount Kelly, just 10 kilometres farther up the Middle Creek and 

Bogong Creek systems from Yankee Hat, that catalysed the drive for the creation 

of a park.  

In June 1963 the NPAACT made their first proposal for a sanctuary to the 

Australian Government. It was met favourably but the government did nothing 

substantive to forward the case until 1972 when the Minister of the Interior 

Ralph Hunt publicly declared that the southern portion of the Australian Capital 

Territory would eventually become a national park. In 1976 another trip up 

Mount Kelly, this time with the Canberra Bushwalking Club hosting 

parliamentarians to highlight the area’s conservation values, brought political 

momentum to the process and in 1979 the NPAACT was rewarded for their hard 

work with the declaration of the 51,000-hectare Gudgenby Nature Reserve. This 

however was still not a national park and the lobbying continued. Finally, on 

World Environment Day, 5 June 1984, Minister for Territories and Local 

Government Tom Uren proclaimed the formation of Namadgi National Park 

(Higgins, 2009, pp.215-219). 

The drive to create a national park in the Namadgi country is evocative of 

the time in which it took place. During the 1960s and 70s there was a public 
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drive to embrace wilderness and protect it for future generations, to push 

governments and conservative elements of society into acknowledging the 

distinctive qualities of the natural environment. The national park is evidence of 

those pioneers’ belief and energy and is the most apparent level of human 

history for those walking the Yankee Hat track and seeing the National Park 

signs at the parking lot and beyond.  

It was also strange to think that on that day in 1984 the Gudgenby Valley 

suddenly became a place devoid of regular human habitation. For over 20,000 

years Aboriginal people had been migrating into the valley, and for over 150 

years white settlers had been living and working in the area.  

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I opened them again and what I 

saw could have been a scene from ten thousand years ago. No buildings, no 

roads, no fences crossed my field of vision. It was a landscape unencumbered by 

the industrial overlay that humans have imposed on every environment they 

have lived in over the past three hundred years. 

 Over the small rise before me the boys came running.  

‘Dad! Rabbits, lots of rabbits up ahead!’ Connor shouted as he sprinted up 

to me. Breathless he leaned over and dropped his hands onto his knees. I had to 

chuckle, they hadn’t commented on the kangaroos or the wallabies or the 

howling dingoes. The animal they were most excited about was an introduced 

species, the doe-eyed embodiment of all things soft and cuddly. The rabbit was 

brought to Australia for a single man’s recreation and went on to become one of 

the most destructive introduced mammals in world history.  

A pair of rabbits bounded past us, zigging and zagging past rocks and 

tussocks. The boys gave chase.  
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Around me was a matrix of open dirt scars left by the compulsive diggers. 

The density of warren holes increased around the rocky tops of knolls and 

decreased near the boggy banks of the river. Surrounding every opening the 

grass was shorn close to the earth. Wherever the rabbits moved their prolific 

reproductive ability meant an exploding population and mortal competition for 

limited resources with indigenous species. The rabbits were a wave of forced 

change on an already fragile ecosystem. 

Rabbits arrived in Australia in 1788 with the First Fleet of convicts, but 

that group had been a long-haired species specifically bred for meat and had not 

fared well in the heat and humidity of Sydney Cove. The rabbits’ integration with 

the wide-open Australian landscape changed in December 1859 when a grazier 

in the Geelong area of Victoria, Thomas Austin, received a special Christmas 

present from relatives in England: two dozen wild European rabbits. Austin was 

a successful, self-made man who wanted to hunt the rabbits on his estate, like 

landed gentry in the old country. The rabbits were released and with abundant 

food sources, good cover and few natural predators the animals took off, 

physically and reproductively. By 1880 they had crossed the Murray River to 

New South Wales and travelled the 2000 kilometres to the Queensland border by 

1886. The rate of colonization by the rabbit was the fastest of any mammal in the 

world (National Museum of Australia, n.d.). 

Continent-spanning fences, armies of rabbit trappers tramping the dusty 

back roads, heavy machinery, community rabbit drives, dogs, foxes, toxic gas and 

poisoned carrots – nothing seemed to stop the late 19th and early 20th century 

advance of the rabbits.  
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By the 1890s, rabbits had reached the Gudgenby Valley and within years 

had become a serious pest. They devoured the lush sub-alpine grass and 

endangered the livelihood of the pastoralists. Rabbit eradication became the 

mantra and huge efforts were put into keeping the hordes at bay, but the rabbits’ 

reproductive capability meant suppression was almost impossible and by the 

1920s the Middle river area was recognized as ‘one mass of rabbits’ and the 

manager of Gudgenby station oversaw two gangs of ten men who manually dug 

out the ever-expanding warren systems (Higgins, 2009, p.82). 

The rabbit problem persisted until eventually a colossal increase of rabbit 

numbers after World War 2, due to years of favourable growing weather and a 

depletion of manpower during the conflict, led to the release of the biological 

agent myxomatosis. Within two years of its first dispersal in 1950, 90% of the 

rabbit population had been wiped out – from biblical procreation to apocalyptic 

slaughter in half a century (National Museum of Australia, n.d.). 

Rabbits are the thin edge of the wedge when it comes to introduced 

species in Australia. In the 19th century, acclimatization societies thrived, their 

purpose was, through the introduction of old world species, to ‘tame’ and 

reshape the Australian wilderness. The Australian settler J. Martin captured this 

incomprehension with the new land when he said in 1830:  

 

the trees retain[ed] their leaves and shed their bark instead, the swans 

were black, the eagles white, the bees were stingless, some mammals had 

pockets, others laid eggs, it was coolest on the hills and warmest in the 

valleys, even the blackberries were red. (Ryan, 1996, p.110) 

 

The acclimatization societies disseminated hundreds of introduced species, and 

animals such as foxes, starlings, carp and cats as well as the ubiquitous rabbit 
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still plague the continent today. Dreams of a great southern idyll were dashed by 

the sheer scale and uncontrollability of such a wild and alien land, but the 

misguided attempt, through the destruction of dozens of indigenous species, has 

almost attained a portion of its dark promise. 

We crossed a reedy swamp and followed a dry eroded creek bed up 

through a thicket of eucalypts. The sun was still out and the breeze was cool with 

a whiff of the snow from higher up. We could see the tree line on the edge of the 

meadow, a typically Australian airy gathering of ghostly eucalypts, past which lay 

the rock art site. We crossed an indistinct fire trail: two sets of tyre tracks that 

followed the edge of the open pasture.  

“Guys, look at this!” I pointed to the tyre marks like some kind of 19th 

century tracker. The boys threw me a look that confirmed their father was a 

lunatic.  

But I was drawn to the parallel symmetry of the tracks. They led off into 

the distance with a linear regularity that only a machine could produce; after the 

complexity of the landscape we’d been walking through, the vehicle’s binary 

marking seemed otherworldly. Which is what the first European explorers into 

the Gudgenby valley would have felt when they arrived in the 1820s. 

Now the valley seems a distant wilderness in relation to Canberra which 

is a small bustling city 50 kilometres to the north. But 200 years ago, Gudgenby 

would have been a prized fertile valley, higher than others in the area, which 

meant a shorter growing season and less grass, but the open meadows would 

have been a prime attraction to settlers seeking new land.  

Those two faint tyre tracks worn into the Gudgenby’s red earth are some 

of the only evidence left in the valley’s upper reaches of the white settlers’ 
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colonization. For 150 years pastoralists lived in the valley, created families and 

careers and called that place home and then with a swipe of a 20th century pen 

the government removed them as simply, but not as conclusively, as the 19th 

century elimination of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri people from Gudgenby.  

We had reached the edge of the forest now. Off to our left the boys spotted 

a massive granite tor the size of a small house. They ran over and called for me to 

give them a boost in an attempt to climb its almost vertical flanks. I laughed and 

thought what my wife would think about them scaling a ten-metre high boulder. 

They were persistent and so I joined them and went through the motions of 

assistance. It was a sheer face with no apparent holds and quickly they ran out of 

patience and after a rapid circumnavigation of the boulder and a fencing duel 

with some brittle gum tree branches they sprinted off towards the main trail. 

They knew we were almost at lunch and the rock art site.  

In truth I knew they were more excited about apple juice and jam 

sandwiches than thousand-year-old ochre paintings, but my hope was that the 

combination of fun, motion and great energy would stay with them and they’d 

remember that time and place, even that particular walk, as something special.  

The trail descended through a shallow dip, past a thicket of she-oak, and 

then just ahead I could see the boulders. Framed through the trees, they are 

impressive: massive ovoid granite slabs, standing tall but sheered in half by 

millenniums of weather; the group leans in to each other, like old men sharing a 

secret, the weight of the ensemble steadying the mass against the unavoidable 

march of time.  

The air contracted around the rocks, their gravity drew me towards them. 

It was cooler in the trees and the temperature dropped again in the shade on the 
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south side of the stones. I stopped. Where two of the smaller boulders converged, 

they formed a lean-to and in the dark cave space the rock was blackened by the 

hundreds of years of wood fires that had burned there. There it was again, the 

flicker of mystery, the feeling that there was something more. The boulders’ 

shadow wavered, autumn sun pressed through outstretched limbs. A mottled, 

grey-green, finger-sized lizard scuttled over the stone and I stared at the nubby 

granite’s coarse surface, waiting for something, an extra breath, a glint of muted 

light – I don’t know – a thousand eucalypt leaves murmured and the air shook 

with unfulfilled expectations.  

A holler went up from the far side of the stone, the boys had found the 

lunch spot and were calling for the paternal Sherpa to hurry up with the picnic. I 

rounded the boulder back into fresh full midday light and the scattered, buoyant 

energy of two beautiful kids set me with a smile.  

We sat on a broad, flat sheet of granite, strawberry jam sandwiches in 

hand. In front of us stood the vertical painted wall. The stone face, at least seven 

metres tall, leaned inwards away from where we sat. It is apparent why the art 

work has lasted so long. Rain water drops clear off the top lip of the stone while 

the base of the wall – the paintings were made at head height – is shaded by 

another parallel rock so rarely receives direct sunlight or wind. We sat with our 

legs dangling over the edge of the slab, eating homemade bread and looking at 

the paintings. This was a joy, my kids and I discussing a masterpiece possibly 

started when the Sun King, Louis XIV reigned from Versailles. This place, those 

amazing stones, had been a place of power for centuries. That day the gallery 

was crowned by a broad cloudless sky and bounded by a forest of ticklish gum 

trees. We were the only humans for thirty kilometres, what we said and 
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discussed was between us and the marks left by master artisans moved by their 

environment thousands of years ago.  

The paintings are made up of a series of figures spread across the seven-

metre wide face. None of them is immediately identifiable and the boys and I 

spent some time debating the identity of the images. Kangaroos, dingoes and 

turtles evolved from our dialogue and the boys recognized human figures 

although they initially assessed them as extra-terrestrials. All the characters are 

waif-like stick figures caught in the process of motion, but the scale and depth is 

not that of anyone who has grown up in the tradition of perspective drawing. 

Even the boys, who have recently grown out of their own stick figure renditions, 

appreciated these forms as something beyond our understanding. What are 

portrayed are beings we can name but arise from a wildly different reality to our 

own.  

In this the boys had uncovered a key to the artwork: the characters are a 

portal, an otherworldly language encrypted on a granite wall, a map to a culture 

that developed far beyond the bounds of western thought. This is a world we will 

never fully understand because so much of it has been subsumed and the 

fragments left are trapped in time, caught in static images on stone while so 

much of its dynamism has been lost or transferred into other areas of the culture.  

Aboriginal people arrived in Australia over 65,000 years ago, a date that 

keeps getting pushed back as new archaeological discoveries are made. The 

migrants arrived from the north, walking across the land bridge we now know as 

the Arafura Sea and Torres Strait between Australia and Papua New Guinea. 

Once on what is now the Australian mainland, they rapidly occupied the entire 

continent. At the Birragai rock shelter ten kilometres north of Gudgenby in the 
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Tidbinbilla valley, archaeological digs have proven human habitation in the 

Brindabella Mountains for at least 21,000 years (Flood, 2010, p.33). 

Amazingly the Aboriginal people of Australia have been on the continent 

so long they have had to adapt to a series of climate change events that 

completely transformed their landscape and society and yet through it all they 

thrived. It is their resolve and intimate, constantly renewed understanding of the 

environment that has seen them through.   

Because of its location at the southern end of the bogong moths’ 

migration, the Gudgenby valley area was an important gathering place for 

Indigenous people from across south-eastern Australia. The moths breed on the 

inland plains of north-western New South Wales and southern Queensland in 

April and May and by September are flying south in great swarms towards the 

Brindabella range and farther on to the Snowy Mountains and Victorian Alps. 

The high country west of Canberra has been an especially fertile source of the 

protein- and fat-rich moths, and bands of Aboriginal people would walk from up 

to 300 kilometres away to congregate in the high valleys during harvest season. 

These gatherings were an essential part of the calendar as it was the one time of 

the year when such a large intertribal group would assemble and initiation 

ceremonies, marriage arrangements and exchange of goods would take place.  

Walking has, since before the time of arrival, been an integral part of 

Indigenous society. In his 1987 book Songlines, Bruce Chatwin popularized the 

term ‘songlines’ to describe Aboriginal Australians’ walking journeys through the 

landscape. He implied that sung stories guided these directed wanderers across 

country. Chatwin was neither Aboriginal nor an anthropologist, so his 

understanding of Indigenous foot-bound travel was limited. However, as 
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Indigenous curator Margo Neale explained in the catalogue for the Songlines: 

Tracking the Seven Sisters (2017-2018) exhibition at the National Museum of 

Australia, ‘Songs were learnt as people travelled to the places named in the song; 

the rhyme of the song matching the rhythm of walking, the rhythm embodying 

the song’ (Neale, 2017, p.202).  

In walking their country, Indigenous people physically and mentally 

engage with stories that link the conscious topographical world with supra-

conscious creation narratives that originated in the Dreaming. According to art 

historian Darren Jorgenson and anthropologist David Brooks, a Songline, or 

Tjukurrpa in the Pitjantjatjara language of Central Australia, ‘explains the origin 

of places, environmental features and living beings, and it provides a template of 

customs and laws that are considered immutable’ (Neale, 2017, p.203). But 

songlines are even more than that because they intersect and sometimes parallel 

the paths of the creation Ancestors and so the stories are a mingling of the 

transcendent and the human. As the archaeologist Mike Smith says: ‘Songlines 

have many roles… but their primary role is as a kind of scripture, a framework 

for relating people to land, and to show that this relationship is inalienable or 

“the law”’ (Neale, 2017, p.219). 

Walking and being immersed in the story of a Dreaming-infused and  

-generated landscape must be like taking a western stratified archaeological 

understanding of place and expanding it towards infinity. John Bradley, in his life 

and research with the Yanyuwa people of the Gulf of Carpentaria, described the 

multiverse opened by singing and traveling a songline as: the ‘Kujika, when sung 

is like tracking the essence – the DNA almost – of the country, of creatures, of the 
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plants, of the peoples; to sing is animate the very biology, the very ecology of the 

country’ (Bradley, 2010) 

To travel in a landscape teeming with narrative dimensions beyond our 

Western scientific understanding is the extreme case of how walking is the 

perfect medium through which to activate and understand story. 

    

In its spider web of delicate lines, the Yankee Hat rock art holds the history of a 

unique culture. I tried to convey to the boys some of the gravity of what had 

taken place, about the local Aboriginal peoples’ loss of their land, but they were 

kids with lives full of potential: endings are not something children easily 

contemplate. They went back to their sandwiches. I lay back and stared up at the 

depthless sky.  

It was Heraclitus who said, ‘everything gives way and nothing stands fast,’ 

(Plato, 1999, p.33) – change is the only constant – and to observe change we 

need time. Walking the breadth of the Gudgenby meadows brings both time and 

change into stark relief. That place, a wilderness that looks to be the home of the 

wind, the stars and the infinite eucalypt forest is actually the estate of ghosts and 

dreams and unresolved conflict. To walk it is to appreciate just a trace of that 

ongoing struggle. Taken in isolation each of Gudgenby’s human stories would be 

a window to a particular time and place, but walking the land stitches those 

narratives together into a time-traveller’s tale, it is the stride after stride that 

pulls time together and stretches it apart.  

The mystery of place is there because the past in all its arcane glory 

envelops us and we can feel it through our bodily, emotional and psychological 

interactions with landscape. We can read history in a book but we comprehend 
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our relationship to it by moving through it. Time ticks off step by step. Walking 

opens up an understanding of time as movement, time as it affects the individual, 

time as an intimate part of who we are, and steady, human motion through space 

also creates a gateway into the layering of time beneath our feet, an appreciation 

that we are part of a continuum of human existence that has flourished on this 

planet for tens of millions of years. 

 

‘So, how far back to the car, Dad?’ Connor asked. 

‘Well, how long did it take us to get here?’ He gave me one of those looks 

again, like I was some kind of simpleton. 

‘I don’t have a watch, Dad.’ He shook his head as if that was a self-evident 

truth.  

‘Okay, well, it took about forty-five minutes to get here.’ 

‘So how long is a minute?’ 

‘You know that. Sixty seconds.’ 

‘And how long is a second?’ 

He was pulling my chain now. He knew I was going to tell him it’s two 

steps long.  

‘Let’s just keep walking,’ I replied in my grown-up voice. ‘Look, you can 

see the car over there.’ I pointed towards a flash of metal and glass off in the 

distance. 

‘Oh, that’s not far. That shouldn’t take too long,’ and the two of them were 

off and running again. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 

Pilgrimage 

 

 

 

Camino de Santiago  

 

Walking the Camino is wonderfully varied, interesting underfoot and soothing to 

the eye, cobbles and dirt tracks, flagstone paths through grey stone villages, 

single-width trails into century-old oak forests, red earth traces along fence lines 

and rushing creeks, long rises over bald hills and past simple churches that 

remember when that far corner of Europe was, along with Rome and Jerusalem, 

one of the three most important centres of Christendom. It’s easy to drop into 

contemplation on history and time and the movement of people when you’re on 

the Camino de Santiago, the Way of Saint James. 

I’d been walking for two hours since my morning café con leche, the pace 

was enjoyable, the drift into a flow of easy thoughts exactly what I’d wanted. But 

as I crested a hill on a potholed farm road, rusting agricultural machinery on one 

side and a house flaunting new aluminium framed windows to the other, an old 

lady called out and broke my reverie. She wore a black, ankle-length dress 
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muddied with work, a red scarf kept her silvery hair in place. She had the 

complexion of someone tempered to rising early and labouring until the sun 

went down. She saw me, grabbed a golden orb from the wooden trestle table 

beside the track, and held it in front of her with both hands. It reminded me of 

shimmering votive statues I had seen saffron-clad Thai monks present to images 

of the Buddha. 

 ‘Hola, peregrino. Quesa?’ 

 Quesa, cheese. She was holding a small pear-shaped round of the soft 

creamy Tetilla cheese indigenous to Galicia. She wasn’t smiling, her look was 

serious but not insistent, she was selling. In her deeply wrinkled, leathery hands 

the cheese almost glowed, she was a venerable angel bearing heartfelt gifts.  

I bought the round and enjoyed it with some crusty bread and a small 

carafe of red wine I bought in the next village, but what stayed with me much 

longer than those wonderful flavours was how the old lady had addressed me, 

peregrino, pilgrim. Was I really a pilgrim or just another slightly lost soul on the 

trail to nowhere?  

Up until a few days prior to that meeting I had been trapped in a stressful 

job in London, my life had been gradually speeding up over the previous two 

years until by that autumn every day had become a flurry of rushed work and 

unfinished thoughts. Nights and weekends were a blur of hasty relationships and 

too much drink – my existence was devoid of satisfactory completion. I was 

going through the motions, filling in forms and completing templates without 

having the latitude to challenge myself. There seemed to be no way to get ahead 

of the ever-advancing curve of a ‘good life’. I was at the mercy of digital 
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taskmasters and voices at the end of the phone who demanded more attention. I 

was losing control.  

Over Christmas that year I vowed to slow down and booked a flight to 

Bilbao in Northern Spain, from there I took a train west to the small town of 

Ponferrada and began walking the Camino de Santiago.  

 The old dear offering me cheese was the first person to address me as 

pilgrim, it wasn’t something I considered myself to be. I hadn’t conceived of that 

walk as a pilgrimage, I didn’t have the faith in a Christian God or in James the 

apostle to think I could be transformed into whatever enlightened form devout 

pilgrims take on.  

In fact, the idea that James, one of Jesus Christ’s primary disciples had, in 

the years after his teacher’s death, managed to make his way to the Iberian 

Peninsula, preached there and then returned to the Holy Land to be imprisoned, 

persecuted and eventually beheaded by Herod Agrippa, was a far-fetched story.  

