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THE MIQHT BEFORE | drive owr po Mosfolk,
I can't sleep. My thoughts are a mess.
What it [ have to tell these strangers
things 1 dont want ro rell them? Wil
everyone there hate me for showing up
for the sole purpose of writing abouc my
expericnce! Why did 1 even suggest do-
ing this in the first place? I feel a tightness
in my chest as I go to bed,

The ecazson 'm o so cense bs thar I'm
about to head o a "MNew Masculinity'
retreac run by Rebel Wisdom, a media
company founded by journalise David
Fuller and writer and facilitator Al-
exander ‘Ali' Beiner, It aims to reboot
how we think abour philosophy and
our bodies—Ilooking tw bridge  lived
experience  and open-minded debate,
Their channels fearure the kind of long-
torm content that has created an encire
subculture on YouTube and in podcasts,
with huge names such as Ryan Holiday
bringing ideas like stoicism back into
the daily vernacular of millions around
the world. “The rerreats acmually pre-
date the media platfiorm,” says David,
“We've always run the wo in parallel
and firmly believe that you cant just
watch yourself to an experience that
changes you, we acrually need 1o do the
pracrices. We're fundamenrally abowr
bringing the rwo together, the ideas and
the pracrices.”

The fact is that I'm going into this
open-minded but sceptical, and I el the
founders a5 much before heading oue o
the rerrear's home ar a place called West
Lexham—described as ‘an ethical haven
of magical mrechouses and bell renes’. The
only promise | give ahead of time is that
I will Fully engage.

The drive o Norfolke from my home
in Morth London is arduous, the fust
obstacle [ have o overcome, Storm Eu-
nice—the worst the Bland has seen in
three decades—is bartering the UK. My
arms are locked throughout, keeping
the steering wheel steady as winds up o
150 kmh sweep across the motorway. As
[ creep inko the countryside, uproored
wrees limer the road and I'm mer by the
awtul sight of dead toxes and pheasants,
It this weekend is meanc w be a primor-
dial reconnecrion with myself, dhis s a
spectacular way to kick it off.

When | pet to the retrear, housed
in a manor with a nerwork of cortages
and barns, there’s a power cut, Candles
Aicker across the dining hall as we all
ger o know each other over small ralk
and lateral How tests, The men gathered

Tha waekend
ratveats aften
inzlude sharing
yaur deegast.
darkmst fagre and
congerns wilh

& provg of sem-
plala giranpers

here come from a range of backgrounds:
police officers, former soldiers, menral
health workers, doctors, accouncants,
photographess, ser designers.

Afrer some introductions and house-
keeping rules, we sertle into our Arst
exerciie in the main room. We wallk
around in circles, covering each inch of
the space we'll inhabit for the next few
days. | size everyone up as we are told
to stare into each other’s oyes as we pass,
Depending on who [ connect with, 1
detect every emation from aggression to
kindness. I bnd myselt wonderng why
this retreat is just for men, a chought 1
will come back o a lor over the course
of the weekend. We are asked w make
commitments to oursebves for the com-
ing days. The ugly scribble in my note-
book stares starkly back ar me: [ promine
{will mov be afvaid of change.

I quickly realise rhis will be a diffi-
cult commitment to stick to as we sarca
trust exercise in the small groups of five
mien and a facilizor thar we will remain
in tor the rest of the retreac. One per-
son stands in the middle, eyes closed.
He lers himself Bl in various disections
as the closest person carches him and
rochs him gently back 1o the cenere. I'm
surprised by how rrusting everyone is. |
almaost drop a couple of my group mares
who have given themselves fully o the
exercise. When my um comes around,
I ind myselt completely incapable of

“I feel that being
Arab and Eastern
Mediterranean, my
ability to tap into
Earth-shattering
rage isn’t something I
need help aceessing.”

lewing go. "1 guess | have vruse jssues™
| think o myself, in the first of many
realisations to come

[he weekend is framed by organisers
Dravid and Ali as a Heros Journey, the
mythological monomyth  popularised
by American writer Joseph Camphbell,
himself influenced by Card Jungs ama-
Iytical psycholopy, I'm familiar wich the
Hero's Journey from my screenwriting
and hotion writing, bur ve never really
thought of it a5 a tool for personal de-
velopment. Luke Slopwalker and Harry
Potter are brought up. and we receive
our lightsabers and wands in the form of
the principles thar will guide the process.

Depending on how you count, the
global wellness industor is valued at an-
ywhere berween §$1.5-4.5 willion. Big
business, But [ don't feel anything being
sold o me here, although the mames
of apps and Industey figureheads will
come up over the course of the tao days
[ feel cyniciam dispel as 1 come inu
contact with the experience iself, [ am
surrounded by more than 200 men who
are dedicaring three days of their life o
becoming berter people. Ie's the kind of
thing that’s easy to misunderstand or
mock from a distance, bur once you're
up close ir feels special.