But then, legend has it that his corpse, through a series of miraculous 

interventions – angels, a ship of stone without sails or a rudder – made its way 

back to Spain, to the Galician coast at Padron and from there inland to where his 

relics where buried at the present site of his namesake cathedral.  

 The location was abandoned, but six centuries later the hermit Pelayo, 

after witnessing a series of strange lights in the night sky, rediscovered the tomb 

and in the ensuing golden age of Christian pilgrimage Santiago de Compostella 

became the ultimate goal for millions of pilgrims (Frey, 1998, pp. 8-11).  

It’s a fantastic saga, something from a fairy tale, not the kind of legend a 

human product of the Enlightenment such as myself could put much of his 

limited religious faith into. For me the Camino was a long walk, a chance to break 
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out of the grey, 100-mile-an-hour rut I’d fallen into in England. I needed clean air 

and mental space. 

 But the old dear’s address had stirred something in me: What was a 

pilgrim? Had she seen something I didn’t recognize in myself?  

 

 

Pilgrimage 

 

 1:  a journey of a pilgrim; especially: one to a shrine or a sacred place. 
  (Merriam-Webster 2017b) 

 

Defining pilgrimage as ‘a journey of a pilgrim’, the Merriam-Webster Dictionary 

describes the pilgrim as ‘one who journeys in foreign lands’ to sacred places 

(Merriam-Webster, 2017a).  I like that definition: a traveller to far-flung places 

with a sacred goal; it’s something easily associated with the creative life. It is 

those journeys into the unknown, both physical and mental – the travels beyond 

the comfortable – that create the challenge, the space and the energy for 

creativity. In the creative life, the goal is always sacred because what we seek 

and what we produce are the products of our purest conceptions: the 

consequence of true creativity is sacrosanct because it has been the catalyst for 

our phenomenal rate of evolution. Creativity is why humanity has thrived on this 

planet for four million years.  

In Wired to Create (2015) Scott Barry Kaufman and Carolyn Gregoire 

write: ‘Openness to experience – the drive for cognitive exploration of one’s 

inner and outer worlds – is the single strongest and most consistent personality 

trait that predicts creative achievement’ (Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015). 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pilgrim
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Pilgrimage, a walk into the unknown in search of a sacred goal, neatly follows 

this ‘openness to experience’ criterion.  

 
Looking at creativity across the arts and sciences, Scott [Kaufman] and 
colleagues found that openness to experience more highly correlated with 
total creative achievement than other factors … like IQ, divergent thinking 
and other personality traits. Together these findings suggest that the 
drive for exploration, in its many forms, may be the single most important 
personal factor predicting creative achievement. (Kaufman & Gregoire, 
2015).  

 

Being open to the new, willing to experience the world afresh, driven to explore, 

whether on a regular bush walk or in the midst of a month-long pilgrimage, 

creates a foundation and the raw material for creativity. But perhaps more 

important for creativity and the life of the imagination is a pilgrimage mentality, 

which entails keeping in mind the awareness that the path of originality will be 

unlike and more challenging than the one habitually taken and we should 

embrace the change and be open to what the experience generates.  

Paul Harford in his book Messy (2016) says: ‘we often succumb to the 

temptation of a tidy-minded approach when we would be better served by 

embracing a degree of mess’ (Harford, 2016, p.3). Harcourt alludes to how the 

tension within the chaos of a disordered world can push us to view a situation 

anew. Pilgrimage and the pilgrimage mentality have the capability to push us 

joyfully into the mess.  

The American anthropologist Nancy Louise Frey spent years studying the 

Camino and its pilgrims. She has said: 

 

 When pilgrims begin to walk several things usually begin to happen to 

their perceptions of the world…: they develop a changing sense of time, a 

heightening of their senses, [and] a new awareness of their bodies in the 

landscape. (Frey, 1998, p.72)  
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In some ways this is a description of what occurs when we enter a flow state. 

Frey also notes that not only does the pilgrim’s sense of reality change but 

pilgrimage can bring about a reassessment of people’s circumstances and 

personal histories. ‘With the shift in spatial and temporal reality comes the 

application to one’s own life and a possible reassessment of how things will be’ 

(Frey, 1998, p.86).  

So, pilgrimage – whether it’s the grand trek to Santiago de Compostella, to 

a Himalayan sacred site, or a regular walk undertaken with what the Zen 

Buddhist teacher Shunryu Suzuki called ‘beginner’s mind’ – has the potential to 

lead to new ideas and creative solutions. As Suzuki said: ‘In the beginner’s mind 

there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few’ (Suzuki, 2010, p.1). 

For me those two weeks in Galicia on the Way of Saint James were a 

period of personal exploration. The environment and the pace encouraged me to 

slow down and for the first time in years I felt I was finishing thoughts and 

sentences. That walk was a gift, there were no cosmic revelations or paradigm 

shifting reinterpretations of Christianity, but when I returned to London I asked 

for a transfer and a few months later moved to Nepal to work on a humanitarian 

relief project.  

 

 

The neuromodulator of exploration 

 

Interestingly, in relation to the previous chapter on the biochemistry of walking 

and creativity, there is a biochemically symbiotic relationship between walking 
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and exploration. Walking, as discussed earlier, releases a cascade of 

neurotransmitters, one of which is dopamine, a substance that has been called 

the ‘neuromodulator of exploration’ (DeYoung, 2013). According to Colin 

DeYoung: ‘The release of dopamine anywhere in the dopaminergic system, 

increases motivation to explore and increases cognitive and behavioural 

processes useful in exploration’ (DeYoung, 2013).  

 The idea of exploration, traveling to new places mentally and physically, 

and making the unknown known, is a key to creativity, as Kaufman and Gregoire 

explain: ‘Any life experience – whether traumatic or ecstatic – that diversifies our 

repertoire of experiences and pushes us outside of habitual thought patterns can 

lead to enhanced cognitive flexibility and creativity’ (Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015). 

Walking in the mental and environmental unknown, that combination of physical 

activity with exploration, leads to a double shot of dopamine and, because of this 

dopamine release, exploration itself can become addictive. The more we engage 

with the new and try to integrate diverse experiences, ideas, feelings and 

emotions into our lives the better we become at their incorporation and the 

more attuned we are to using diverse understandings in creative problem 

solving. So, the search for the new becomes an ongoing challenge with direct 

biochemical rewards; creative people engage in an ongoing cycle of experience, 

challenge, integration and explanation, and walking can be the catalyst to begin 

and perpetuate that process.  

The ancient pilgrim paths – trails deeply ingrained with history, faith and 

the status quo of the world’s great religions – are also mediums through which 

individuals have for hundreds, possibly thousands of years, broken out of habits 

and lifestyles and, through the incorporation of what they encountered along the 
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way, recreated themselves. Pilgrimage, like Homo erectus’ great migrations out of 

East Africa 1.7 million years ago, has become an evolutionary accelerator. 

 

 

Mindfulness  

 

When you are fully engaging with the new, because of the unfamiliarity of the 

activity or environment, your focus is instinctively drawn completely onto the 

task. Walking in the unknown induces you to be more mindful. Mindfulness is a 

contemporarily overused term but in its purest form has been described by John 

Kabat-Zinn, the man considered the father of the modern mindfulness 

movement, as ‘paying attention on purpose, in the present moment and 

nonjudgmentally, to the unfolding of experience moment to moment’ (Kabat-

Zinn, 2003, p.145). This is a simple description of the mindset artists need in 

order to translate the world accurately into words or colours or moving images 

that convey intimate and yet universal moments. 

Mindfulness brings attention to the task of observation and serves to 

block out distractions that pull you away from the moment. Mindful observation 

adds precision and depth to creative work and consistent mindful practice brings 

about neurological changes within the brain. In 2011 researchers at Harvard 

University studied a group of 16 individuals involved in an eight-week 

mindfulness-based stress reduction course (MBSR) that utilized meditation. 

They took functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans of the 

participants before and after the course and found that there were noticeable 

increases in the grey matter density in the anterior cingulate cortex, which is 
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associated with anticipation of tasks, attention, motivation and problem solving, 

and the hippocampus which we have discussed earlier and is instrumental in 

memory, learning and the imagination network (Holzel et al., 2011, p.1) 

But this single-focus mindfulness is just part of the creative puzzle 

because in order to let those detailed interpretations be reordered in new and 

original ways, we need a flow of thoughts, not just one impression, to facilitate a 

restructuring. The key to creative, mindful walking is to ride the thin line 

between intense external observation and the internal examination of thoughts 

as they emerge. Kaufman and Gregoire explain: ‘The goal is to be fully present to 

thoughts as they arise and to be able to switch flexibly between idle mind 

wandering and outward focused attention’ (Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015). 

Mindfulness has the capability to assist with this transitioning as there 

are different styles of mindful practice such as: focused-attention meditation 

which is considered a traditional form of mindfulness training where you focus 

on one specific object or activity, say, the movement of your breath or a candle, 

this works to assist in concentration and convergent thinking (devising a single 

solution to a problem). Other styles of meditation such as open-monitoring 

where the practitioner lets thoughts arise, acknowledges them, and then 

‘organically’ returns to the object of focus, have proven to increase people’s 

ability to perform in divergent thinking tests (where a participant is asked to 

think of as many possible uses for an individual item, say a football) (Colzato et 

al., 2012). 

Another study looked at the influence of a meditation technique similar to 

open monitoring called nondirective mediation. Nondirective meditation is 

practiced with a relaxed focus that permits spontaneous thoughts, images, 



 192 

sensations, memories, and emotions to emerge and move on without any 

expectation that mind wandering should abate. Xu et al. (2014) used fMRI to 

scan the brains of a group of 14 experienced practitioners. First, they compared 

nondirective mediation to rest, and then to concentrative meditation; in both 

cases the non-directive meditation increased activity in areas of the brain 

associated with episodic memories and emotional processing which are 

considered important in creative thought. The key is to be able to move freely 

between the different states of concentration. 

Walking, in my experience, organically becomes a nondirective-

meditation practice. When I walk, I can alternate between slow and fast walking: 

the slow walking allows me to concentrate on the placement of each footstep and 

bring my focus completely onto the bodily systems – muscular, respiratory and 

cognitive – that enable me to move naturally. But then if I speed up, thoughts 

arise and I can let my attention drift higher and ease my focus onto the 

interconnectedness of thought and motion, I can let thoughts, emotions, 

memories, images and sensations all roll along with me until they disappear like 

the step by step landscape that I leave behind in my passage across country.  

Mind wandering and bodily wandering are linked, and when we connect 

them we generate the psychological space we need to let ideas consciously flow, 

merge and rearrange. The Vietnamese Buddhist monk and Nobel Prize laureate 

Thich Nhat Hanh has explained it beautifully:  

 

Walking meditation is a way to practice moving without a goal or 

intention. Mindful walking simply means walking while being aware of 

each step and of our breathing… There’s no rush, no place to get to, no 

hurry. (Nhat Hanh, 2014, p.68)  
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In these few sentences I can feel the spaciousness that Thich Nhat Hanh develops 

in his mindful walking practice.  

For me this free state of movement between internal and external 

observation develops naturally as I walk and this, I believe, is related to 

walking’s ability to reconnect us with the ‘natural’ time discussed previously. 

Yes, I can alternate my gait dependent on my thoughts, but the natural pace of 

walking generates a spacious, relaxed time because there is no rush, there’s only 

the individual footfall repeated one after the other, the comfortable inhalation 

and exhalation of breath and the temperate flow of thoughts.  

 

I think of that old lady and her beautiful cheese, how my mind was wandering 

seamlessly between my steps and the flow of thoughts on the history and 

movement inspired by the Camino. Even twenty years on, she comes to me 

clearly, standing in the flat light of Galicia, the wet wind picking at the few loose 

strands of silvery hair released from her scarf, her deeply-lined hands holding 

the cone of cheese in the same reverent way she may have made a whole-hearted 

offering to the statue of crucified Jesus in her local church.  

For her, having seen thousands and thousands of trail-weary walkers 

passing her farm, I was just another face from far away, but I was walking, I was 

concentrated, my brow furrowed in contemplation, my steps laboured. To her I 

had made a commitment of hundreds of kilometres to the Father and the Son 

and the Holy Ghost and when I looked up, she saw expectation in my eyes, not 

only for the beautiful cheese cradled in her hands, but for the great cathedral of 

Santiago and for the worthy mass I would receive; to her I was peregrino, a 

pilgrim. 
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Elk Lake 

 

It was 3am on a winter Tuesday, pitch black with the temperature hovering just 

above zero. The rain fell in soft sheets glittering in the street light’s pale glow, the 

asphalt wet, cut by the silver streaks of dark water, pulsing and throbbing, 

moving independent of me. On either side of the road lay absolute night.  

I walked down the middle of the street, treading a hyphenated median 

line that flickered like phosphorescence. My feet padded against the tar and 

stone, my runners soaked through, woollen socks squelching. But each step was 

a movement I controlled, each foot plant, every roll from heel to ball to toe, every 

contraction of the delicate muscles splayed across my foot was within my grasp. I 

needed that certainty. In the roiling madness of my life over the past few days I 

needed the absolute control of self-propelled, forward motion to keep me from 

exploding into a million tiny shattered mirrors, a fragile puzzle with no chance of 

reassembling in the state in which I had previously existed. My life was shot, my 

hopes and dreams shattered, the assurance of family and friends lay dashed like 

the splattering rain that fell from the West Coast heavens that moonless night.  

 I just needed to keep walking.  

Walking was definite. Walking was still within my grasp. Walking forward 

was moving into the future and if I kept moving maybe that future wouldn’t 

manifest in the messy hollering and pushing and wide-eyed, hundred-mile stares 

of a psychiatric ward from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. If I only kept moving, 

I could stay one step ahead of the men in white coats.  
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 I just needed to keep walking. 

I strode through the night, my mind running at a million miles an hour 

and the only way I could slow it was by focusing on the wet slap of feet on 

bitumen. There was a gentle thump with each step, a sound almost obliterated by 

the dissonance pulsing through my head. Focus on the steps. Just keep moving. 

At that time of night there was no traffic. No one plodded the drenched 

sidewalks beside me. No one peeked from behind the drawn curtains of the fine 

homes that lined that street. The neighbourhood was asleep, lost in dreams good 

and bad while I wrestled with reality. There was only me, and at that point that’s 

all I wanted. Too much had been lost. I only had the energy to save myself. But 

still a wild prospect held me, maybe he was still there. Possibly he just needed 

me, my presence, to prompt his return as a miraculous water-born saint striding, 

dripping wet, arms held wide and palms open to the heavens, out of the clear 

cold waters of Elk Lake. 

On and on and on, I had to keep going, I couldn’t stop. I had to reach the 

lake and find him.  

 

Three days before that walk, my brother Gareth had been training on Elk Lake in 

British Columbia with the University of Victoria rowing team. It had been a 

regular after-school session with two eight-man boats out on the water. But 

about an hour into the workout, a massive storm blew in from the southwest, a 

tempest dragged from the heart of an angry North Pacific. Within minutes there 

were sixty-kilometre-an-hour winds and Elk Lake had transformed from a 

rippled pond to a tormented loch broken by six-foot, white-capped surf. Both the 

rowing shells capsized. 
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A motorized aluminium coach boat had been guiding the squads. It 

managed to ferry one of the crews in to shore but was so overburdened that the 

waves swamped it close to the beach. The second crew, with my brother Gareth, 

was trapped on the water. The Search and Rescue team was called but the 

severity of the storm meant the helicopters from the nearby naval base couldn’t 

take off and the local Royal Canadian Mounted Police had problems launching 

their rescue boat onto the lake.  

Meanwhile, the boys in the rowing shell, all 18 and 19 years old, were 

clinging to the hull as the waves washed over them. The boat had overturned and 

been smashed in two by the vicious breakers. Gareth was hanging on while the 

weather raged over him. The boys began to shout out their seat numbers in an 

attempt to keep focused and stay in contact, one to eight and the coxswain. 

Around and around they kept calling, but still there was no sign of the Mounties 

or a Search and Rescue team.  

Slowly hypothermia set in; first the uncontrollable shaking as their bodies 

fought to generate their own heat, then the shutting down of their extremities as 

their systems struggled to conserve energy in the core organs. Gareth was a tall, 

lean young man with no fat to insulate him from the creeping, deathly chill. He 

called out and called out and then there was silence as his fingers slipped from 

the gunwale of the shell and he drifted away.  

I still imagine that moment, not one of horrific loss, but – through 

hypothermia’s obliquely generous capacity of letting its victims flow into a 

dream state – of drifting as if through the depths of space, sparks of titanium 

light floating by as he soared on to somewhere hot and muggy, a place of familiar 

heat, possibly the crux of our mother’s crossed arms, the snug nook where he 
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had spent so much of his first years, close to her bosom, tight into the belly from 

where he had emerged. Gareth dropped away and I still want to believe that his 

falling through the frigid void of Elk Lake was not a fight to the end but an 

acceptance of the inevitable, a silent journey honoured by the knowledge that he 

was immensely loved. 

But that night, as I pressed my tired legs one after the other through the 

drenching rain, I wasn’t thinking those thoughts – not yet – because his body still 

had to be found. For three nights Gareth had been somewhere, possibly on the 

bottom of the lake, lying under a gauzy sheet of silt churned up by the storm. 

Navy divers had been brought in to look for him, but so far they had discovered 

nothing. For me there was still that outlandish, otherworldly hope that possibly, 

maybe, he had swum to shore through the crashing waves, strode off into the 

conifers and found himself a comfy spot, wrapped himself in cedar fronds and 

lady ferns and gone to sleep. Gareth, in my unstable thinking, could still be lying 

astray and comatose somewhere along the banks of Elk Lake.  

On the night of the accident I had been in Europe and after two days of 

travel I was back in Canada. Tonight I would reach the lake. Tonight, if a miracle 

was to happen, Gareth would show himself.  

I strode on through the night, it was my strangest walk ever. I was there, I 

was completely in that space, so intent on my lakeside goal, so in control of each 

of those steps and yet simultaneously I was empty, I wasn’t there. My body was 

present striding down a burnished suburban, Pacific Northwest street in the 

black of night, but it felt as if I were only skin and bones. My organs had been 

hollowed away, each rubbery step reverberated through me like a bass drum 

and at the centre of that sonic vacuum was a pulsing emptiness, my own 
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personal black hole, sucking in the darkness like an inverse wind. I had no heart, 

no lungs, no intestines, no liver or kidneys; I was nothing but aching emptiness 

and had no idea what I needed to do to staunch the whooshing internal 

commotion that shuddered through me. When I stopped, the impression didn’t 

go away, it rolled and increased in pitch and volume. My being on this earth was 

as a solid ghost, part material, part ethereal. I had to keep walking, keep moving 

to the lake.  

Out of the neighbourhood streets I turned onto an unlit country road that 

paralleled a highway. Every few minutes a car would roar out of the night in a 

cloud of incandescent light and haloed spray and thunderous noise. The clatter 

and light receded and dimmed as the vehicles moved north or south. 

Now I could see the lake, a dark pond, still and quiet, completely the 

opposite of three nights before. On the far side, milky light flickered through the 

trees. There were houses over there and that was a surprise – the thought that 

such a disaster could occur in the midst of suburbia held strange weight. I 

crunched across the gravel of the parking lot, the stones lumpy through the foam 

soles of my runners.  

Ahead, outlined in grey against the depthless black of the lake, was a 

wooden pier maybe twenty metres long. I made for it, up a ramp and onto the 

deck. As soon as I was over the water, I could feel it, the sway of the dock, the 

sucking sound of liquid sloshing through the frame with each step. I reached the 

end. Two wooden pylons driven into the lakebed stabilized the pier and marked 

the farthest extent of land, the border of humankind’s home environment. I stood 

between the posts. The soft rain had hardened and was hitting the lake so 
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violently the surface hissed like frying bacon. Water was dripping over, around 

and through me. I could have been no wetter if I had jumped in.  

I took a deep breath and let the air out through clenched teeth, a hiss to 

match the deluge. The hole in my centre throbbed, I clenched my fists and began 

to beat at my stomach wishing the ill wind to leave. I punched and pummelled, 

smashed and slapped and all the time I called Gareth’s name. I shouted so loud 

that it drowned out the tinny whistle blowing through my head and the black 

wind rushing through my skeletal corpse. I couldn’t hear the squish and sop of 

cold water beneath me, or the drip of rain tumbling from my fingers and nose. I 

yelled and bawled, screamed at the heavens and the pockmarked water and all 

the wafting trees deep on the horizon because in that purgatorial darkness they 

were all the same, black on black on black – nothingness, no clues, no answers, a 

one-way conversation with death.  

And then I collapsed, fell to the timber deck tearing at my stomach, 

fighting to rid myself of the void and, in time, when the absolute futility of it all 

entered me, I pulled myself back to standing and stared far out into the darkness, 

wishing with physical force, with every throbbing atom that spun and turned and 

made me who I am, that a dripping demi-god would emerge from the liquid 

abyss.  

I waited. Lake water sluiced, blood pulsed, heaven’s moist tears fell all 

around. 

The wind inside swirled and grew again.  

The thin whistle of emptiness coursed through me.  

The miracle was not to be.  

There was no energy left for my own tears. The world had turned. 
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I put one foot in front of the other and began the long walk home.  

 

 

Disorder 

 

This was one of the most confusing times of my life. My past, that billion-memory 

matrix in which my little brother played a key role, had disappeared. My 

foundation narrative, structured around the continuity of life and familial 

stability, was destroyed. Gareth, who in life I had tragically taken for granted, I 

realized too late had been a cornerstone in my own story. His death had thrown 

my whole neatly-jointed, existential life puzzle out of sync. 

 Trapped in the darkness of grief I was yearning to reconstruct my past, to 

put back together what was broken and return to a state of familiarity and 

permanence. It’s in that frame that my walk to Elk Lake connects me to the 

millions of pilgrims who have trodden the Camino de Santiago over the past 

millennium because, for that one night, I too had complete faith that a miracle 

was possible, my entire body hissed with wondrous expectation. I believed that 

Gareth would emerge from the woods around that depthless pond shivering but 

smiling in the same way countless pilgrims have trusted that Saint James’s bones 

had arrived on the wings of angels at that hill that became Santiago de 

Compostela. I believed in the resurrection of my brother because in the chaos of 

his loss he was the invisible lynchpin I needed to resuscitate my own life. 

With that in mind, the march along the dark road to Elk Lake was my 

purest pilgrimage. I had trekked to the lake in a deeply wounded state but with 

purpose and a defined goal. I had lost my old self in the days leading up to the 
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walk – I was in complete disarray, my body existed in the form of a wind-

whistled, hollow ghost, and my understanding of the world had lost its gravity. I 

was in flux and my belief in a miracle drove me on.  

 

 

Liminality 

 

In retrospect, I understand that that the process of walking into a shadowy 

unknown is a universal one and a requisite element in everyone’s life journey.  

Gareth’s death is my own most extreme case, but these transitions are inevitable 

and happen to each of us throughout our existence. Lifecycle movements from 

childhood to teen and on to adulthood, marriage, parenthood, pregnancy and 

death in all its immediate and extended forms – these are collective existential 

trials that every human must face and adapt to.  

The French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep described how these 

human rites of passage are marked by three phases: separation, which signals the 

detachment of an individual from a formerly stable set of cultural conditions; the 

liminal phase, the period when the subject moves through a dimension that has 

few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state; and finally a third stage, 

when the passage is consummated and the subject returns to their regular or 

mundane social life (van Gennep, 1960, p.191; Turner & Turner, 1978, p.2). My 

time, coming to terms with the death of my brother, was a liminal phase.  

 In the 1970s and 80s, the renowned anthropologist Victor Turner 

conducted a series of ground-breaking studies into liminality. In his paper 

‘Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites of Passage’ (1964), he said: 
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Neophytes… are divested of their previous habits of thought, feeling and 

action. During the liminal period, neophytes are alternately forced and 

encouraged to think about their society, their cosmos and the powers that 

generate and sustain them. (Turner, 1964) 

 

Liminality is a time of deep reflection when individuals are provoked to consider 

life’s biggest questions and consolidate their understanding of their place in the 

world.  

Turner identified formal ceremonies, rites of passage, in cultures around 

the world that intentionally, and sometimes traumatically, create this liminal 

state so that the ‘new’ person can be reborn and introduced back into society 

(Turner, 1974). One of the key rituals he studied in the Christian tradition was 

pilgrimage: 

 

Pilgrimage… has some of the attributes of liminality in passage rites: 

release from mundane structure… communitas; ordeal; reflection on the 

meaning of basic religious and cultural values; ritualized enactment of 

correspondences between religious paradigms and shared human 

experiences; emergence of the integral person from multiple personae; 

movement from a mundane centre to a sacred periphery which suddenly, 

transiently, becomes central for the individual, an axis mundi of his faith… 

individuality posed against the institutionalized milieu…’ (Turner & 

Turner, 1978, p.34) 

 

This description of the personal states developed while on pilgrimage reads like 

an order form of practices to be followed by creative individuals: contact with 

universal forces, questioning authority, release from everyday structures, the 

emergence of a clearer view of self anchored by an axis mundi of faith, the 

individual standing outside the institution.  
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Turner recognized pilgrimage was a force that could reorder 

personalities, and in that restructuring lies the potential for great creativity: 

‘Undoing, dissolution, decomposition [these developments] are accompanied by 

processes of growth, transformation, and the reformulation of old elements in 

new patterns’ (Turner, 1964). Liminality is a time of deep reflection, a time when 

the understood foundation upon which your life narrative is built comes under 

sustained scrutiny, and in that process is the potential for paradigm-shifting 

renewal. ‘It has become clear to us that liminality is not only transition but also 

potentiality, not only “going to be” but also “what may be”…’ (Turner & Turner, 

1978, p.3).  

 

My dark pilgrimage was a time of transition, and although in the moment I 

couldn’t appreciate it, in retrospect I feel I had reverted to an almost primal 

state. My body had lost its solidity, my thoughts were pushed and pulled by 

anarchic internal winds. I had lost myself and in that embryonic condition 

anything was possible. I was reminded of the Buddhist concept of pure mind 

emerging from the chaos of great personal challenges in the same way a lotus 

flower emerges from the primordial mud (Ward, 1952, p.137). I too had the 

opportunity to completely reshape myself, discard the detritus of my old life and 

start anew. 

But Elk Lake was not about rebuilding, I was caught in the past and still 

unable to look forward. It was a moment of painful catharsis, a black march that 

became a starting point, the first of many thousands of kilometres walked across 

North America, Europe and Asia in search of something that took me years to 
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understand. It was the beginning of a decade-long, sustained, unstructured 

pilgrimage. 

 

 

Liminality and pilgrimage 

 

As the Turners have said: ‘For the majority, pilgrimage was [and is] the great 

liminal experience of the religious life. If mysticism is an interior pilgrimage, 

pilgrimage is exteriorized mysticism’ (Turner & Turner, 1978, p.7). Many of 

those life episodes that lead to liminal states are, like mine, disturbing and there 

is a proven relationship between the coming to terms with trauma and an 

increase in creativity.  

In her 2013 study Perceived Benefits After Diversity: The Relationship 

between Self-Reported Post-Traumatic Growth and Creativity psychologist Marie 

Forgeard studied a group of 373 individuals asking them specifically about 

traumatic events encountered through their lives and how the participants 

believed their posttraumatic growth or posttraumatic depreciation affected their 

levels of creativity. Her results indicated there was a relationship between 

adversity and self-reported creativity and she concluded that: ‘Given the 

majority of individuals unfortunately experience adverse events at some point in 

their lives, they may be able to use their experiences… to heal, grow and fulfil 

their creative potential’ (Forgeard, 2013, p.257).  

Kaufman and Gregoire point out that rumination, the intense repetitive 

mulling over of events that individuals engage in during the aftermath of an 

ordeal, begins as emotional grasping, an exercise in attempting to make sense of 
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the senseless, but as we move through the grief this rumination can become 

analytic and when meaning is found then constructive creativity can occur 

(Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015). As the holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Victor 

Frankl wrote, ‘suffering, ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning’ 

(Frankl, 1992, p.118).  

Once meaning is found – and this can take some time – then the 

paradigms that have previously structured a person’s life become unfounded and 

creativity, through experimentation and thoughtful incorporation of new ideals, 

becomes essential in the reconstruction. But this creative restructuring does not 

only occur on the grand, watershed-moment scale of life: we can consciously use 

this reformation technique in a regular, low intensity approach.  

 
It seems that the more an experience leads you to conceive of new 

possibilities in your life the more you may grow. This important lesson 

can apply not only to life’s greatest triumphs and trials but to the myriad 

everyday experiences of meaning that open up our world… (Kaufman & 

Gregoire, 2015)  

 

This ability to conceive the unconceivable, to incorporate what had previously 

been unthinkable into the known world, is at the heart of creativity. Walking, 

with its ability to create mindful space, realign time and generate flow states, can 

become a vehicle for the integration of radical ideas into the everyday.   
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Gareth and pilgrimage 

 

For years after Gareth died, I ruminated on his death but never faced it head on 

and subsequently was unable to fully come to terms with what his loss meant for 

me. I immersed myself in work, unhealthy drinking and short-term relationships 

to ease the pain and assuage my lack of understanding about what life was about 

when nothing was solid. The only notion that held weight in those days was that 

‘change is the only constant’. After Gareth’s death, the fact that everything could 

be taken away in one fell swoop was a reality I lived with. It was in this time of 

existential uncertainty that I began to think about the Himalayas.  

Yes, it’s a cliché – In a time of crisis move to India and search for the 

meaning of life! – but for me there was more to it than that, because as a child in 

Belfast I’d had a fascination with the highest mountains in the world. On 

Saturdays when I was a boy my mum would walk my brothers, sister and me 

down to the local library in search of our week’s reading. I inevitably chose a 

Famous Five or Hardy Boys mystery but would then head to the outdoors section 

where I lingered over the mountaineering books, thumbing through the pages, 

my eyes catching on words such as serac and couloir, crevasse, penitentes and 

cornices. It was an exotic language, something completely foreign, and yet those 

mountaineers seemed wrapped in some purposeful Anglo-Saxon work ethic and 

in that there was a familiar connection to the sermons I endured every Sunday at 

Gilnahirk Presbyterian Church.  

Each of those books had a centre spread of photos featuring men in puffy, 

brightly coloured down suits, with wind-burned faces, all gathered around the 

summit plateau of some impossibly vertical Himalayan peak. For a kid living 
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through the Northern Ireland Troubles of the 1970s, with the British army on the 

streets and IRA everywhere else, there was something ethereal, vivid and 

ultimately free about those images. They were men with complete focus, helping 

one another towards a literal and figurative higher goal, smiling, looking as if 

they had achieved something with meaning, something worth remembering, and 

all around was the titanium glare of virginal snow, untouched other than the thin 

shadow line of footprints tracking the men to the pinnacle. In the background, an 

unyielding sea of peaks stretched off to an obscure horizon, each one different, 

each one waiting for some other focused adventurer to straddle its summit and 

declare: ‘I am the first human here’.  

Belfast in contrast was all greys, the Victorian terraces and factories, the 

sky forever weeping, the khaki uniforms of the young, wide-eyed British Army 

squaddies, and the grey fug of cigarette smoke and wet wool that enveloped 

everyone. The Himalayas were something to aspire to, a place of sparkling 

ambitions, a landscape designed to assist in fulfilling dreams. I wanted to go 

there.  

But when I was ten my family moved to Canada and the mountains of 

South Asia were replaced with travels through the great ranges of North 

America. For almost two decades I was more than satisfied with skiing and 

hiking and paddling through the Rockies, the Coast Range, Bugaboos and 

Purcells, but Gareth’s death reinvigorated my Himalayan dream. Maybe it was a 

desire to relive those early childhood memories and return to a time of stability; 

possibly it was a first unconscious attempt at finding meaning and initiating the 

process of rebuilding; but a few years after the tragedy at the far end of summer I 

boarded a cheap Air India flight to the subcontinent. From Delhi I took a series of 
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bedraggled local buses to the far west of the range, to the former Himalayan 

Buddhist kingdom of Ladakh.  

It was magic. I immediately connected with the people and the landscape. 

The crystal light, the razor thin air, the stark high-altitude desert and its 

juxtaposition of desert-bare hills and fluorescent green fertility along the Indus 

River; and then there was the Buddhist culture with its foundation of deep-

seeded compassion, ideas of universal wisdom and an unshakable belief in 

reincarnation. It was all so completely different from anywhere and anything I 

had encountered and yet it felt like home, it was comfortable.  

Not surprisingly, I felt most contented when I was walking – long, multi-

week, solo or occasionally small group hikes through the range’s labyrinthine 

valleys and passes. One autumn of trekking turned into eight years of tramping 

in dozens of locations from Pakistan to Sikkim. It was a time of simplicity and 

purity, a time when I was able to move back into my skin. Finally, the void in my 

belly and the swirling black wind that had started on that night-time pilgrimage 

to Elk Lake began to dissipate. 

Across the range, with a myriad of local people and an infinite variety of 

locations, I connected with those mountains and in my third year there decided I 

wanted to walk the length of the western Himalayas and bring together the 

cultures, religions and landscape of that stretch of peaks and valleys in one long 

continuous encounter. Or at least that’s what I told myself.  

It seems incredible now that I conceived and planned a four-month trek 

thinking it was entirely about external discovery, about my understanding of the 

world’s great religions and the severe mountain environments in which they 

flourished. I stumbled into that trek emotionally blinded.  
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When I first came to the Himalayas, I had not begun the process of 

personal reconstruction. My experience of dealing, or not dealing, with Gareth’s 

death had made me harder, less understanding and certainly less trusting of the 

world. I had connected with the Buddhist Himalayan people because of their 

commitment to compassion, a cornerstone of their religion, an attitude that 

manifested in their openness and hospitality. But I still understood myself as an 

outsider: it was a position I was comfortable with, but a status that subtly 

changed over the course of the trek. It was a transition that had a lot to do with 

my own vulnerability: I had started the walk as a tough, confident, indestructible 

young man, but realized that in the highest mountains in the world being alone is 

not a strength. I was a single Caucasian male walking through some of the most 

climatically and geographically challenging environments on Earth and yet any 

time I marched into a village and sat on the stone doorstep of someone’s house 

or shed, within five minutes someone was offering me a cup of Tibetan tea and 

within ten minutes a place to sleep in the barn or hay loft or kitchen floor. The 

people’s generosity, interest and care were unfailing and humbling and it re-

instilled my faith in humanity.  

Victor Turner named these relationships, developed on the path of 

pilgrimage, as communitas and they are a defining aspect of the practice. 

Communitas is:  

 

A relational quality of full, unmediated communication, even communion, 

between definite and determinate identities, which arises spontaneously 

in all kinds of groups, situations and circumstances. 

Communitas strains towards universalism and openness, it is a 

spring of pure possibility. (Turner & Turner, 1978, p.251) 
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I was in communitas with the Himalayan people and in that lay Turner’s ‘spring 

of pure possibility’ because these relationships were changing the way I 

understood the world. I was regaining faith, and that trust enabled me to imagine 

a future without catastrophic change, and such a prospect required planning and 

vision. My grief was finally transforming into potential; Victor Frankl’s ‘meaning 

out of suffering’ was developing; and that process was being facilitated by the 

rolling, step by step meditation I was immersed in for thirty kilometres every 

day. 

Thirty to forty kilometres a day of walking with a twenty-five kilogram 

pack at high altitude is extreme exercise. I had expected that, I had spent years as 

a full-time cross country ski racer and was prepared for the physicality of it. 

What took me by surprise was how the trek evolved into a practice of perpetual 

meditation.  

Long distance walking, especially if you are alone, becomes 

contemplative. On a long trek there’s nowhere to hide from yourself and this – 

combined with the metronomic simplicity of one step after the other, the 

coordination of footfalls with the intake and outbreath, the stream of thoughts 

moving with a background of mindfulness, and the awareness that when an 

interesting notion arises there is time and space to mull it over – all this leads to 

an atmosphere of openness and truth.  

Gareth appeared regularly in that flow, and those months of walking 

became an experience of darshan between my little brother and me. Darshan or 

darśana in Sanskrit, literally means ‘seeing’ or ‘view’ (Keown, 2003, p.70). It can 

incorporate the practice of sitting with a sacred object, being completely focused 

on it and watching it change over time. The object could be a statue, a painting, a 
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teacher or even a piece of landscape, a mountain or lake. Over that time of 

unrushed presence, you begin to understand the object, but more so what it 

represents from a multitude of different viewpoints; your impression and 

understanding of it becomes more nuanced and complete.  

The American poet Gary Snyder has a beautiful description of it: 

  

This comfortable, really deep way of getting a sense of something takes 

time. It doesn’t show itself to you right away.  

It isn’t even necessary to know the names of things the way a 

botanist would. It’s more important to be aware of the “suchness” of the 

thing, it’s reality. It’s also a source of a certain kind of inspiration for 

creativity. (Snyder quoted in White, 1994, p.148) 

 

What Snyder describes is a practice of unfiltered deep observation which has 

proven to be an intrinsic part of the creative process. In 2014 the Dutch 

psychologist Matthijs Baas and his team undertook a study to identify different 

mindfulness skills and assess how those abilities could nurture creativity. Baas’ 

premise was that certain aspects of mindfulness, rather than the totality of the 

process, encouraged creativity. He identified four mindfulness skills that could 

support creativity: (a) Observation, (b) Act with Awareness, (c) Description, (d) 

Accepting without judgment. Of these the team proved that only observation had 

a direct positive effect on creative capability. Baas surmised that:  

 

A state of conscious awareness resulting from living in the moment is not 

sufficient for creativity to come about. To be creative, you need to have, or 

be trained in, the ability to carefully observe, notice or attend to 

phenomena that pass your mind’s eye. (Baas et al., 2014, p.1104). 

 

I had been practicing darshan with Gareth across the Western Himalayas for 

almost four months. I had observed him for thousands of kilometres while 
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traveling at four kilometres an hour through some of the world’s most beautiful 

terrain, and yet still – superficially at least – I believed that that marathon 

undertaking was all about my understanding of world religions and mountain 

ecosystems. It wasn’t until I was over three quarters of the way into the walk 

that it dawned on me that the whole crazy, 2700-kilometre ordeal was really, at 

its core, about my coming to terms with Gareth’s death. 

 

 

Gaumukh 

 

The morning had begun with a freezing dip in the Ganges accompanied by a trio 

of Hindu holymen, sadhus. The bathing, at the pilgrimage village of Gangotri, 

3000 metres high in the central Himalayas, had been a sensory shock, the water 

close to freezing, the sadhus shouting their prayers as loudly as possible to be 

heard over the roar of the river. The mountains on either side of the valley were 

radiant in the soft early morning sun, the birch forests surrounding the 

settlement glowed in autumn gold, their gilded leaves bucking in the alpine 

breeze that pushed up the valley.  

 I had dried off, quickly dressed in my hiking gear, and started striding fast 

to warm up. Hours later I was still buzzing with the sense of wonder that had 

started my day. I moved up the valley towards the source of the river Ganges at 

Gaumukh, an ice cave at the base of the Bhagriath glacier. Gaumukh in Sanskrit 

means cow’s mouth, and it’s fitting that the most sacred river in India should 

emanate from the mouth of Hinduism’s most revered animal.  
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Fifteen kilometres from Gangotri the last of the trees disappeared with 

the altitude and I found myself alone and marching up a broad alpine valley. It 

was a month after the official pilgrimage season had ended and the only 

residents left in the area now were ascetics who spent the winter quietly 

meditating in the temples of the village and the caves that dotted the ridges 

leading to the wellspring. 

 The upper Bhagriath is the kind of landscape you would desire if you 

were striving to achieve a higher state of consciousness; the river carves a 

winding central spine down the valley and from either bank the hillsides rise and 

rise to parallel lines of dizzying peaks. Everything in that place pulls you higher: 

the land, the sky, the bright snow shimmering on the summits; it is a landscape 

that unconsciously draws you to the heavens.  

 The source of the Ganges had been one of the trek’s primary goals and 

now I was within kilometres of it. My pace was increasing; my energy, even 

though I had walked for months and thousands of kilometres, seemed limitless. 

The trail twisted around lateral moraine ridges and sharp turns in the river but 

still I couldn’t see the ice field. The anticipation was pushing me on, it was 

moving to evening and I so wanted to reach the ice cave before darkness.  

 Eventually I rounded a bend and ahead of me, still two kilometres away, 

lay the Bhagriath glacier. The sun was edging close to the ridgeline, there was a 

tinge of desperation. I threw off my pack and began running up the glacial debris. 

It was dangerous and foolish; I was on my own hundreds of kilometres from the 

nearest medical help and I was leaping between ice-crusted boulders up the 

receding path of a Himalayan glacier. I was possessed by the spirit of arrival.  
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There had been a recent snow and the expanse behind the ice wall was 

startlingly white, like the colour I remembered from the mountaineering books I 

read in the Saturday morning libraries of my childhood. The glacier’s face was 

streaked with grey from the stones rolling down the mountainsides, but the cave 

itself glowed in the mineral-rich turquoise that distinguishes glacial ice. I was 

completely focused on the hollow; it was some kind of portal coloured the shade 

of strength and resilience. Then, as the sun crept behind the stony ramparts the 

sky transformed from deep blue through amber to coral. The heavens, cradled 

between the two ridges that held the glacier, turned the shade of blood and fire, 

danger and courage, and this was reflected across the fresh snow.  