As the hrst evening draws to a close,
we tell cach odher why we'lre here, in our
liele circle. | go quickly from ‘o write an
article for & o something deeper and
uncombfortable. | haven't been here for
rwo hours yer and already I'm revealing
insecurities abour my carcer, the time
['ve wasted and the precarious positions
[ often find myself in.

The next morning, we wake up at
:45am. By 7am we are In the main
room doing the thing I've probably been
dreading most: exercise, Led by one of
the volunteers, a former Royal Marine,
we run around in circles, our jogEing
punctuated by squarts, planks, push-ups
Everything reminds me how hard the
past owo vears have been on my mind,
but also on my body. [ am suddenly very
aware that | am less than a year away
trom turning 40,

After breakfast we have a dance w
Darudes “Sandsrorm” and The Prodigy’s
“Firestarter”, These songs also remind
me thar I'm almose 40, | remember the
years they came out (2000 and 1996, in
case vou're wondering), how excired T'd
get playing them alone in my eenage
bedroom. [ find it surprisingly sy w

| dance to them in this new setting, [ ==
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realise it probably isn't even B:30am yer.
I wonder why | cant dance like thiz in
‘normal life’ unless I've had a few drinks.
Dance more often becomes a new aim.
We are now primed for the next pro-
cess) inquiry and active listening, We are
paired off, scatred on two folding wooden
chairs face-ro-face with a man from our
group. The process involves speaking for
a set amount of dme with the under-
standing that the person facing you is
engaged in active listening—including
full eye-contacy. lvis a deeply odd way of
communicasing, [ ind it veryr difficuls to
maintain eve-contact and realise how ter-
rible I am ar it generally. Bur once you're
through the first mound of ralking this
way, you are hit with the realisation that
life would be so much berer if we did chis
more often with those we care about,

Every step of the way we are being
told where we are in the hero’s journey.
We are now at the "entrance of the cave’,
We are told o visualize a man we de-
spise. I'm surprised by the person [ have
in mind, [ resent how quick be is to an-
ger. 1 guess ir's whar Pve often despised
abour myveelf roo. The visualisarion feels
like it's taking torever, when I open my
eyes I'm already drained.

We then walk around the room. We
are told ro stare vocalising our disdain of
this person. Suddenly, mose than 20 men
start shouting and roaring around me.
For the first time 1 feel uncomfortable,
I've shoured like this in the past. [ think
back vo fighrs in Bedrur rraffic where 1
could tap into thar rage all-too-easily. |
feel Like I'm in a room full of every ver-
sion of myself 've hated over the wears,
I decide to be incredibly calm and just
breathe. I worry char | mighe ruin in for
evervane of be seen as the writer obssry-
ing rather than engaging. But as [ get
guict and focussed, 1 feel powerful. 1
teel conhident char I'm still playing along
with the purpose of the session,

Besides being the frst time I'm un-
comtortable, it’s also the first time I chink
my background might be affecting my
experience. Most of the room—like 86
per cent of the UK—is white, 1 feel chat
being Arab and Eastern Mediterranean,
my ability to tap invoe an Earch-sharrer-
ing rage isnt something [ need help ac-
cessing. In the next part of this session,
rwo men square off opposite cach other.
They intedock shoulders and roar into
each other's faces. Again, [ don't wane o
ruin this for anyvone. | srare into the eyes
of my partner, tryving to silently commu-

nicate thar he's free po shour as loud a5 he
wants into my face, bur thar 1 will seay
here in absolure stillmess. 1 will later be
told by some of the men thar this was the
moment they realised [ had principled
positions on what [ would and wouldn’
do. It's the moment they respecred me.
Weird that it was the moment where |
felt everyone in the room hared me.

In one of the rare moments where |
step outside 1o spend a minuee by my-
self, | motice the storm has passed. A
quick glance ar my phone reveals how
devastacing it has been for the country,
I realise how isolated we are our here,
I wonder when the ‘masculinity’ pan
of the retrear kicks in. I wonder why I

don't normally enjoy the company of

groups of men or rraditional male bond-
INE EXpericnoes,

Dhr next session is about going into
the underworld, which honestdy sounds
ominous, I'm starting to feel quite raw
ar this poine, ag we've spent a bor of time
ralking abour and listening o decp-sear-
ed isucs, We are twold it is a breathing

I've never artempred anything bevond a
five-minure meditation with the help of
a stupid iPhone app.