I stopped to catch my breath and understand what I was seeing. I was 

approaching the birthplace of the Ganges; to Hindus the river is a physical 

emanation of the Goddess Ganga, the embodiment of motherhood and 

unconditional love. Turquoise and coral are the protective stones every Tibetan 

child receives at birth and which they wear threaded around their necks until 

death. They are a tangible connection between every Tibetan and the landscape 

that sustains them. The Himalayas had gifted me that image – mother, child, 

security, joy – at the genesis point of the great goddess. I was moving into a 

landscape of protection.  

I started running again, now almost completely ignorant of the rocks and 

snow and ice. I was bounding like an alpine deer. Nothing could stop me. I raced 

the sun and then almost by surprise I was there, standing before the ice cave, 

bathed in refracted, golden light while staring beyond the turquoise mouth into 

the darkness at the heart of the glacier. The river was there, a tiny potent thing, 
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but the cavern acted as a loudspeaker, the rush of water beat against the ice 

walls and as the creek charged out of its frozen home it hollered its existence.  

I was exhausted, physically and mentally, and yet my whole being was 

alight, the electric awareness I’d been blessed with that morning had become a 

full body halo of fizzing energy. I was at the source. But I really wanted to BE 

there, to be fully present, and so I dropped to sitting, my legs crossed on a little 

crescent-moon, grey-sand beach. Before me was the careening vigour of the 

young Goddess, to my left the frozen cave from where she originated. It was a 

place of magnificent potential. The first stars peeked through the blanket of soft 

night.  I settled into my bones, the muscles that had propelled me two thousand 

kilometres across the highest mountains on earth relaxed and let me breathe 

deeply. There was nowhere else to be but in that moment.  

I took the cold air in slowly, letting myself drop into a gentle flow – water, 

wind, stone, sky, river, stars, ice and snow – all expanding and contracting with 

my breath. The sun had set, dim half-light was all around, my body disappearing 

in grey night, into grey sand, dissolving into the stony ice. I felt heat rising up my 

spine, and found myself crying.  

Being there, at the source, in the mountains, in the process of completing 

a dream, tears seemed a fitting response. But it was more than that. Years of 

contained emotion and memory were rising, because I know now that those 

tears and that core connection with the beauty and power of Gaumukh were 

more about the surfacing of Gareth’s memory and the realization of what his loss 

meant to me. The years of ignorance and self-deception were over. A very long 

walk in the Himalayas had laid me bare and opened me up to what I needed to 

understand. Death and birth, like the seasonal transition of ice to water, are 
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inevitable and the energy of such transitions exist and continue on and on 

through ages and lives. Gareth was gone, but he had gifted me a vision of the 

beautiful life beyond youth and beauty and material wealth – real life is a linked 

sequence of rites of passage that we all have to move through. How we survive 

and grow through those transformations and what we can teach those who come 

after us are the real measures of a life well lived.  

I sat and sat, darkness enveloped me, a sliver of moon rose from behind 

black peaks. A chill moved through me and I stood shaking not from the cold but 

from the pure wisdom I had been gifted. And with my eyes adjusted to the 

Himalayan night, I put one foot in front of the other and began a slow walk back 

down the valley.  

 

I am convinced that walking – thousands of hours of meditative wandering – 

released that vision. In truth, I am not an introspective person. Probably one of 

the reasons it took me so long to understand the true depth of Gareth’s death is 

my lack of contemplation. I’m a person who pushes and pushes always looking 

forward, searching for the next big thing. But being able to spend those months 

walking, being active but alone with the memory of my brother, in a state of 

darshan, an active reassessment of our relationship and lives created the 

foundation for that comprehension. The walk gave unconscious meaning to my 

suffering and the spaciousness I needed to start the reconstruction. The 

pilgrimage mindset enabled the true source of my determination to rise.  

Walking is a catalyst for understanding. Personal pilgrimages, whether 

daily mindful walks on streets or trails near our homes or month-long marches 

to powerful sites around the world, offer us temporal space and contemplative 
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flow in a safe environment, and with those we can dig deep into our darkest 

stories to release and come to terms with our hidden selves and secret potential.  

Pilgrimage in all its forms is about embracing the suffering that faith or 

artistic commitment needs, and in that lightened state, with our lives pared back 

to the barest of essentials, we are given the opportunity to understand what is 

truly important to us.   
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Chapter 7 
 

 

The Long Road 
 

 

 

Cut blocks and clarity 
 
 

I’m moving steadily across a skinned and fractured landscape, a sweeping 

stretch of former old-growth, sub-boreal forest now devoid of trees. For 

hundreds of metres all I can see is turned earth and shattered pines, supplicant 

branches grey with age, fresh mud, cracked moss and scarred stone. In the 

depressions left by the passage of heavy machinery cold water has gathered like 

pools of mercury, rainbows flicker across the liquid’s surface from oil and 

hydraulic fluid spilled months before. It’s eerily quiet, no birdsong or rushing 

rivers, the blustery wind has no swaying trees to convey its song. It’s a scene 

from a dystopian future wilderness or the churned battlefields of northern 

France a century ago.  

I am an insect toiling across the rudely shorn hide of the earth, making my 

way step by step across a piece of land that holds the worst and best interactions 

that humanity offers nature – a brutally manmade open sore with a small group 

of men and women labouring to return it to balance. 
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This is the Bowron clearcut, at one time the largest logged area in the 

world. In the late 1970s a spruce beetle plague attacked the Bowron River 

watershed in northern British Columbia. The infestation killed hundreds of 

thousands of trees and the provincial government permitted forestry companies 

to harvest the entire valley system. It took the loggers years to cut out the beetle-

affected area, but when they were finished they had created an unearthly 

environment, an industrial-scale denuded plain that stretched much farther than 

the eye could see. The logging block could be seen from space and was almost 

twice as large as the nation of Liechtenstein, and yet the wasteland was bordered 

on all sides by one of the largest coniferous forest systems in the world. 

As I make my way across that traumatized land, I know that if I dwell on 

that place it can seep into me; the weight of evaporated potential settles in the 

loose space between my shoulder blades. To counter that internalizing of the 

carnage I have to keep moving, keep walking, one step after the other across the 

broken ground. On my feet are a pair of heavy, steel-toed rubber boots, bright 

orange, their soles festooned with spikes, a hybrid of all-weather golf shoes and a 

cosmonaut’s moonboots. They’re the perfect footwear for this freshly scythed 

badland, otherworldly and larger than life.  

I keep pressing on because my mission involves navigating this space, 

back and forth in a raggedly symmetrical pattern. I’m a treeplanter and my work 

involves 10 hours a day of slogging step by step across pillaged landscapes 

throughout the broad strip of forest that transects Canada from the Atlantic to 

the Pacific. One step leads to another, which builds to a traverse which when 

repeated and repeated forms an intimate appreciation of one tiny slice of the 

Bowron cut. All that movement has a purpose, because my job is to resuscitate 
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this clearcut, to replace the trees that have been removed; moreover, I replace 

them with 4 or 5 of the original species for every one that has been processed 

into lumber for American houses or European furniture or soft-to-the-touch 

toilet paper appreciated by derrieres around the globe.  

I look up to the far horizon. In the distance stands a sawtooth line of low 

hills still thick with spruce and pine. It’s early and the sun has not long 

surmounted the ridges. During the night a storm rolled through drenching the 

tent camp that my crewmates and I inhabit.  

Now clouds scuttle in bunched flocks across the sombre sky and to my 

north, one foot in the logging block the other in old growth, a rainbow emerges 

from the magic symbiosis of fluttering precipitation, sunlight and obtuse angles. 

A band of joy moving into and out of the tree line, from destruction to creation, 

fertile gloom to carnival light.  

That view up out of the mud and onto the sky stops me cold and as I 

watch the emergence of the rainbow, I feel blood surge through me. Life in this 

far corner of the north is rich and full, and in those spaces between the grind of 

the work and the drift of my spacious mind I glimpse that what I’m doing is 

important, the trees and the steps and the new forests make a difference.  

I breathe deeply and move on. I have to keep moving. A cold wind coming 

down off the hills is building and if I stop, I’m worried I’ll freeze up. But there’s 

another reason, and that’s because I’m being paid for how many trees I plant, not 

how many hours I stare at the skyline. The process of planting hundreds of 

thousands of seedlings takes time, you move to create – in this case a forest – one 

plant after the other and in that accumulation of time and wisdom my 
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understanding of this shattered place and my connection to the forests all 

around me increases.  

In the moment my muscles ache, but it doesn’t bother me because this is 

the feeling I live with every day. On the padded belt around my waist are three 

vinyl reinforced canvas bags and in each I carry 80 pine seedlings. The load 

weighs 20 kilograms and my legs tire from carrying not only my body but 240 

young trees across this undulating block. The bags bump and sway, the canvas 

rubs my thighs, an oceanic rush of blood courses past my ears every time I bend 

to insert another tree in the earth.  

 I keep walking, now through a glutinous swamp, each step releasing a 

sucking noise like gas liberated from a tired body. I drag myself out of the muck 

and onto a berm that runs like an earthen serpent for 50 meters ahead of me. I’m 

on the dry and moving swiftly between the raised mounds I know will offer solid 

purchase to my steps.  

The whole landscape is a place that on first glance appears convoluted, a 

juvenile mess thrown down with no thought to the clean-up, but with time and 

reflection the chaos of the logging block evolves into a matrix of trails – a solid 

log connects with an untouched boulder which links with a mound above the 

water level of a ditch that leads to a branch across a muddy depression; step by 

step through the ruins.  

With the wisdom of experience, the clearcut transforms into a patterned 

land of tree planting sites and interconnected pathways. Like a climber gazing at 

a cliff face out of which a matrix of holds and chutes evolves or a painter 

assessing a partially completed artwork and seeing the colour field arise through 

imagined additions and subtractions, tree planting becomes an endless game of 
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foot bound, three-dimensional snakes and ladders. To move quickly and 

efficiently across a cut block requires the trained ability to interpret chaos, and 

the endurance of a long-distance athlete. 

 I reach the planting site. 

 In my right hand is a shovel, not the regular ditch-digging variety but a 

short D-handled tool with a strong, thin stainless-steel blade not much bigger 

than that of a garden trowel. I use it to surgically open the earth, but it’s also a 

testing instrument. Like a chef using a toothpick or a thermometer to check a fine 

cut of meat, I poke the soil to gauge its resistance and determine the suitability of 

the loam that lies beneath the surface’s composting mosses, needles and grass. In 

my left hand I hold a tree, a yearling less than 20cm long, its upper needles are 

soft with new growth, vibrant green, the colour of fertility. The seedling’s pale 

arterial roots are loosely encased in black, fertilizer-rich soil. It is light and moist, 

nestles easily in my palm, and even through my gloved hand I can feel the pulse 

of life about it.  

I pull back and push forward on the shovel opening a rectangular hole in 

the dense, masticated debris. I bend down and sweep the little pine towards the 

slit in the earth. I catch a whiff of the rich, decomposing matter rising from the 

open seam; hundreds maybe thousands of years’ worth of plants and animals 

have expired and fed themselves back into that sliver of earth and in its lush 

odour is captured the cycle of life, death and rebirth.  

Guarding the fragile roots with my middle and index fingers I slide the 

seedling along the back of my shovel blade and into the hole. It sits unevenly; 

leaning to one side, and with my left hand I pull it up to the vertical and press soil 

around with my bunched fist until it’s steady. 
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A single tree standing tall, sentinel and strong, potential returned and 

another shard of the forest puzzle replaced. 

There’s no time to linger, I’m paid by the trees I plant, and that was only 

one of the two thousand I will plant that day. 

 Already I’m moving, I haven’t even returned to standing and I’m striding, 

bent backed, to the next spot. I can see it, another slightly raised microsite 

between a coven of broken branches and a limestone node. I’m off again and 

again and again, thousands of times a day, hundreds of thousands of times a year.  

Making forests is hard, dirty, boring and sometimes a tad soul-destroying, 

but when I step back and remember the number of trees I’ve planted across torn 

valleys and sluffing mountainsides, sulphurous mires and great expanses of 

exposed destruction, a deep, complete sense of satisfaction rises in me.  

I may only be on this earth another 50 years but the forests I’ve planted 

will nurture civilizations for centuries. I have lineage and now a legacy in the 

forests that our ancestors emerged from. The thought sits with me like a 

soothing balm; tree after tree, step after step, footsteps to forest, forests to 

valleys, watersheds to ecosystems, worlds in balance. 

 

 

The creativity of consistency 

 

I planted trees for eighteen seasons. I planted hundreds of thousands of trees 

and in the process built a deep understanding of how the earth takes back its 

young. It was a sustained period of creation in my life, a slow building of 

knowledge and an application of those skills across a thousand different 
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clearcuts and a million unique microsites. It was an era defined by my hands in 

mother earth and my mind in constant communication with tiny embattled 

pieces of the planet. It was a time of reciprocal giving and learning. 

 I became a good tree planter, but it required time, tens of thousands of 

hours, and this is where walking and interpreting landscape connect with the 

writing of books, the making of art and the everyday application of creativity that 

all our lives demand. To become proficient at anything you have to practice, to 

become an expert requires thousands of hours, you have to keep going, you’ve 

got to build the foundational knowledge out of which great ideas emerge. In this 

conscious, incremental transition from neophyte to adept is a hidden element of 

creativity – perseverance. Creativity is more about following through on a task 

than expecting the great leap forward. Realizing that in life anything worthwhile 

takes time and effort brings the understanding that consistency and 

perseverance are intrinsic to the creative process and walking is one of the most 

faithful ways to connect with those qualities.  

Most of us walk every day, for the majority of that time we don’t 

consciously engage with the process. But each step is different, each stride is 

tailored to the specifics of a location. The body is in constant interaction with the 

world, making infinite, minute changes to how we move through it. Again, unless 

we’re in an extreme environment, we pay little heed to this. But each step is a 

micro interpretation of the angle of surface beneath us, the consistency of the 

trail, the slipperiness of the path, uphill or down, the speed at which we are 

moving, acceleration or deceleration, with or without a pack, footwear, tiredness, 

weather – the list of variables is almost infinite and yet we make continual 

decisions about our movement. To walk is to solve a million tiny problems.  
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As Kevin Ashton writes in his book How to Fly a Horse (2015), ‘Creating is 

the result of thinking like walking. Left foot problem. Right foot solution. Repeat 

until you arrive. It is not the size of your strides that determines your success but 

how many you take’ (Ashton, 2015, p.37). Great breakthroughs – such as the 

invention of penicillin, the discovery of DNA, the theories of relativity, evolution, 

thermodynamics – all have come about through the accumulation of thousands 

or millions of individual sparks of comprehension. A matrix of connected insights 

lays a framework of knowledge out of which the answer to the larger problem 

can evolve: question and answer, over and over again, wisdom building on a 

long, drawn out education.  

Of course, human persistence not only results in great discoveries or 

iconic creations, it also manifests in life’s fundamental understandings: learning 

to walk, to speak, appreciating human interactions, parenting, professional 

expertise. Such complex and essential elements of being in the world do not 

come to us as complete packages; they are developed throughout our lives in an 

endless process of question and answer. Everyone requires time and 

perseverance to function well; negotiating life, like walking a mountain trail, is 

an ongoing creative endeavour and that skill is in all of us.  

Behavioural neuroscientist Richard Caselli believes that creativity is not 

something possessed by only an innovative elite. He says: ‘Despite great 

qualitative and quantitative differences between individuals the neurobiologic 

principles of creative behaviour are the same from the least to the most creative 

amongst us’ (Caselli, 2009). A key then to creative insight is the amount of time 

you place yourself in a problem-solving state of mind, thinking about questions, 

pondering them, observing them from all angles, consistently, persistently – 
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again like walking, step by step, each stride different. As Kevin Ashton said, 

‘Imagination needs iteration. New things do not flow finished into the world’ 

(Ashton, 2015, p.25). 

Robert Weisberg in his book Genius and Other Myths writes: 

 

there is evidence that the capacity to produce works of art of lasting value 

depends on years of work, in which the developing artist is first formally 

or informally introduced to the work and ideas of others and only 

gradually becomes capable of producing something original of lasting 

value. (Weisberg, 1986, p.109) 

 

Weisberg goes on to describe instances of the incremental nature of creativity in 

the arts using examples of Picasso and collages, Alexander Calder and mobiles, 

Dostoevsky and the writing of novels, Coleridge and poetry, and Beethoven and 

his ninth symphony (Weisberg, 1986, pp.108-136). 

Moreover, it has been proven that long-term skills training structurally 

alters the brain. Studies of musicians and mathematicians have shown that the 

cerebellum – which plays an important role in movement control – increases in 

size relative to non-musicians or non-mathematicians – it gains more grey 

matter, the brain tissue that contains neurons, the more they practice 

(Hutchinson et al, 2003, p.943, Gaser & Schaulg, 2003, p.9240, Aydin et al, 2007, 

p.1859). These studies indicate more than just brain plasticity; the brain adjusts 

to the creative demands placed upon it. The more you practice – writing, 

painting, making music, problem solving – the more attuned your brain and body 

become to the process. 
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Practice will undoubtedly improve your creative ability. Kevin Ashton 

summarizes this process: ‘Creating is taking steps, not making leaps: find 

problem, solve it, and repeat. Most steps wins’ (Ashton, 2015, p.37). 

 

 

Marathons 

 

I was lost, on a dusty road in a shantytown, on the outskirts of a bustling city, in 

the developing world. I’d been running for almost four hours and had little sense 

of my whereabouts. I was definitely in the southern part of Patan, one of the sub-

cities of the Kathmandu valley, but I didn’t recognize the road or any of the 

features around me. Strangely, I wasn’t scared or paranoid, but that was because 

I was moving in a bubble, as if I was caught in an archaic slow-motion film. I was 

moving in half time while the world around me raged along at subcontinental 

pace. 

In truth I had hit the wall, I was thirty-five kilometres into the Kathmandu 

marathon and was completely drained. I’d hit the stage in long distance running 

where your body has exhausted its carbohydrate fuel stores and moves into the 

tricky phase of burning fat. As anyone who’s run a marathon can attest, this 

transition is not pretty, it hurts in an odd subcutaneous way, muscles that were 

unknown and unfelt before the changeover all of a sudden join forces with your 

calves and hamstrings, glutes and thighs, to create not a sharp discomfort, but a 

totality of aching pain that would have been unimaginable before you entered 

the hurt box. And as your system shifts nutrient gears, you begin to lose 

conscious control of body parts, your right leg doesn’t quite swing the way it 
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should, fingers start to contract involuntarily, mind and body make a trial 

separation and on the edges of the action you begin to hallucinate.  

I kept imagining I had hidden a one hundred rupee note somewhere in my 

shorts. That would have been enough to get a taxi to the finish line. I was at the 

point where I thought that would be the right decision, but every time I felt 

around the silky nylon covering my upper thighs, I could find nothing. Like a 

drug addict confident in where he’s hidden his cache I would try again, patting 

myself down with disturbing repetition.  

At one point I passed an open patch of ground piled with rubbish and 

blooming with vivid saffron flowers. Pumpkin plants blossomed amid the plastic 

noodle soup wrappers and old cans of paint. Amongst the flowers and refuse 

sooty urchins had gathered to cheer me on while waving sticks tied with red 

handkerchiefs. Or that’s what I thought; but when I looked again the same kids 

were playing cricket with a bat they’d carved from a piece of offcut timber and 

one of the teams wore red bandanas in homage to some Hindi action movie star.  

I was wobbly, I was living one of those images you see from black and 

white films of the Olympics in the 1930s or 40s, a thin man in a cotton singlet 

and a handkerchief hat drunkenly staggering towards the white tape of a finish 

line, while in the middle-distance men and women, all smoking cigarettes, wildly 

cheer him on. Except I was nowhere near the finish and no crowds were offering 

encouragement.  

I slowed to an unsteady jog and debated my options – I had no idea where 

I was, no one to ask questions of in English and no way, other than on my own 

two feet, to get out of the labyrinth. In the suburbs of a city of over a million 

people I was trapped in a self-induced survivalist drama. I had to keep moving. 
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I staggered on. The fractured pavement beneath my feet transformed 

from concrete to asphalt to dirt and back again. I observed the transitions as if 

reading tea leaves or palm lines. Did the concrete signify I was getting closer to 

Kathmandu or did the compacted earth indicate I was headed for the hilly edges 

of the valley?  

Then behind me I heard the pat, pat, pat of footfalls, quicker than a walk, 

slower than a decent run and a man in shorts with a number pinned to his t-shirt 

appeared beside me. The race number implied that he too was running the 

marathon, or was this just another apparition?  

He offered his hand.  

‘Bhattachan Bhattacharya, nice to meet you. I believe you too are also 

participating in the Kathmandu marathon?’ 

Angels come in all forms.  

I nodded and shook his hand, he had strong, muscly fingers. We were still 

running but my jaw had dropped in wonder. A flicker crossed his face. He could 

see I had hit the wall.  

Bhattachan turned his head and shouted: ‘Boys!’ 

From behind us came the chugging rattle of a two-stroke engine and a 

black and yellow, three-wheeled, motorized rickshaw pulled past and swerved to 

a jerky stop just in front of us. Out jumped two men in black suits, ties, 

sunglasses and fedora hats. They looked like Indian avatars of Will Smith and 

Tommy Lee Jones from Men in Black. 

More hallucinations? 

And then I was stopped and they were standing in front of me offering 

lunchbox tetrapaks of mango juice and handfuls of grapes.  
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‘Juice, sir?’ one of them asked without smiling.  

I took one. It was real. I sucked on the stubbly little straw and could 

almost feel the sugars crawling through my veins like glowing caterpillars.  

‘This is my support crew,’ explained Bhattachan, opening his arms wide 

as if introducing a congregation. 

Bhattachan, it turned out, was a hotel owner from Pokhara in central 

Nepal and the men accompanying him were employees who had travelled with 

their boss to Kathmandu to assist in his marathon. Strangely, they were still 

wearing the hotel’s livery.  

I drank two juices, ate a bunch of grapes and felt my mind and body begin 

the process of reintegrating.  

We started running again.  

Bhattachan was an interesting fellow. He had spent most of his life in the 

British Army Gurkha regiment and achieved the rank of sergeant. He had fought 

in the Falklands War in 1981, and retired ten years later. The urge to challenge 

himself physically had come from his time in the military. I had a lot of respect 

for Bhattachan, he was a sturdy, middle aged man who had decided only a few 

months before that he would run the 42-kilometre race. Since then he’d been on 

a strict training program. Ten kilometres a day, six days a week. I asked if the 

support crew went with him on his jogs around Pokhara? 

‘Of course, a marathon requires a team. Like in the army, I need my squad 

to complete a mission.’ 

He had the clipped emphasis of someone used to explaining himself with 

the minimum number of words. He asked about my training.  



 231 

For me entering the marathon had been a trick of fate. I had been out 

drinking in the Thamel neighbourhood of Kathmandu and had run into a couple 

of British guys who didn’t mind a good chat. After a few beers I’d asked what 

they were doing in town, and it turned out they were the organizers of the first 

Kathmandu international marathon. I was impressed and mentioned that I’d run 

a few marathons years before, and they had immediately offered me free entry in 

the race. At the time it seemed like the natural thing to do and so I accepted the 

offer. The only problem was that it was now past 1am and the race was set to 

start at 7am. I ran back to my hotel room to grab a couple of hours sleep and that 

run, I told Bhattachan, was the extent of my training for the big race. He roared 

with laughter.   

Now we were moving through the main city of Patan and I was glad for 

Bhattachan’s rickshaw crew because the organizers had not closed the roads. 

There was heavy traffic, but we stayed behind the rickshaw, which broke a trail 

through the city’s legendary traffic. Any time Bhattachan needed something he 

would call out ‘Boys!’ and one of the crew would jump from the moving vehicle 

laden with juices, or grapes or chewy sweets.  

Bhattachan asked, in relation to my hitting the wall, whether I’d done the 

standard carbohydrate loading program in the days leading up to the race. I 

reminded him that I’d entered less than ten hours before. My carbo loading had 

consisted of beer in the bar and then on the way to the start of the race, in the 

back of cycle rickshaw, I had eaten a loaf of dry white bread. It wasn’t the best 

pre-race nutrition plan.  

From my years of cross-country ski racing I knew this was inadequate, 

and about fifteen kilometres into the race, as we reached Bhaktapur, the third 
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city of the valley, I had run into a roadside Nepali restaurant and downed a 

heaping plate of dhal bhat, rice and lentils. It had kept me going, but only delayed 

the onset of the wall. By the time I’d reached Patan I was out of carbohydrates 

and was in the fragile state Bhattachan had found me in. It was amazing how 

even a small amount of liquids and sugars had revitalized me.  

We were now back in Kathmandu city running along the Bagmati River 

towards the National Stadium and the finish line. Bhattachan was still moving at 

a good pace while talking the whole time.  

‘To complete the marathon, you have to keep moving.’  

‘Don’t stop, every step is one more towards the finish.’  

‘Forty-two kilometres is a marathon, but every kilometre counts.’ 

I could imagine him shouting aphorisms at his charges while they yomped 

across the boggy tundra of the Falkland Islands. I could see him talking about the 

benefits of perseverance and honest toil with his staff in Pokhara. There was 

encouragement and truth in his clichés.  

A Land Rover roared by with two men hanging out the windows. They 

were both shouting ‘Go, Jono, go’, and waving madly at me. It was the race 

organizers from the night before. I waved back, turned my hand into a fist and 

shook it at them in mock anger.  

We entered the National Stadium and onto the running track. There were 

a few hundred people in the stands all cheering and shouting. I hoped they were 

relatives of the participants as it was strange to think they were there watching 

men and women inflict this torture on themselves.  

We were onto the backstretch. Bhattachan reached over and touched my 

shoulder. ‘We must cross the finish line hand in hand, brothers in arms.’  
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I’m not one for overt displays of affection but I liked Bhattachan and he 

was my marathon saviour so I grabbed his hand.  

‘We will finish honouring the great athletes of the past,’ he said. ‘I 

represent Baikuntha Manandhar’ (I had no idea who that was but later 

discovered he was a legendary Nepali marathoner) ‘and you represent the great 

Canadian athlete Ben Johnson.’  

We crossed the line and I was laughing through the exhaustion. I didn’t 

see any point in telling Bhattachan that Ben Johnson was no longer a highly-

regarded athlete in Canada. It was the sentiment that counted.  

 

 

The power of constancy 

 

Running a marathon requires endurance, which we develop by training our 

bodies to withstand longer and longer periods of running and walking. Very few 

people can run 42 kilometres without some intensive preparation – in my case, 

although I hadn’t undertaken any formal training, I had spent the months leading 

up to the Kathmandu marathon trekking long distances at high altitude across 

the Himalayas.  

 Exceptional creative work, whether writing, painting or parenting is also 

the result of years of training, however most people do not consider mindful 

practice physically taxing. The Japanese writer Haruki Murakami believes 

otherwise:  

 

The whole process – sitting at your desk, focusing your mind like a laser 

beam, imagining something out of a blank horizon, creating a story, 
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selecting the right words, one by one, keeping the whole flow of the story 

on track – requires far more energy, over a long period, than most people 

imagine. (Murakami, 2008, p.79) 

 

Kevin Sawyer in his book Zig Zag: The Surprising Path to Greater Creativity 

(2013) agrees that creative work takes time and focused effort. He uses the 

examples of Charles Darwin’s fourteen years spent developing the theory of 

evolution, the Wright brothers’ long path to building the first powered airplane, 

and Samuel Morse’s twelve-year effort in inventing the telegraph to illustrate the 

point (Sawyer, 2013, Appendix B). Similarly, Malcolm Gladwell, in Outliers 

(2008) features the cases of the Beatles; Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft; and 

Bill Joy, founder of Sun Microsystems to support the argument that great 

endeavours are accomplished over the long term (Gladwell, 2008, pp.35-65). 

Gladwell popularized the concept of 10,000 hours practice being the 

benchmark for gaining expertise in any field, he said ‘…the thing that 

distinguishes one performer from another is how hard he or she works. That’s it’ 

(Gladwell, 2008, p.39). The 10,000 hour rule was originally developed by the 

psychologist Anders Ericsson and two colleagues in a study on the development 

of classical musicians, conducted at Berlin’s Academy of Music. However, unlike 

Gladwell, Ericsson takes pains to point out that the ‘ten thousand hours’ of 

practice is not hard and fast and the key to gaining expertise is that the training 

should be ‘deliberate’, that is, mindful practice (Ericsson et al., 1993, p.363).   

 In his book How to Think About Exercise (2014) philosopher Damon 

Young interprets Haruki Murakami’s endurance in terms of the virtues of 

integrity and constancy. Murakami’s commitment to daily running and writing 

reflects his integrity. He understands who he is and where he fits into the world 
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– a writer and a runner – with dedication to both disciplines (Young, 2014). In an 

interview with the German magazine Spiegel in 2008, Murakami was asked what 

his twenty-five parallel years of running and writing had taught him, he replied: 

 

The certainty that I will make it to the finishing line. Running taught me to 

have faith in my skills as a writer. I learned how much I can demand of 

myself, when I need a break, and when that break starts to get too long. I 

know how hard I am allowed to push myself. (Murakami quoted in 

Spiegel, 2008) 

 

Murakami is confident in himself. He understands his limits; physical, creative 

and psychological, and these understandings have developed over the quarter 

century of his writing and running careers. Moreover, running has given him 

courage and tenacity in the face of the sometimes intimidating reality of the 

creative life: 

 

Since I started running I have been able to concentrate for longer and I 

have to concentrate on my way into the darkness. On the way there you 

find everything: the images, the characters, the metaphors. If you are 

physically too weak you miss them; you lack the strength to hold on to 

them and bring them back to the surface of your consciousness. When you 

are writing the main thing isn’t digging down to the source, but the way 

back out of the darkness. It’s the same with running. There is a finishing 

line that you have to cross, whatever the cost may be. (Murakami quoted 

in Spiegel, 2008) 

 

It’s an intriguing description of the creative process: ‘the way into the darkness’. 

I interpret it as something similar to our passage into a flow state. In flow it can 

be disconcerting losing your sense of self and time in the space below the 

conscious, but it’s also the place where our ability to roam conceptually is most 

unfettered. As Murakami says, the skill is carrying those revelations back into the 

conscious project you are working on and here is where the physical flow state 
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again connects with mental flow because the more experience you have in 

moving in and out of the ‘zone’ the more able you are to transfer great ideas back 

and forth between the subconscious and the conscious.  

From twenty-five years of running and writing Murakami has trained this 

‘strength’, he has great faith in his ability to ‘cross the finish line’, his regular 

running, consistent annual participation in marathons, and his prodigious 

writing output are evidence of his constancy.  

In 1584 the Flemish philosopher Justus Lipsius described constancy as 

‘the upright and immovable mental strength, which is neither lifted up nor 

depressed by external or accidental circumstances’ (Lipsius, 2006, p.5).  

Constancy and endurance are closely related, and Lipsius’ description brings to 

mind the steady drive that everyone requires to stay focused on meaningful 

projects through the feasts and famines of a long and challenging life. Young 

writes that regular physical training can gift us 

  

a stubborn refusal to give up, despite the pain. But its benefits are those of 

maturity, not youthful urgency: patience, fortitude and the avoidance of 

caprice. We succeed… by dealing regularly with discomfort and failure, in 

the interests of a consistent character. (Young, 2014) 

 

Young’s claims are supported by research conducted by Megan Oaten and Ken 

Cheng of Macquarie University, who after two months of measuring the baseline 

self-regulation of the participants in their study, enrolled the group in a two-

month exercise program during which their self-regulation was again measured. 

The results proved that ‘the uptake and maintenance of an exercise program 

over a two month period produced significant improvements in a wide range of 

regulatory behaviours’ (Oaten & Cheng, 2006, p.717). 
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Young describes the benefits of self-regulation elegantly. ‘By making us 

less fatigued by self-regulation, exercise provides us with the faculties for a more 

consistent life story. It is training in becoming whole’ (Young, 2014). Walking on 

a regular basis through all types of weather, moods, geographies, topographies 

and states of health requires self-regulation, and making it a habit rather than a 

chore, can have symbiotic benefits for our creative lives. One of the few aspects 

of life for which we can all say we’ve engaged in 10,000 hours of practice, is 

walking. Walking, unlike breathing or eating, is something humans can 

theoretically live without.  So, to do it we have to consciously engage with the 

movement; we have to decide where we are going and why we are going there; 

we have to plan a route and adapt to changing environments along the way. 

These rules and the infinitude of variables they involve apply whether we’re 

stumbling to the kitchen for a glass of water or undertaking a month-long 

pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostella.  

Walking, through constant practice, is a skill that almost everyone can say 

they are experts in. Walking and running are exercises that encourage the 

consistency and clarity we need to live a creative life, as Murakami has said: ‘The 

stronger my muscles got the clearer my mind became’ (Murakami quoted in 

Spiegel, 2008). This confidence, that we are authorities in an activity that can 

catalyse ideas and lives, instils a self-assurance everyone can fall back on again 

and again when they reach the inevitable impasses that life presents. 

When doubt steals your creative wind, go for a walk or a run and immerse 

yourself in the rhythm, the flow, the drive, the pure ecstasy of doing what you are 

designed to do, what you are expert at. Knowing we are specialists in perfect 
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motion is a perpetual reminder that, by applying ourselves with endurance and 

mindfulness, we can be authorities in any field.  

Living a creative life is hard work; overcoming challenges can result in 

great rewards; we have to keep working at it; but slowly, surely over the course 

of that requisite 10,000 hours the accumulation of ideas and skills will ultimately 

coalesce into worthy knowledge and experiences. The key, as with all great 

journeys, is to make the first stride and to keep moving, step after step, not 

towards some great and highly defined endpoint but openly into the amorphous 

space delineated by the spiral of infinite questions and answers we attain along 

the way.  

As Kevin Ashton says: ‘To create is to work. It is that easy and that hard’ 

(Ashton, 2015, p.24). 
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Epilogue 

 

 

Walking out of the revolution 

 

 

Around me golden morning light stole across the Himalayan ridges, and to my 

left the Tila River caught those first sparks and danced. The butter smooth light, 

the water’s splendid chaos, the light and dark of first sun, the conscious precision 

of one step to the next.  

Mountains, river, autumnal valley, humans on the move.  

It was a moment bursting with possibility. Within my steps, I felt no 

separation of the parts, the micro-movements, the infinitesimal shifts of weight 

and energy, the balanced swing of body parts and thoughts. Motion and 

contemplation were one, moving forward, in the right direction. Progressing 

under my own power to safety. This was joy, the pure pleasure of self-propelled 

motion. 

But it wasn’t always so. Only 24 hours before, I had passed that same spot 

from the other direction. Then also I had been full of hope, brimming with 

confidence that my team could help the population of that remote corner of the 

Nepali Himalaya.  
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Yesterday, we had been walking hard for over an hour, I was warm but not 

sweating. Tattered sunrise was spilling across the valley. Up ahead I saw a cairn, 

a haphazard, slipshod construction, stones piled on stones and from it a spray of 

long spindly birch branches from which flew a series of triangular flags, regal 

saffron with red Sanskrit lettering. They fluttered in the breeze, reminding us not 

to forget the local gods.  

Hari said it was a shrine to Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction. That felt 

about right, because past the memorial was what the Nepali army called bandit 

country, territory held by Maoist rebels. We were headed into the heart of it and 

as we passed the marker a shiver ran through me. Beyond this, dragons lay.  

 Before us we still had a three-hour walk to the village of Litakot. There we 

were scheduled to hold a medical clinic from 10am until 1pm and then we would 

make the twenty-kilometre return trek back to the district capital Jumla.  

 Down the valley, the sun cut the rising mist in long incandescent arcs. The 

Tila River ran a mercury line along the centre while the brown dirt trail followed 

the northern bank. In the distance the high Himalayas created a rough snow-

capped border all the way to Tibet.  

 Myself, the team’s doctor Ricardo and our interpreter Hari Sunar all 

worked for Médecins Sans Frontières. Our work in the far west of Nepal involved 

providing health services for civilians caught on both sides of the civil war, a 

conflict that had been ravaging the country since 1996. We were based in Jumla; 

it was a town under siege, completely encircled by the Maoist military. It was 

also a regional centre of 40,000 people without a road link to the outside world 

and so we walked everywhere.  
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 I had spent months negotiating with the Maobadi, as the Nepali Maoists 

called themselves, to work in the areas they controlled. The day before, we had 

finally had a breakthrough with the local political commissar who had agreed we 

could run a clinic in the old government health post in Litakot village.  

 We had walked back to Jumla that afternoon on a high. We’d spent hours 

putting the medical gear and pharmaceuticals together and then we’d woken at 

5am to begin the trek back to Litakot.  

 But all of this was happening without the knowledge of the government 

or the army because under Nepali law even communicating with the Maoists 

meant you were an accomplice to a terrorist organisation. In truth, I didn’t trust 

the army or the Maobadi, but passing the Shiva shrine at the edge of government 

territory it hit home for me; if something went wrong we were on our own, the 

cavalry would not be coming to save us. I took a deep breath and focused on my 

steps, using my strides to distract myself from the darkness that had settled in 

my chest.  

 It had rained during the night, it was September, we were in the tail end 

of the monsoon and with the rising sun everything sparkled. The stone houses 

with their slate roofs looked to be made of pewter, the apple trees of the region’s 

famous orchards hung with a thousand diamonds, glittering spider webs 

connected dry stone walls while in the paddy fields Jumla’s renowned high-

altitude red rice shimmered. I focused on my steps and the beauty of the early 

autumn. It would all be good.   

 We arrived in Litakot at 9.45am. Outside the two-room hut that had been 

the government health post, the local commissar Parveen waited for us. Like 

Brazilian soccer players, all the Maobadi leaders seemed to be known by a single 
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name. However, I would not have described Parveen as a good sport; he had 

been difficult to negotiate with and was constantly asking for us to merely supply 

medicines and gear and let the Maoist ‘medical corps’ distribute them. This was 

against MSF’s doctrine of neutrality: supplying any combatant in a conflict 

creates a relationship that is impossible to ignore. I had returned to Litakot half a 

dozen times to negotiate with Parveen and eventually he had consented to our 

activities but only as long as he observed exactly what we did. I had agreed. 

 At the door of the hut there was already a line-up for consultations and 

Ricardo immediately went to work. He was a softly spoken, very serious Mexican 

physician. I liked him. He had worked with MSF in Mexico during the Chiapas 

uprising and there, under extremely difficult conditions, had formed strong 

relationships with the community. Ricardo knew that the only way to build trust 

was to show the people what you could do. While he started work, I tried to 

organize the crowd and Hari went off to find us all a cup of tea.  

 The first ten treatments went well. Crying babies were soothed and ailing 

grandparents were assuaged by Ricardo’s professionalism.  The stale odour of 

the room, built up from months of neglect, was quickly replaced by the Nepali 

rural clinic odours of baby poo, unwashed bodies and wet wool.  I was 

comfortable with those smells; they signalled we were doing our work and for 

the first time that day I began to relax.  

 I went outside to see what the weather was doing. We were hoping the 

rain would hold off until the evening. Litakot village is built on a slope rising 

from the north side of the river and the buildings, square mud-brick and stone 

rectangles with flat roofs, were stepped up the hillside like a scattered collection 

of dun-coloured toy blocks. I saw movement on top of a roof one hundred metres 
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away; one, two and then three khaki-clad young men came over to edge of the 

building and pointed at me. One of them had a weapon slung over his shoulder.  

 Shit. This was the first time I’d seen Maoist soldiers in this village. There 

were plain-clothes Maobadi everywhere, but I’d heard no reports of uniformed 

units in this valley since a major battle had taken place the year before in Jumla. 

Back then three thousand Maoists had charged the heavily fortified army camp 

above the town. All night, waves of revolutionaries had stormed the multiple 

cordons of barbed wire and trenches and had come within metres of 

overrunning the base. However, as dawn approached, the Maobadi had retreated 

and left their dead, each shrouded in a red cotton hammer-and-sickle flag. The 

army had moved from house to house looking for wounded survivors. Any that 

were found were dragged onto the street and shot in the head, a public example 

for anyone considering joining the insurgency.  

 The guys pulled back from the edge of the roof. Maoist military in Litakot, 

this was not good. Then I heard a commotion from inside the clinic. I pushed 

through the crowd. Inside, a young soldier was waving his AK-47 and shouting in 

Nepali. Ricardo and Parveen were both on their feet. Hari Sunar was between 

them.  

 ‘The soldier wants to be treated,’ said Hari. ‘Doctor Ricardo has asked him 

to leave his weapon outside the health post.’ 

 According to the Geneva Conventions, civilian medical clinics are neutral 

spaces, there should be no weapons or uniforms.  

 The solider kept shouting.  

Parveen was trying to calm him down.  
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 ‘The guy says he won’t leave his rifle outside,’ said Hari. ‘He’s sworn to be 

one with his weapon. He says MSF is here to work with the Maobadi not the 

government, and that we should be treating all the Maoist soldiers.’ 

I moved and stood beside Ricardo, adrenaline pumping through me. The 

soldier looked to still be a teenager. Who knows how long he had been fighting 

and how many friends had been lost in the struggle?  

I took a deep breath and tried to explain that we would treat him outside 

the clinic. He kept shouting, but strangely I didn’t feel threatened. Yes, he had a 

weapon and was angry, but I didn’t believe the rage was directed at us. There 

was a tragic sadness about him, his tirade felt only a heartbeat away from tears. 

The other patients hadn’t left. If they thought he was going to shoot they would 

have run screaming from the little stone room.  

 The guy laid his gun on the desk, unclipped a bandolier of ammunition 

and pulled up his battle tunic. His chest was scarred, crisscrossed with welts all 

reddened with rash. It looked painful.  

‘This is what the government has done to me,’ translated Hari as the guy 

slapped his chest. It was the remains of horrific torture from when he was a kid. 

No one in that conflict was clean.  

  Then he grabbed his weapon, which out of respect for its relationship to 

him had never touched the floor, and stormed out of the room. 

 I looked at Ricardo and he moved his eyes to the door. We both knew it, 

the three of us had to leave. There would be no safety guarantees now. Parveen 

was not apologizing for the event. But getting out with our reputation intact was 

not going to easy.  
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 I sat down on a wooden bench beside Parveen. Sweat dampened his brow 

and he was quiet.  

 ‘We can’t work in this situation,’ I said. ‘We have to get back to Jumla. I’ll 

contact my superiors and try and organize something where we can treat the 

soldiers as well as the civilians.’ It was a lie, I knew we would never get 

permission to work with the soldiers but I wanted to keep the negotiation doors 

open. 

 Parveen nodded vaguely but he was still looking at the door. ‘When will 

you come back?’  

 I told him three days, but knew it would be much longer. There was no 

way we could return without rock-solid security agreements.  

 The commissar asked that we leave the medical gear as a guarantee of our 

return. I disagreed. Parveen had already looted a store of medical supplies we 

had left in the village of Tatopani five kilometres to the east. I didn’t trust him. 

Our negotiations had always been more about Parveen spouting off party 

propaganda and less about the detail of how MSF would actually work in the 

area he administered.     

 Ricardo had already packed all the gear and slung his backpack on. We 

shook hands and the three of us left. Out of the village we walked as fast as we 

could without appearing to be running away.  

 I felt sick. Once out of Litakot I dry-heaved on the side of the trail but 

nothing came out.  We continued walking but it felt like a stone was grinding 

inside my stomach. Hari was chattering, Ricardo was completely silent; each of 

them had their own way of dealing with the stress.   
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 I was scared. In the next village, Tatopani, the Maoists had a large 

presence. Would they radio ahead and stop us? We walked through with some of 

the local people nodding at us. On the far side of the village I began to feel more 

in sync with my steps and the events that had just occurred started to come 

together. It was obvious that in the night Maoist military units had moved into 

the village. The army commanders had control and Parveen’s political sway in 

Litakot had been undermined. That meant that the security agreements we had 

negotiated with him were voided. When the soldier had come to the clinic, 

Parveen had no control over him. For us it was an untenable situation. 

 We were climbing a long hill out of Tatopani when we heard the shouting. 

We all turned to see four guys running up the trail after us calling, ‘Stop, stop.’   

 My stomach dropped.  

 They were smiling and breathless when they caught up. The leader 

started speaking quickly.  

 ‘He says we have to go back to Litakot, Parveen wants to continue talking,’ 

translated Hari.  

 I told him we had finished our conversation and needed to get back to 

Jumla for discussions with our superiors. These two positions were repeated 

back and forth. The Maoists were getting restless. One of them kept putting his 

hands in his pockets and gripping something. Was it a gun?  

 ‘Okay, tell him I will go back to Litakot but that you and Ricardo need to 

get back to our base to start the discussion with headquarters.’ 

 The Maobadi shook their heads. Then one of them opened his hip length 

coat. Inside, clipped onto the lining, were a half dozen grenades, three on each 

side, and on his hip a holstered pistol. We had no choice, it was a threat.  
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 We started walking back, but I have almost no memory of that march. 

Two Maoists led the way while another pair took up the rear. We were trapped. 

The energy drained out of me, I felt as if I was to blame. I didn’t care about 

myself, but Hari and Ricardo had wives and children and we had no idea what 

the Maobadi wanted. This was their area; they controlled it and they could do 

with us whatever they wanted with impunity. 

 I stared at my feet and plodded on. Is that what it feels like to be cattle led 

to the abattoir? 

 Forty-five minutes later we were back in Litakot. Parveen greeted us with 

a hearty handshake. He seemed excited to see us, which threw me off guard.  

 ‘It’s so good that you have come back,’ he said.  

 Returning had not been our choice. He was playing with us. I banged my 

fist against my thigh.  

 ‘Now you’re here,’ he continued, ‘I’m sure you’ll want to stay for a long 

time and treat my Maoist comrades and all the villagers we are responsible for.’ 

There was an awkward pause. He forced another smile. We stood at 

attention. I was buzzing, completely focused on the commissar’s face, tracing the 

line of his jaw and the three-day growth of beard. I needed something to draw 

me away from the sinking feeling that was overtaking me. I hit my thigh again. 

 ‘No,’ I said. ‘We need to return to Jumla for discussions. Then we’ll come 

back.’ 

 ‘Oh, Mr. Jono.’ He made a floating hand gesture as if this was exciting 

news. ‘No, you will stay with us now, maybe for five or ten years, and you will be 

servants to the cause. Like all of us here.’ He waved his arm to encompass the 

group of young men and women who had gathered attentively around us.  
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 ‘Are you saying we’re prisoners?’ I asked.  

 ‘You have returned and we’re grateful.’ 

 I asked Hari to interpret that again. 

 ‘Parveen says we are guests of the party and the people. We are welcome 

to stay with them as long as possible, but if we leave he cannot guarantee our 

safety.’ 

 How had it come to this? How were we now captives of a revolutionary 

group whose purpose was to free the proletariat, when our mission was to 

ensure the health of those same people? The whole situation smacked of politics, 

power and distrust.  

I stood up and walked onto the veranda of the house we were sitting in. It 

was an incredible outlook: the Tila River running hard to the west, the paddy 

fields looking rich and heavy in the lead-up to harvest and the village busy with 

people in the midst of the countless tasks that evolve in that demanding time 

before the crop is taken in. How could this place – so busy with survival – be in 

the midst of a bloody civil war that had taken the lives of over 10,000 people? 

From the veranda I could see, on the dirt trail up through the village, a 

young Maobadi was leaning against a house, his rifle strapped around his right 

shoulder. I knew already that he would not let us pass unless given authorization 

by his commanding officer.  I also knew that the only way to get out of our 

situation was to be active. Part of the pre-deployment training Ricardo and I had 

undertaken had focused on hostage situations, and rule number one was to make 

sure your captors, at all times, understand that you are a human being. Once they 

feel their prisoners are less than human they will treat them as such. Be dynamic, 

engaged, and make them aware of your skills.  
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 Yelling came from the fields above the house. A young guy, eyes wide and 

chest heaving, leapt onto the terrace and began talking quickly with Parveen. He 

had run from Raka, the next village to the east, where a man had put an axe 

through his leg while chopping firewood. They needed a doctor. Ricardo gave the 

nod and I told Parveen that we needed to go and help. We ran off throwing the 

medical bags onto our backs.  

 The trail wound up and out of Litakot then contoured along the treeless 

hillside high above the river. None of the Maobadi came with us. Possibly there 

was some confusion about our status. I asked Hari if we could just walk up into 

the hills and escape. He shook his head and pursed his lips, 

 ‘No, no chance, the Maoists control the entire area. They have people in 

every village and know this country. We try to leave and they’ll just get angry.’ 

 In our current position we did not want to make them angry.  

 A nervous crowd greeted us outside Raka and took us directly to the 

patient who had been laid out on a charpoy, a rope-strung bed. He was a stocky 

fellow in a homespun woollen shirt. He nodded curtly but his eyes were blank, he 

was in shock. The leg was a mess, the axe had shattered his tibia and there was 

blood everywhere. The lesion was deep and surrounded by a worrying amount 

of dirt.  

A man insisted on showing us the axe head, presenting it in both hands 

like evidence in some medieval murder trial. The metal head was covered in 

blood and the shaft was a well-worn oak branch, not quite straight. It looked like 

a prop from a horror movie.  

 Ricardo got to work. I acted as nurse and retrieved the materials he called 

for from the medical packs. In half an hour he had thoroughly cleaned and 
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dressed the wound and splinted the lower leg. The patient was pale and his 

cheeks were drawing back into his face.  

 I pulled Ricardo aside.  

 ‘The patient doesn’t look great and you’re the only doctor here. It would 

be better if we brought him to Jumla Hospital.’ I gave a surreptitious wink. ‘This 

guy could help us get out of here.’ 

 Ricardo agreed. I instructed Hari to gather a dozen stretcher-bearers. The 

group would work in shifts to get the man the 20 kilometres back to Jumla. We 

told the crowd that if we didn’t get him to the hospital, he was likely to lose his 

leg. An improvised frame was fashioned from rough timber, rope and blankets. 

We tied the patient on and the first team of six bearers raised the stretcher onto 

their shoulders. Then we all started running.  

 We made it through Litakot, but less than a kilometre to the west, four 

young Maobadi caught us. I recognized two members of the group from that 

morning. Again, they said Parveen wanted to continue talking. I was sticking to 

our line that we had to get the patient to Jumla. One of them, a tall kid with 

smallpox scars across his face, stepped in front of us and grabbed my arm. Hari 

looked at me eyes wide, then dropped his head. It was strange that one 

teenager’s hand on my arm was enough to halt an entourage of fifteen. In 

another situation I would have thrown it off and ignored him, but it couldn’t be 

like that. Our whole existence in the Maoist area was dependent upon Parveen. 

We couldn’t push his hand.  

My thoughts were with Hari. He knew people who had spoken against the 

Maobadi and never been heard from again. He had lived that war for nearly a 

decade. Relatives and friends had joined the rebellion and died for the cause. 
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Others had resisted and suffered the same fate. Hari was a survivor, but now he 

and Ricardo were reliant on my actions and words. They were looking to me to 

negotiate a way out of this. They trusted me. But I was at a loss: the Maoists were 

indoctrinated, they’d spent years being instructed in the Maoist philosophy. 

There was no negotiating with zealots.  

 I turned around and the young cadre let his hand drop away. The 

stretcher continued on to Jumla without us.  

 In Litakot, Parveen put on his Cheshire cat smile. ‘Thank you, all of you, 

for your assistance to the people. This is exactly the type of work we need you 

for.’  

I wasn’t sure if he was taking the piss or being serious about holding three 

hostages ready to perform medical procedures at any moment. I was tired of 

Parveen and his contrived hospitality.  

We were in the centre of the village. There was a tea shop and a chautura, 

a resting platform for porters.  We sat on the chautura. Parveen offered us the 

generosity of a dictator and ordered the shop owner to bring us cups of chai 

which he wouldn’t be paying for.  

The commissar sat down beside me and brought out his copy of Chairman 

Mao’s little red book. He thumbed through it and quoted a few passages about 

the obligation of the educated in raising the living standards of the working 

people. He was genuine, but I was using all my willpower not to yell at him, 

‘Where does the “Great Helmsman” mention that it’s worthy for cadres to hold 

well-intentioned foreigners against their will?’ Instead I breathed deeply and 

brought my anger back in check. Ricardo had grown silent, he was sitting on the 
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stone bench staring at his feet. Hari was off to one side having an animated 

conversation with Parveen’s second-in-command.  

That was Hari. I knew he would be trying to create an angle and build a 

case for our release. He was an incredible guy, a Sunar from the blacksmithing 

caste, one of the lowest in the Hindu hierarchy. Being of low caste he had faced 

discrimination throughout his life but had managed to forge a career as a 

trekking guide and in the process had picked up a proficiency in English. He was 

a man with a twinkle in his eye, a quick thinker and fast talker with an innate 

understanding of people. He was the kind of trickster you needed in that 

situation. Hari’s caste was a card he could play: being the lowest of the low 

brought him a degree of respect with the Maoists.  

We were onto our second cups of tea and Parveen was droning on about 

the responsibility of the revolution when yet again we were interrupted by 

shouting. This time it was a man and an old lady.  

Hari broke off his conversation. ‘There’s a woman up the trail who’s given 

birth.’  

Ricardo was on his feet.   

Hari pointed at the pair. ‘This is her husband and mother. He says it 

happened suddenly. She’s lying on the path and they’re not sure what to do.’ 

Parveen was laughing. He was laughing at what could be a life or death 

situation, and I lost my temper.  

‘How can you think this is funny?’ I shouted. ‘You’re supposed to be 

looking after these people and one of your citizens is in mortal danger and all 

you can do is laugh?’ I threw up my hands. ‘Let’s go, guys.’  
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I didn’t even ask Parveen’s permission. Ricardo already had his pack on 

and we were off.   

The poor woman was only 500 metres from the tea shop. She had 

collapsed in the dirt and was in obvious pain. Her rough cotton skirts, burgundy 

and grey, were splayed around her legs, which we could see were covered in 

blood. It looked terrible, like something from a traffic accident. She was moaning 

and moving her hands in a disembodied way. Then something moved 

underneath the dresses. The baby was alive. 

Ricardo immediately got to work. He pulled up the sari in such a way that 

it became a screen. He actually put on a headlamp to see more clearly. He was 

muttering ‘Dios Mio’ over and over again. But after a few minutes he pulled his 

head up and away from the skirts. He was smiling. He had the scalpel in his right 

hand and gave me a thumbs-up with his left. 

‘She’s okay and the baby is good. I’ve cut the cord and got the placenta 

out.’  

Incredibly the child, a little girl, was okay. And having been caught in her 

mother’s skirts, had not touched the powdery red dirt. The baby was crusted and 

scaly with drying blood but was moving and breathing and almost as soon as the 

mother took her in her arms the little one began screaming.  

It was some kind of minor miracle. The grandmother told us the baby was 

three weeks premature. The mother had bled considerably in the process but the 

flow had staunched quickly after the baby was through the birth canal. 

Fortunately, there was no stitching for Ricardo to do. Everyone smiled and 

gathered around the exhausted woman and her newborn. The grandmother 

hugged the mum and her baby; there was no crying between them, just an all-
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encompassing sense of fatigue and completion. The father strode off to find 

materials to make a stretcher.  

I looked up and noticed for the first time that Parveen was standing 

twenty metres away. He looked serious, his lips drawn, eyes narrowed. He was 

staring at us, and the flippant mood he had been in since we had been forced 

back to Litakot seemed to have disappeared. A surge of worry crept up on me. I 

shouldn’t have yelled at him. Was he about to do something we would all regret? 

The father returned with blankets and what looked like an old door. We 

helped carry the woman back to her home. There were hugs and handshakes all 

around.  

Ricardo was sure the mother and child were fine. ‘She’s strong and baby is 

breathing well.’ 

We walked down through the village. Darkness was falling and kerosene 

lamps sputtered to life in the tiny windows of the stone houses. With each step, 

dust puffed up around my feet and the sunset light played with the little clouds. I 

felt like I was floating. It had been a day of absolute extremes and I was drained. 

My shoulders slumped, there was an ache in my neck, but I had to be wary: I 

couldn’t lose my temper again. ‘Remember Hari and Ricardo,’ I kept repeating to 

myself.  

The commissar was standing by the teahouse. He beamed his unctuous 

grin and ordered the teashop owner to bring us dinner.  

‘Again, you have done good work,’ he said. 

We nodded our thanks. He drew a breath and sat down on the chautara. 

‘This is a strange time for my country,’ he said. ‘We have been fighting this 

war for ten years and still no end in sight. We need people like you.’ 
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 There was a fluttering twitch on my upper lip. He was going to tell us 

again how we were to serve the people and help free Nepal from the monarchy.  

‘But I think it’s better for you to go back to your countries and tell others 

about the situation here. How the party is helping all Nepalis and how we need 

the assistance of right-minded people around the world.’ 

Hari was nodding in agreement but I couldn’t believe what Parveen had 

just said. I looked at the translator. 

‘Did Parveen just say we could go?’ 

Hari nodded, ‘Yes, yes.’ And Ricardo who had been sitting off to the side 

all of a sudden stood and walked over.  

‘Tell him we want to leave right after the meal.’  

But the cadre shook his head. ‘No, you can’t travel at night, it’s too 

dangerous. There might be army patrols and we can’t guarantee your safety.’ 

I swore under my breath. He was toying with us again, playing another 

game, telling us one thing and doing another. I told him we would travel at first 

light. Parveen smiled, nodded his assent and invited us to eat the rice and dal the 

teashop owner had laid out for us.  

After his nominal permission that we could leave, the rest of the meal was 

anticlimactic. We had a strange discussion about social security schemes in 

Australia, America and Mexico. We drank tea and toasted the health of the Maoist 

leaders: Prachandra, the ‘fierce one’, and Baburam Bhattarai, the party’s 

intellectual architect. Parveen pulled out his wallet – a threadbare canvas thing – 

and withdrew passport-size photos of the leaders. He touched them to his head 

like religious icons and handed them around. I wasn’t sure if he expected me to 

touch them to my head too.  
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I was confused, unsure if Parveen was being serious. He had indicated we 

could go free, but I didn’t want to ask him directly in case he said no. The truth 

was better left unclarified. But we needed to get out of there. It felt like we were 

all acting in some macabre drama. I had no desire to share food with that man.  I 

told him we all were tired and would like to sleep. Ricardo yawned in support. 

We shook hands and looked soberly at each other.  I prayed this was the last time 

I would see him.  

We were shown to a spartan room above the teashop. There were four 

narrow beds topped with dusty straw mattresses. In one corner was a wooden 

barrel, filled with fermenting barley, the base for chang, Himalayan beer. The 

sugary, cloying smell permeated everything. 

As soon as the door closed, all three of us slumped onto the beds. Too 

tired to stand, but too run through with adrenalin to think about sleeping. After 

about fifteen minutes there was a quiet knock on the door.  

‘Who’s there?’  

It was the owner of the chai shop. He gave a clasp-handed ‘Namaste’ 

greeting and talked softly to Hari, then left as quickly and silently as he had 

shown up.  

‘He says we must leave before dawn. He overheard Parveen talking to the 

military commanders, boasting that he still had the “medical doctors” and asking 

if they thought there was a use for us.’ 

None of us would be able to sleep with this knowledge. 

I asked Hari what he thought about Parveen’s decision to free us. He said 

the commissar was ready to let us go, it was Ricardo’s treating of the baby and 

her mother that had moved him.  
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‘In Nepal,’ Hari said, ‘babies are women’s business. We men must stay 

away.’ He stressed must. ‘That was the first time Parveen would have seen 

anything like that. He was impressed with Doctor Ricardo. He saved the lady and 

the baby.’ Hari put his arm around the Mexican doctor’s shoulder. ‘You are 

breaking down barriers, helping ladies deliver, cleaning ladies’ blood. This is 

very strange in Nepal.’ Hari shifted on the seat. ‘Parveen wants to be a 

revolutionary, to tear apart the old system. But today he saw it was westerners 

who were the real revolutionaries.’ 

But I knew there were other forces at play in Litakot. The Maoist army 

would love to keep us there and if Parveen was going to change his mind there 

was no point in waiting around for that to happen, we had to take control.  

 

At 4am, almost two hours before sunrise, we made our move. 

I pulled the bolt back on the door. It wasn’t locked on the outside, but the 

pin ground metal on metal, and after our hours of whispering it sounded 

thunderous.  

My eyes adjusted to the dark. I tried to catch any movement but I could 

see no guards. I signalled for the guys to follow and we snuck off into the night. 

That walk is etched in my mind, not for the shadowy villages we passed 

through, or the muttered prayers I offered to silence barking dogs, or the 

circuitous route Hari guided us on to bypass Maoist check posts. That trek is 

memorable for how it felt. The touch of my feet on stony surfaces near 

slumbering hamlets, the soft paths between darkened paddy fields. Every 

whisper of wind came to me with a different aroma, the dry chaffy scent of rice of 

the verge of harvest, old pungent fires close to houses, the sparkling freshness of 
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mountain creeks, the danger musk of dogs. For the first hours my eyes strained 

to match the blackness but as my body became more and more accustomed to 

the night on my skin and in my nose and ears I relaxed into the pace of the 

walking and for a few precious hours my body was led by my feet. My primary 

sensory organs became ten toes, a pair of elegant arches and two toughened 

heels.  

For three hours we were moving between a run and a march along a trail 

that, as the sun rose towards the horizon, slowly gained visibility. We 

transitioned from relying completely on the feel of the track, back to a sight-led 

interpretation of the path.  

My senses were peaked. Everything about me was strung tighter than a 

concert violin. I was wholly tuned to capturing the tick of a broken stick, the 

whiff of bedi tobacco smoke or a twitch of black-on-black motion, any of which 

could signal the arrival of a chase group. I was so switched on that the progress 

we made over those hours didn’t feel like regular walking, I was moving as a 

completely integrated body-mind, a pure sensual being, striding through an 

environment that tested me to the utmost of my perceptive capabilities.  

I wanted with all my power, and every last gram of my being, to reach 

Jumla – that provincial backwater, a mountain village far past the end of the road 

– it was the Promised Land. On the other hand, Litakot had been our prison, a 

place where freedom of thought, action and movement had been extinguished. 

With the opportunity now to recover those Promised Land powers, I was 

pushing to my physical and sensory limits. There was only one goal – 

emancipation – and only one way to get there: on my own two feet.  
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The rising sun slowly haloed the serrated line of peaks to the south. We 

were through Lamra village and walking fast along the northern bank of the Tila. 

Light was beginning to filter into the valley and as the minutes wore on I could 

see the asymmetric checker-board of paddy fields materializing on either shore. 

Apple, walnut and apricot trees rustled in the river breeze; now a thin line of 

gold trimmed the high ridges. The earth was coming back to life.  

I looked up the river: a bustling rush of water framed by forested hills just 

losing their greenery with the onset of autumn. In the middle-distance lay 

orchards heavy with fruit and, grazing around them, heads down, ears twitching, 

wandered a scattering of cattle. In the distance, just catching the first rays of 

morning, were the perpetual snow peaks of the Kanjiroba range. And, weaving 

its way roughly parallel to the river, was the path that eventually led to the high 

Himal and farther on to the Crystal Mountain of fabled Dolpo.  

We were striding up a rise towards Chhina village when I spotted them, 

the fluttering saffron ensigns of Lord Shiva. Shiva the destroyer and benefactor, 

the lord of war and the bringer of peace, the embodiment of life’s infinite 

contradictions. That day had been crammed with light and dark. We had left 

Jumla twenty-four hours before, full of hope, and we had seen that optimism 

undermined then smashed in Litakot. But as I strode up the incline towards 

Shiva’s shrine I was again charged with the optimism of the moment – the human 

belief that this life can only get better. I was overjoyed to be walking under my 

own power out of purgatory and back into the light.   

 

It’s difficult for me to think of that day, that walk, as a whole. So much went on 

over such a short stretch of time that I usually break up the memory into its 
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components, and when I do that I realize how much of what I’ve been discussing 

through this thesis is incorporated into that one extreme trek.  

The evolution of flow states was there because on multiple occasions over 

the day I found myself so immersed in walking and thinking, of grappling with 

the challenges within both of those, that I lost track of time and self and in that 

state, I made some of my purest decisions.  

When I was walking, my head cleared and the complex issues 

surrounding our incarceration had space and context in which to be considered. 

But when I was stationary and talking – or being talked at by Parveen – it felt as 

if I were the receptacle for personal and political issues. Walking released me 

from the intensity of contact and the flow state enabled me to consider our 

situation with clarity. 

I think of walking and how humans progressed to become such 

exceptional team workers and how the start of that development lies with the 

group hunting techniques we developed over millions of years. When walking 

through the night with Ricardo and Hari, we all had that sense of where each 

other was in the darkness. I was conscious of their movement, where they would 

be in five or ten steps; I could adjust my motion in relation to them and felt that 

they could do the same. The intensity of the moment brought out our deep-

seeded survival instincts and gifted us the magic of movement-focused, non-

verbal communication. 

Walking and the perception of time was there in how time flew past in 

getting to Litakot that morning and yet the period during which we were held in 

and around the village stretched on and on. Time is malleable, and it was walking 

that brought me back into contact with true natural time, the pace of our steps.  
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Walking and perception and ideas of embodied cognition arose when we 

were running in the darkness back to Jumla. I was completely dependent upon 

the totality of my senses and how they integrated with my moving body. Even as 

the sun rose and sight became the dominant medium of perception, I was still 

acutely aware of my other senses and of something more: the human integration 

of sensory insight, environment, memory and movement that always operates in 

the background but which we too often ignore in our everyday lives. In those 

hours on the dark trail back to base I was a complete being: body and mind in 

symbiotic motion moving towards a defined goal.   

Walking out of our incarceration connected me with a primordial 

awareness of control. When our distant ancestors rose up onto their hind legs, 

they actively took control. When we each begin our life journey and draw 

ourselves up onto two feet, we take charge of ourselves and our immediate 

environment. When Hari, Ricardo and I walked out of Litakot under a sliver of 

moon, we took command of our destiny. Walking gives us active control of our 

bodies and reality.  

And perseverance: all day and all night, on and on, we kept working, we 

kept walking. It was that effort, the constant striving to be engaged, to be helpful, 

to show Parveen and all the Maoists that we were not ‘western spies’ but in fact a 

competent, neutral, industrious group of humanitarians whose mission was to 

serve the same people the Maoists claimed to be liberating. We proved it through 

action: it was persistence and constant movement that brought us back to safety, 

and determination and motion that returned our humanity.  

And there was walking and story. Yes, it was heroes journeying. We left 

the relative safety and comfort of Jumla and marched into the darkness of the 
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Maoist hills. Along the way, through a series of trials, we transmitted our skills, 

gained new knowledge and were able, through our own devices, to return out of 

the labyrinth by the winding path along the river.  

Those twenty-four hours have a classic story structure, but the whole 

crazy day of action and reaction, characters and dialogue, settings and situations, 

is strung along a narrative arc woven together by our foot-bound travels along 

the Tila. That tale is related to every story: a yarn of motion and personalities, 

part of the endless story cycle that is life; it just so happens that that day stands 

out for its intensity – quite literally – it’s life or death action. It was a day and a 

walk that I can never forget, and in that sense, it is a fantastic yarn. Walking 

stitches stories together. Every walk is a story; sometimes we add words.  

I remember those hurried strides up the hill into the government zone; of 

seeing Shiva’s flags snapping in the breeze and realizing that my legs had carried 

me to freedom. The overwhelming emotion was joy, and in that is the connection 

to our earliest ancestor who rose high on hind legs to reach some distant fruit 

and grasped that an entirely new world had opened up. And there’s the link to 

my gleeful, bouncing son and everyone else’s child who doggedly rises and falls 

and rises again to take their place amongst the walkers, the creators. There’s the 

feeling we all have when we walk out the door at the end of a particularly 

challenging but rewarding day at work and we revel once again in the freedom 

that is independent motion. And there’s the procession to a school graduation, 

the march of marriage, the ramble to a high point to watch the sun rise, the hand-

in-hand stroll with a beloved relative, the saunter to the dais at an awards 

ceremony, the walk into the embrace of a loved one, the small hand of a child 

gripping yours as you walk a river trail at sunset. The joy continues because 
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there is an elemental connection between walking and bliss. For five million 

years, delight has been instigated and facilitated by the perfect motion of our 

own two feet. Walking is joy. Walking is what we are made to do.  
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Exegetical afterword 

 

 

 

This thesis, Perfect Motion: Walking, creativity and writing, examines the 

relationship between walking, creativity and writing. My explorations started 

with a list of canonical writers who generated their best ideas while out for a 

walk and ended up amongst research studies such as that by a team at Stanford 

University proving that walking positively influences the generation of creative 

ideas (Oppezzo & Schwartz, 2014, p.1142). The research questions this thesis 

addresses, in a creative manner, are: How does walking affect creativity? And 

how does that creativity affect the writing of stories?  

 Through the thesis I have investigated the writing, walking, creativity 

connection and proven that this relationship developed out of four million years 

of evolution, which in turn affected humankind’s neurochemistry, 

neuroelectricity and neuroanatomy – all of which strengthened the walking 

creativity association. This symbiotic connection assisted Homo erectus and 

Homo sapiens when climate change forced them to leave their homelands in 

great cross continental migrations, which in themselves were evolutionary 

accelerators. This constant movement helped construct the human perception of 

time and for Homo sapiens the 75,000 years of wandering helped embed the 

journey story as the meta-narrative of our lives.  
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To emphasise how my research questions have been investigated in the 

body of my text, and how I have woven the creative and exegetical aspects of this 

PhD submission together, I would like the reader to join me in my practice: to 

walk with me and feel the connections between two of humankind’s deepest 

needs – the urge to move independently and the desire to tell stories. Walking is 

a bodily activity intimately connected to psychological states; to understand this 

is to feel it; to engage with it is to put your feeling body in motion. And so this 

thesis is very much constructed on practice-led research. Linda Candy has 

succinctly described such investigation as: 

 
…concerned with the nature of practice [it] leads to new knowledge that 
has operational significance for that practice… The primary focus of the 
research is to advance knowledge about practice, or to advance 
knowledge within practice. (Candy, 2006, p.1) 
  

I have posed a series of questions through my walking about its relationship to 

my writing, and through the ‘doing’ of walking my responses have evolved. In 

this way I feel a connection to Brad Haseman’s description of practice-led 

research:  

 

Practice-led researchers construct experiential starting points from which 
practice follows. They tend to “dive in”, to commence practising to see 
what emerges. They acknowledge that what emerges is individualistic 
and idiosyncratic. This is not to say these researchers work without larger 
agendas or emancipatory aspirations, but they eschew the constraints of 
narrow problem setting and rigid methodological requirements at the 
outset of a project. (Haseman, 2006, pp.3-4) 

 

Yes, I have ‘dived in’ to this research, but my starting point was the knowledge 

that walking had already added something unique to my life and creative 

practice. From personal experience I knew that walking had changed my life – a 
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very long trek in the Himalayas, in the years after my little brother’s tragic and 

untimely death – changed me for the better and placed me on an exciting and 

fulfilling trajectory that involved a consistent writing practice. Through this I had 

intimate knowledge of what walking could do to my psychological state.  

Such a starting point was undoubtedly positive. But was it just me being 

affected by walking’s rhythm and flow? Or was there a universality in what I was 

feeling? For a writer a positive outlook is not enough to create great stories. Was 

there anything in the mindset-altering activity of walking that could be beneficial 

to more specific areas of the writing process?  

 I knew from thirty years of reading that many of my favourite writers had 

walked. I reread these authors in the early stages of my research and was 

pleasantly surprised how often walking appeared in their work. Writers such as: 

Aristotle, Rousseau, Dickens, Austen, Darwin, Wordsworth, Thoreau, Woolf, 

Gandhi, Churchill, Kerouac, Snyder and Ginsberg, Peter Matthiessen, Marina 

Abramovic, Rebecca Solnit, Robert Macfarlane and Cheryl Strayed; all made use 

of, and evaluated, walking in their writings.  

 With such a group of authors identified, I was confident there was 

quantitative evidence that walking affected writing. That feeling was reinforced 

when I read Marily Oppezzo and Daniel L. Schwartz’s 2014 study ‘Give your 

ideas some legs: The positive effect of walking on creative thinking’ which 

provided comprehensive evidence to show that walking was: a ‘simple and 

robust solution to the goals of increasing creativity’ (Oppezzo & Schwartz, 2014, 

p.1142). On the basis of a range of experiments conducted at Stanford University, 

results showed that:  
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Walking substantially enhanced creativity by two different measures. For 
the three alternate uses studies, 81%, 88%, and 100% of participants 
were more creative walking than sitting. For the BSE [Barron’s symbolic 
equivalence task], 100% of those who walked outside generated at least 
one novel high-quality analogy compared with 50% of those seated 
inside. (Oppezzo & Schwartz, 2014, p.1148) 
 

Oppezzo and Schwartz’s experiments compared walking with alternate 

situations such as sitting and being indoors: 

 
Walking worked indoors on a treadmill and outdoors at a bustling 
university… When there is a premium on generating new ideas in the 
workday, it should be beneficial to incorporate walks. In addition to 
providing performance benefits, it would address concerns regarding the 
physiological effects of inactivity… While schools are cutting back on 
physical education in favor of seated academics, the neglect of the body in 
favor of the mind ignores their tight interdependence, as demonstrated 
here. (p.1148) 
 

 
So, walking has influenced writers and the creativity needed to write in a broad 

sense, but I wanted to know personally what were the components of this effect, 

how does walking affect the writing process? The thesis needed to get below the 

surface of this relationship and uncover some of the reasons why and how a 

symbiotic connection between writing and walking has developed.  

 To me this relationship starts with the body. My body would be the site of 

the research and the text could be a result. In this I was inspired by Ross Gibson’s 

words: 

 

“…the text is an explicit, word-specific representation of processes that 
occur during the iterative art-making routine, processes of gradual, 
cyclical speculation, realisation or revelation leading to momentary, 
contingent degrees of understanding. To this extent the text that one 
produces is a kind of narrative about the flux of perception-cognition-
intuition.” (cited in Candy, 2006, p.9) 
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Walking, like writing, is not a monolithic activity, it is nuanced motion with many 

moods, virtues and facilities. Walking has revealed to me its connection to many 

parts of my writing, and the best way for a reader to understand the connections 

between the two practices is through analysing their own feeling body. In this 

context I appreciate what Springgay and Truman have to say about their 

walking-writing practice: ‘Walking-writing is a practice of invention, where the 

movement of thought is more-than a moment of walking, thinking, or inscribing’ 

(Springgay & Truman, 2018, p.131). I believe the best way for me to present this 

exegetical afterword – to highlight my practice and its findings – is through a 

series of walks that the reader engages in, with me, before they contemplate my 

findings. 

 

 

Walk one: Start with flow 

Take a walk. At least 45 minutes long.  Best to walk alone. It’s good to have been 

engaged in a piece of writing not long before you undertake this walk. Don’t try to 

judge or manipulate your thoughts as you stroll, let them move as a stream of 

consciousness. Try to note if there’s a change in the tempo at which ideas appear to 

you and the way your thoughts structure themselves after 30 – 40 minutes.  

 

The purpose of this walk is to bring your body/mind into a flow state. Leading 

into my research I knew from years as an international athlete in cross-country 

ski racing that a particular state of mind can be generated when you have been 

skiing, walking or running for 30 minutes or more. This mindset is known as 
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flow; I had experienced it many times and knew it to be a particularly open and 

creative state.  

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, a Hungarian-American psychologist, was the 

first person to identify flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002) and in the early stages of 

my research I reread a series of his best-known works. His team interviewed 

over 8000 highly successful people over many years, and all of the subjects 

talked about a particular state of mind they would enter when they were 

working at their best; it was in this condition that they generated many of their 

most original ideas. As Csikszentmihalyi said: 

 
In our studies, we found that every flow activity … provided a sense of 
discovery, a creative feeling of transporting the person into a higher 
reality. It pushed the person to higher levels of performance, and led to 
previously undreamed-of states of consciousness. In short it transformed 
the self by making it more complex. (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p.74) 
 

Csikszentmihalyi’s research affirmed for me that there was a universal state of 

mind, anyone can enter, that has the ability to generate original ideas. According 

to Csikszentmihalyi, flow is achieved when we are engaged in an activity we have 

mastery over and yet it still challenges us; this state of balance is known as the 

flow channel. Walking has a consistent ability to create flow. In fact, 

Csikszentmihalyi uses walking as a case study in the creation of flow states.  He 

says: ‘A good example of this method [of achieving flow] is the act of walking, 

which is as simple a use of the body as one can imagine, yet which can become a 

complex flow activity, almost an art form’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p.97). 

With the knowledge that walking is a catalyst for an exceptionally 

creative condition, I tested myself. I would run most mornings and walk many 

evenings and keep track of how long it took me to lose my sense of self and time, 
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and feel my mind drift. Invariably flow would occur and often, if I had been 

pondering a particular issue around the thesis, solutions would ‘appear’ to me 

spontaneously as unprompted ideas as I was in the midst of flow. I was reminded 

of Brad Haseman’s thoughts on practice-led research:  

 

…many practice-led researchers do not commence a research project with 

a sense of “a problem”. [Indeed, they may be] led by what is best 

described as “an enthusiasm of practice”: something which is exciting, 

something which may be unruly, or indeed something which may be just 

becoming possible… (Haseman, 2007) 

 

My ‘enthusiasm of practice’ has created a dialogue between my walking and my 

writing practice. I started to understand that a walking-generated flow state was 

beneficial to the writing process in very specific ways. The writing teacher Jeff 

Goins talks about authors facing ‘three big reasons not to go any further’ (Goins, 

2016).  Goins’ obstacles are:  

1) Fear  

2) Lack of time  

3) Lack of focus  

I have tried to interpret each of these obstacles to writing by contemplating them 

immediately after walking sessions in which I have entered a flow state. Here are 

some thoughts produced out of those reflections:  

1) Fear – Goins says that this fear manifests for writers as ‘a question of 

identity’ (Goins, 2016). Are you confident as a writer, have you found 

your voice and are you able to express those ideas in words? But also 

there’s the fear of pushing yourself creatively, of having the courage to 

move into uncomfortable forms and styles of literary invention. Being a 
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writer constantly tests your sense of self. Moving back and forth between 

your ‘real’ self and constructed selves can be difficult to negotiate. As 

Margaret Atwood says: 

 
Nobody hates writers more than writers do. The most vicious and 

contemptuous portraits of writers, both as individuals and as 

types, appear in books written by writers themselves. Nobody 

loves them more either. Megalomania and paranoia share the 

writer’s mirror. (Atwood, 2003, p.98)  

 

I believe Atwood is alluding to the difficulties of writers to stay true to 

their real selves, to stay strong in the face of a constantly shifting, self-

created set of realities, and this tenuous grip on the stability of self 

implies a lack of creative control and can add to Goins’ fear.  

 Entering the flow state is a consistent way to negate the demons 

that eat away at your confidence as a creator because, as I have explained 

in the thesis, flow eliminates the self and brings us into contact with a 

more universal consciousness. When we lose the self we have no fear 

about who we are, there’s only the task at hand, which is the state that all 

writers talk about being in when they are working at their best. 

Csikszentmihalyi talks about flow experiences ‘as involving a sense of 

control – or, more precisely, as lacking the sense of worry about losing 

control that is typical in many situations in life’ (Csikszentmihalyi 2002, 

p.62). This sense of control is the perfect base from which to be creatively 

fearless. When you feel in control you’re much more willing to take risks. 

 Another aspect of that fear is a lack of confidence in not being able 

to generate ideas. As writers, we are voracious users of ideas. The 
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creative writing process is fueled by ideas. Many writers I have talked to 

mention the fear of not producing the ideas they need to move a project 

forward. As the great writing instructor Jack Hodgins says, ‘Interviews 

with writers are filled with catalogues of stalling techniques and with 

devices to overcome the horror or fear of the blank page’ (Hodgins, 2001, 

p.36).  However, the flow state is the most creative state of mind 

humankind can generate (Kotler, 2014). By learning to enter flow 

consistently and becoming confident in our ability to produce solutions to 

writing problems, we can alleviate this fear.  

2) Lack of time – For me this is a problem (because I juggle writing with 

‘another’ full-time job) and many contemporary writers are in this 

situation. How a part-time writer’s skills could increase if they had 

optimum time to dedicate to their craft is clearly a significant question. 

But my experience in writing this thesis, while working as a senior 

curator at a national cultural institution and being the primary care-giver 

to my young children, was that I only had evenings between 8pm and 

10pm to commit to the research and writing of this dissertation. Walking, 

and the flow state I would enter before starting my writing, was essential 

to the completion of this work because, as I’ve mentioned in the thesis, 

flow eliminates our sense of time. Flow creates a spaciousness that leaves 

room for new ideas to emerge and removes the sense of constantly being 

under time pressure.  

Clinical psychologist and neuroscientist Stan Rodski says: ‘If I were 

to summarize all of my learning over forty-odd years, I’d say that most 

people’s stress starts with the complaint: I don’t have enough time’ 
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(Rodski, 2019). In flow you lose your sense of time and when you take 

that temporal void into your writing space you don’t think about what 

you have to get done, you’re only focused on what you are doing. Flow 

eliminates time and therefore eliminates the sense of a lack of time and 

replaces it with a feeling of enactment. Flow does not create time, but it 

changes our perception of it and lets us move forward in a creative 

writing project while not being hounded by the psychologically-

constructed demons that steal time from us.   

3) Lack of focus – Goins talks about writers having to constantly ‘receive 

and ignore [ideas] selectively’ (Goins 2016). This continuous balancing of 

ideas and the need to frame them in engaging language requires 

significant focus. Flow, as Csikszentmihalyi explains, is an autotelic 

experience which is ‘a self-contained activity, one that is done not with 

the expectation of some benefit, but simply because the doing itself is the 

reward’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p.70). When you engage in an 

endeavour that has no existence beyond itself, then your focus is 

completely on the task in front of you because in the moment it has no life 

beyond what we are immediately engaged in. Flow becomes a focus 

generator that, once mastered, can be brought into play through simply 

going for a walk in the half-an-hour before you start writing. I can report 

from personal experience, but also from the evidence of Aristotle, 

Rousseau, Austen, Dickens, Woolf and many more, that walking focuses 

the writers’ mind.  
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Walk two: The moving-feeling body 

Find a grassy field or oval. Take your shoes off. Go for a short walk, maybe 15 to 20 

minutes. Walk slowly. For the first ten minutes concentrate on the anatomy of your 

gait, the crease and bend of each joint, the contraction of individual muscles, the 

pressure of your foot against the earth. Then let go; let your mind drift to focus on 

the external world, feel the breeze against your cheek, feel the sun on your neck, 

listen to the birds, smell the eucalypts after a dousing of rain. Let these feelings 

linger on your skin or hum in your ears.  

 

The purpose of this walk is to make us slow down and consciously sense the 

external world while simultaneously being aware of our changing emotions and 

feelings in reaction to those external stimuli. To heighten this experience while 

walking you can use a body scan technique whereby you focus your attention 

completely on individual parts of your body, head, neck, shoulders, torso, lungs, 

heart etc, trying to be wholly aware of the subtle changes underway as you walk 

(Harvey, 2017, p.65). 

It is through our moving bodies that we interpret the world. From those 

first toddling walks across living room floors between armchairs and coffee 

tables, walking is the way we relate to and comprehend our extended 

environment.  

This bodily understanding of the world is vital to the writing process. To 

act in the world is to create our reality, and we act in and through our bodies. It 

is this comprehension that writers channel into their stories; without it we have 

no experience to develop narratives around. Cheryl Pallant, in Writing and the 

Body in Motion (2018), says: ‘We write with the body. We rely on felt experiences 
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and the personal energy of the body in the moment of its occurrence. We write 

from the intimacy of first hand experience’ (Pallant, 2018). Walking transports 

us and lets us experience the world. As Natalie Goldberg said: ‘As writers we 

have to walk in the world in touch with that present, alert part of ourselves, that 

animal sense part that looks, sees, and notices…’ (Goldberg, 2010, p.108).  

What Goldberg and Pallant touch on is what I encounter every day in my 

walks or runs: the experience of being in the world. I walk through seasons, 

temperatures, times of day and landscapes; I engage with people and the natural 

world; I encounter the changes that all those interactions bring to me and I 

register my reaction to them.  

All of these environments and my responses are the building blocks of 

writing. We can’t write what we can’t imagine and imagination is built on the 

foundation of our own experience. As Katharine Perdue says: ‘In aesthetic theory 

it is argued that the imagination is not in fact a productive organism but rather a 

responsive one; one that must respond to outside stimuli’ (Perdue, 

2003).  According to this interpretation, imagination is a generative capability 

that involves activation ‘from outside itself’ with ‘no intentionality of its own but 

has intentions imposed on it by the demands of its activator’ (Kelly, 1998, 

p.479).  As I walk I consciously build and extrapolate narrative scenarios, I 

‘imagine’ stories from my felt knowledge and am reliant on my active body to 

provide the raw material for those stories.  I walk every day, and this conscious 

walking helps me project and construct – it helps me actively test story scenarios 

and discard them just as easily.  
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Walk three: Walking into time 

Find a 200-metre stretch of path or trail or open field where there is an identifiable 

landmark, a tree or intersection, at the start and finish. Walk the section trying to 

concentrate on the pace of how the world moves around you, try to feel the motion 

of your body through space on your skin. Walk the section at least five times, do not 

look at your watch or phone but try to register how long you feel it takes to move 

across that stretch of pathway. Try to sense the similarity in ‘felt time’ in each of 

the walks. 

 

This walk is attempting to create a bodily experience of how humans 

comprehend time; not as chronological progression witnessed through our 

phones and watches but as movement through space. Marc Wittman, in his book 

Felt Time (2016), says: ‘Because I have a body, I perceive the passing of time. 

Physiological processes over time provide a temporal reference for the processes 

in the external world’ (Wittman, 2016, p.132). We understand motion and 

change and the subsequent passing of events and, through those, time manifests. 

As I have mentioned in the thesis, for four million years humanity has felt time as 

motion through space, and our most basic movement through space is bipedal; 

we walk. 

 This temporal understanding is vital to creative writers because story is 

traditionally told through a time-based framework. Cause and effect creates 

change within events, which leads to more action, all of which are placed within 

a shifting temporal structure. As Richard Skinner says: 

 
…all narratives are made up of two time schemes, one inside the other: 
there is the “the time of the telling” and “the time of the thing being told” – 
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narration and story, respectively. This temporal double helix is what 
defines a narrative – without it we have either pure description (spending 
time describing space) or pure image (creating a space within a space). 
(Skinner, 2018) 

 

Rebecca Solnit connects time, walking and narrative by saying: ‘Language is like 

a road; it cannot be perceived all at once because it unfolds in time, whether 

heard or read. This narrative or temporal element has made writing and walking 

resemble each other…’ (Solnit, 2014, p.268). The direction of time defines our 

lives, and our understanding of time frames our stories. As Paul Ricouer says in 

Time and Narrative (1984): ‘Time becomes human to the extent that it is 

articulated through a narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning when 

it becomes a condition of temporal existence’ (Ricouer, 1984, p.52).   

To me therefore it’s not a surprise that when I go for a walk and in the 

back of my mind I’m pondering the temporal structure of a narrative, that 

somehow, in the course of that bipedal meander, I’m offered glimpses of how the 

scenes of a story might connect and reconnect in a better way. The Canadian 

fiction writer and instructor Gail Anderson-Dargatz has talked about how the 

pieces of a story are like a jigsaw puzzle, but you only imagine the entire image 

when you’re well into the writing of it, and then a major part of the creative work 

is to fit the pieces of the story – scenes, characters and action – together in a 

seamless timeline. She has said, 

 
…this is the hard part – [as a creative writing teacher] I help them learn to 
view their project as a magical jigsaw puzzle in which those building 
blocks can be shifted around again and again for differing effects.  

Learning to loosen up and view our own work in this fashion 
means gaining distance from it and, again, that’s hard… But, just as in 
marriage, as the relationship progresses we see our writing more 
objectively. (Anderson-Dargatz, 2018)  
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This shifting of narrative puzzle pieces has happened to me on numerous 

occasions while I’ve been out for a stroll. I attribute it to the fact that in the 

process of walking my body becomes directly engaged with the movement of 

time and this translates across into my thinking around story. Walking is an 

embodied metaphor for the movement within narrative; this concept was 

addressed in a study by RW Gibbs Jr at the University of California Santa Cruz. In 

two sets of experiments his team ‘examined people's embodied understanding of 

metaphorical narratives’ (Gibbs, 2013, p.363). Participants were told one of two 

romantic relationship stories: one was successful the other was not. The 

relationships were portrayed metaphorically as ‘Your relationship was moving 

along in a good direction’ or nonmetaphorically, ‘Your relationship was very 

important to you’. Participants were then blindfolded and asked to ‘walk, or 

imagine walking, to a marker 40 feet away while they thought about the story’. 

People who had been told the successful metaphorical story ‘walked longer and 

further’ than the group who heard the unsuccessful relationship story. However, 

the walking and imagining differences vanished when the metaphorical 

assertion ‘moving along in a good direction’ was changed to a nonmetaphorical 

statement (Gibbs, 2013, p.363).  

Gibbs’ experiments suggest that ‘people’s understanding of metaphorical 

narratives is partly based on their embodied simulations of the metaphorical 

actions referred to in these stories’ (Gibbs, 2013, p.363). Walking is physical 

movement, we understand time as physical movement, and what Gibbs’ study 

highlights is that progression, the temporal structure within story is understood 

more clearly when imagined while walking.  
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Another way that time is essential to storytelling is that it represents 

change. While walking, we physically see change: in the weather, in the seasons, 

in the scenery and we feel change physically in our bodies; we become thirsty, 

we become tired, our thoughts move on. These observations on change relate 

directly to storytelling because as the British writer Will Storr says: ‘…every 

story you’ll ever hear amounts to “something changed”’ (Storr, 2019, p.11), or as 

Margaret Atwood says: ‘The voice moves through time, from one event to 

another, one perception to another, and things change, whether in the mind 

alone or in the outside world… That’s what time is. It’s one damn thing after 

another…’ (Atwood, 2003, p.158).   

The problem for the creative writer is that often we don’t know which 

‘damn thing’ follows the next; we are meant to control time within our narratives 

yet often the sequencing of events within our stories develops as the writing of a 

story progresses. Many times I have created a Post-it note timeline of how I think 

a story should evolve only to move scenes around endlessly while in the process 

of writing. As Skinner says: ‘Plot is the logic and dynamic of narrative, and this 

logical dynamic is not duty-bound to preserve chronology’ (Skinner, 2018). 

By observing change within and without ourselves while on a cognizant 

walk we are creating the foundations for being able to write about that change. 

Walking makes us aware, in bodily and cerebral ways, of temporal change – and 

not in a strict chronological sense – it helps us consider the reordering of scenes 

to emphasize change and make clearer sense of our stories.  

 

 

Walk four: Walking with the ancestors 
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Find a hill to walk up. It should be long, at least 200 metres, longer is better: not so 

steep that you have to break your rhythm as you climb and not so flat that it 

doesn’t physically tax you on the ascent. You want to be breathing hard by the time 

you reach the top; you want your legs to hurt just a little. Ascend the hill focusing 

on even breathing and when you’ve summited, return to the base and repeat. Walk 

this hill at least three times.  

 

This walk attempts to achieve a physical and psychological recognition of how 

hard our Homo sapiens ancestors worked in the 75,000 years they were engaged 

in their cross-continental migrations. We are a result of those peregrinations; the 

trials that they undertook and overcame have created who we are.  

 This demanding walking should be accompanied by a reflection on the 

origins of story: i.e. how, as I’ve outlined in the thesis, narrative developed in 

tandem with walking migration. Symbolic thought, oral language and communal 

walking combined to create the most powerful, mind-transforming tool 

humanity has yet devised – story. We are all storytellers; it’s true most of us 

don’t write books but we all tell stories to our kids, our partners, parents and 

friends; it’s within us and as authors it’s good to be reminded of this.  

Each ascent of the hill is an obstacle. Try to feel the minute changes in 

your body but also in your perception of the world around you as you rise up the 

hillside. Each summit is overcoming a small but recognizable challenge to your 

movement. In this repeated walk you can physically relate to the components of 

a good story: character – yourself (and the billions of Homo sapiens migrants 

before you); obstacle – the hill (and every challenge you’ve faced in this life); 

change (bodily and environmentally, even psychologically as we all receive a 
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rush of dopamine when we achieve something significant, like ascending a hill); 

and a timeframe in which to comprehend the character’s transformation. The 

French philosopher Frederic Gros describes this process beautifully when he 

talks about the wanderings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his book A Philosophy of 

Walking (2014):  

 
While the gentle shock-free rolling of happy legs drives the evolving 
narrative forward: challenges arise, their solutions are found, fresh 
ambushes appear. As you follow the wide, single, clearly marked route, a 
thousand bifurcations swarm your mind. The heart takes one and 
renounces another, then chooses a third. It wanders away, comes back. 
(Gros, 2014) 
 

This type of walk has worked for me as a moving meditation on the essence of 

story. When I have felt challenged or blocked in my writing, I have utilized such a 

walk to recollect who I am as a storyteller: it helps me reconnect with the heart 

of storytelling, what are the core components of the story I’m working on – 

character, action, change, temporal frame. Walking through a series of physical 

challenges lets me reflect on narrative questions in an indirect but subtlety 

effective way – through my feeling body. 

 

 

Walk five: The walk of feeling 

Take your shoes off and walk slowly over an uncomfortable surface, a stony or 

pebbly track, a beach washed with cold waves, a playing field shimmering with 

morning frost. Concentrate on how the sense of slight pain makes you feel. Are you 

upset, sad, angry even?  
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This walk gives us an insight into how bodily sensations create emotions. 

Psychologist Thalma Lobel says: ‘Our emotions, thoughts and behaviors are 

grounded in physical sensations’ (Lobel, 2014). Emotions generate actions and 

actions lead to change and change is the engine of story. As Will Storr says: ‘This 

is what storytellers do. They create moments of unexpected change that seize the 

attention of their protagonists and, by extension, their readers and viewers’ 

(Storr, 2019, p.13). 

We connect with emotions because they are a universal expression of 

human behaviour and the active body is responsible for their perception and the 

generation of the effect. Thus the body can then assist in the making of story 

through its ability to release emotions and memory stored deep within us. John 

Lee wrote: 

 
Writing of course is a powerful Dance, the dance of creation. To write 
from the body we must let the body dance. When you’re writing well, 
listening to the body, those rhythms pull the words out to meet them and 
all of a sudden you’re swinging and swaying in a symbiotic music. (Lee, 
1994, p.64)  

 

The body is an instrument of comprehension, but it is also a receptacle of 

memory and emotion. Lee again: ‘The body is home to all that has happened to 

us, and it remembers’ (Lee, 1994, p.17). Neuropsychologist Guiseppe Riva 

agrees. In a recent paper he argued that our bodily experience is constructed 

from childhood through six different representations of the body and these 

create a ‘coherent supramodel representation’ – a bodily memory (Riva, 2018, 

p.241). Riva’s hypothesis is supported by experiments by Daniel Casanato and 

Katinka Dijkstra at the Max Planck Institute who tested people’s negative or 



 283 

positive recall of memories dependent upon a bodily motion performed at the 

time of its recollection. They concluded:  

 
Motor actions can influence how efficiently people recollect emotional 
memories, and can also partly determine whether people choose to 
remember episodes with positive or negative emotional valence. 
(Casanato & Dijkstra, 2010, p.184) 
 

The body creates emotion and stores it, i.e. a tangible memory that can be 

retrieved and reformed in story. John Lee again:  

 
So much of creativity is an attempt to retranslate the most closely 

guarded stories of our lives… Until I discovered the wealth of energies – 

disguised as ancient angers, griefs, sorrows, rages and joys – rumbling 

around my body, I couldn’t write what I wanted to write. (Lee, 1994: 

p.11) 

 

Understanding the body’s ability to create action and emotion and having a 

knowledge of how this sensitivity translates in a corporeal way is essential for 

the writer to understand in order to convey convincingly. When I am blocked 

around the writing of a particular scene I will take a ‘walk of feeling’: it releases 

emotions in me and those emotions – generated and felt through my body – 

become a reminder of what my characters must feel to move a story forward.  

 

 

Walk six: Walking with the dead 

Take a walk in a cemetery. Preferably around sunrise or sunset, a time when you 

can sense a change in the environment – the light, the temperature, the odour from 

earth or foliage. Contemplate the fact that the hundreds or thousands of people 

buried in that landscape led full lives replete with love and hate, anger and 
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compassion. Human history, the emergence and passing of lives, is concentrated in 

that space; it is a place to realize the density and immensity of the human story. 

 

This walk is designed to facilitate an interaction with mortality. Margaret 

Atwood said:  

 
…all writing, of the narrative kind, and perhaps all writing, is motivated 
deep down, by a fear of and fascination with mortality – by a desire to 
take the risky trip to the underworld and to bring something or someone 
back from the dead. (Atwood, 2003, p.156)  

 

Atwood goes on to say that it is humanity’s fear of mortality that pushes us to 

create art, and writing is especially attuned to letting us live on through it 

because: ‘Other art forms can last and last – painting, sculpture, music – but they 

do not survive as voice’ (Atwood, 2003, p.158). 

As a writer I sometimes question my motivations: Why do I do what I do? 

It’s certainly not the money or prestige. It takes me away from my family and 

does little for my professional career and yet I continue on with it. Most writers I 

know are in the same situation. For me there is truth to what Atwood says: I am 

driven by the fact that I am – as we all are – a storyteller, and as such I cannot 

stop telling stories until this life is complete. A walk through a cemetery is a 

reminder of this; it’s a crazy-wisdom kick in the ass prompting us to take 

advantage of this short but brilliant life we have all been gifted.  

 But a walk through a graveyard doesn’t just motivate us to create because 

our time on this earth is finite, it also reminds us that the stories we want to tell 

can be right in front of us. When I walk in my local cemetery, I’m reminded that 

in this eleven-hectare allotment lie sixty thousand lives, and millions of stories. 
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You don’t have to go far to find the material you need to write, but you need 

courage. As Atwood says: 

 
All writers must go from now to once upon a time; all must go from here 

to there; all must descend to where the stories are kept… The dead may 

guard the treasure, but it’s useless treasure unless it can be brought back 

to the land of the living and allowed to enter time once more – which 

means to enter the realm of the audience, the realm of readers, the realm 

of change. (Atwood, 2003, p.178)  

 

This graveyard stroll has assisted me on a number of occasions by providing not 

only the incentive of mortality but also in helping me to understand the history 

that is stratified beneath our feet and the writer’s need for courage in retrieving 

the stories that lie buried below the surface of the known.  

 

 

Walk seven: The walk of continuum 

Walk 10,000 steps a day. Keep a diary of your thoughts from each walk for at least 

a week. Contemplate that these 70,000 steps are just a miniscule part of the 

230,000,000 steps you will take in this life (7,500 steps a day times 83 years 

[average life expectancy in Australia]).  

 

As writers we need perseverance. Yes, there is magic in beginnings but the 

writing of great stories requires thousands or millions of pieces of magic and to 

stay the course requires determination. I have noted in this thesis how the 

Japanese author Haruki Murakami imagines his writing practice as something 

physically taxing, an activity that he trains for in order to be a consistent and 
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enduring writer. In claiming that physical training, running, has made him a 

better writer, he has said: 

 

What’s needed for a writer of fiction – at least one who hopes to write a 

novel – is the energy to focus every day for half a year, two years… 

 Fortunately… – focus and endurance – are different from talent, 

since they can be acquired and sharpened through training… 

 Writing novels, to me, is basically a kind of manual labour. Writing 

itself is mental labour but finishing a book is closer to manual labour. 

(Murakami, 2008, pp.81, 83) 

 

When I get overwhelmed in the midst of a writing project (it happens at some 

point in every endeavor I begin, no matter the length of the piece) I go for a walk. 

I have talked about how walking gifts me personal character, temporal acumen 

and creative strength, but in the midst of a long project in which I’ve lost track of 

how I arrived at a particular point in a story and am unsure where the story will 

end, I remind myself that human beings are made to walk and driven to tell 

stories.  

We each walk 230,000,000 steps in this life. If I thought about that 

immense number every time I took a step I’d be overcome, humbled by the tiny 

impact that each of those strides contributes to the whole. But I don’t do that. I  

focus on the continuum of steps taken from birth to death. I think about how life 

has to be lived one step at a time otherwise it’s too vast and complex to 

comprehend. As Murakami says: 

 

To keep on going, you have to keep up the rhythm. This is the important 

thing for long-term projects. Once you set the pace, the rest will follow. 

(Murakami, 2008, p.5) 
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Thinking of keeping pace and maintaining rhythm, I can transfer that step-by-

step thinking across to my angst around the enormity of a writing project. I can 

think logically about the constant obstacles and blockages that appear in my 

creative life, and how each word written and each problem overcome is another 

step to story. I remind myself that walking and stories are what humans are 

made to do, as Jack Hodgins says: ‘What is this world if not an organism that lives 

by the endless interweaving of stories’ (Hodgins, 2001, p.24). Since the dawn of 

symbolic thought and oral language 100,000 years ago, we’ve been creating 

fictional universes one step and one word at a time.  

Such a week of walks also reminds me of a key piece of advice my PhD 

supervisor Professor Nigel Krauth offered me early on in the writing of this 

dissertation: ‘One of the most important things to remember in a PhD is 

momentum’ (Krauth, 2016). It was something I had felt before in my writing, the 

quality of keeping at it. Applying creative energy consistently to a task builds 

upon itself. It creates narrative momentum. Walking up a hill you feel gravity pull 

you back, you have to employ steady energy to the hill or you will grind to a halt, 

and when you stop it’s much more difficult to start over again.  

I have felt this many times in my writing. I’ll be working well on a piece 

but then have to take time off, and when I return building up to the same level of 

forward motion is much more difficult. I have to work hard to re-establish my 

momentum. When I take a conscious walk up a hill, feeling the muscular burn in 

my legs and the press in my lungs, it reminds me, again physically and mentally, 

that without the application of constant energy creative projects, just like our 

lives or our messy offices, are subject to entropy.  We must push and keep 

pushing to create great stories. 
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Writers utilize many techniques to solve the problems that arise in their practice. 

For me, one of my most often utilized solutions is simple. As the Greek 

philosopher Diogenes is reputed to have said: Solvitur Ambulando – ‘it is solved 

by walking’ (often quoted, see e.g. Huffington 2013). Diogenes said this in the 

midst of a philosophical debate in the 4th century CE; the adage still resonates 

today.  

 In this thesis I have analysed the deep connection between walking, 

creativity and writing. I have shown that evolutionarily walking and creativity 

are related, that walking generates a creative mindspace through neurochemical, 

neuroelectrical and neuroanatomical changes. Walking can eliminate time 

pressure while at the same time providing writers with the raw material to 

produce great stories. Walking gets us in touch with temporal space, the 

structure around which we understand narrative. Walking is an active metaphor 

for the creativity, confidence and joy that writers need to push forward on their 

path, and walking is a corporeal reminder that life is short, stories are all around 

us and so it’s essential that we engage, with persistence, in the craft we, as 

writers, were destined to pursue.    

Walking for me is a catalyst, a medium and a metaphor for great 

storytelling. 

Keep walking, keep writing.  
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