The firse 10 minures ic juse fecls like
I'm in pain. | keep my inhales and ex-
hales in sync with everyone in the room.
Ihen, suddenly, we all start brearhing ar
different thythms, | hear sounds from the
other breathers. People are yelling in be-
roveen brearhs: pain, lasgher, pandemo-
nium, The pain migrates into my hands,
We were warned they would clamp up as
the oxygen levels in our body changed.
I move my hands above my belly and
chest to loosen them up, It feels like
they're helping move air through my
system. Like a breachwork Jedi, 1 sud-
denly hit a state that feels like cuphoria,
| feed rears forming. Before | understand
what is happening, | start crying un-
controllably, Sobbing and shaking as 1
continue the breaching. Michael’s hand
holds my right shoulder. Then anoth-
er person holds my lefr shoulder, T fezl
supported  both  physically and emo-
vonally, Tt is strange and wonderful. 1

“Before I understand what is happening,
I start erying uncontrollably. Sobbing
and shaking as | continue the breathing.”
—

exercise though, which sounds simple
enough. Until [ discover that it is a
45-minute controlled breathing session.
1 find myself panicking a lirdle. | have a
nowonously hard time with my breach-
ing. | have had panic aracks in the
past due o how pot-in-control of my
breathing I am. 1 recently wrote a whole
exsay entitled “The Shallows” for a forth-
coming anthology about all the fimes
my breath has ruined my life. I'm sur-
prised to learn thar this kind of con-
mrofled breathing emerged as a way to
replicate psychedelic experiences when
the substinces themaelves were banned
in the LS in the 7is

The breathwork keeps us in pairs,
By this time P've spent most of the day
with Michael, a charming dulcet-toned,
bearded Glaswegian who runs a mind-
fulness charity. One person lies down
(the breather) while the other (the sit-
tet) srays by their head observing them
and supporting them through rhe ex-
perience. | have no idea what to expect,

Wark ow tha powar
af breath &2 wel
as finding yaur
path an the hanas
jomrney e things
You gl 19 grips
with a5 2 egwly
akag-knil graup

think abour my parents, my sister, my
wife, how [want to well them I love them
when I'm back home. | think: sy fife bas
Just changed, { know by ro breathe now
and [ smile.

The 45-minures end Fasrer than [ im-
agined they would. | emerge slowly, dis-
oriented and euphoric, 1 grab my note-
book and wrire down everything ['ve just
felt. 1 can already see the moment slip-
ping away from me, I feel bad abour my
assumprions again. If someone had old
me about this thing Ive just done, just
as I'm telling vou about it now, I'd have
a well-prepared snarky comment abour
Mew Age woo-woo bull**** to deploy.
Bur as I sit there, | feel transformed and
grareful my cynicism has brought me w
this place

But for all the success, there’s a poine
I smumble on all weekend. [ sl don’
understand what this retrear has to do
with masculinity. The word “brothers” is
used a lor, and the imporrance of being
with other men throughout this pro- »=
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ceds I8 emphasised. Bur 1o me it seems
like a wellness retrear. A wonderful and
transtormative one, but not particularly
male. Similar retreas, such as the Sev-
en-day Path of Love (run by Rebel Wis-
dom’s founders’ mentor Raha Morgan)
are mized. | ask David abour this. “We
downplay the male-specific aspect of
the group to a degree, because we don't
want to put forward a ser of conceps
around masculinity for the men to ac-
cept or reject, 5o if your experience was
thar it was a universal experience rather
than one ted to masculinity then that’s a
perfectly valid interpretation, you clearly
fully immersed yourself in the process.”
Ali adds “Mixed groups are wonderful
and important, buc theres a differenc
energy. I've noticed many men feel mose
comforable being vulnerable in a space
of only men. They may find it easier o
talk abour their sexuality or infdmane re-
lationships tor example,”

My personal struggle o see the
world through masculine and feminine
comes to head inoa session boosely based
around some of the archerypes discussed
in King, Wardden, Magician, Lover: Re-
discovering the Archetyper of the Matnre
Masculine a book by Robert Moore and
Doug Gilleree thar is referenced regular-
Iy over the weekend, Bur by this poine,
| understand thar 1 dont have o buy
into every minute of the weekend 1w
extract meaning and knowledge from
the experience. My mind wanders and
| stare o think there is such a thing as
tog much personal development work,
Ir's acrually a conversation with a friend
abourt this poinc thar led me 1o this iso-
lated, wind-battered part of Morfolk. 1
think of that fHend for 2 moment, and
I'm thankhul for our conversations. Jusc
as with any form of education or intro-
spection, at some point you have to pur
things into practice.

As we near the end of the weekend,
we get into our small groups and rell
each ocher whar kind of man we wanc
to be, Then the rest of the group tells the
person speaking whar they have seen in
the past owo days that would stop you
from reaching that goal. To my surprise,
everyone is incredibly insigheful abowr
the rest of the group. It is almost wor-
rving to whar exxent we can be seen if
we spend rwo days being fully open with
one another. The group &5 near-unan-
imouss in whar will hold me back: my
fear of risk-raking. Although | normally

enjoy vulnerability, I usually select whart
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At tha end of the
bwi-dey redrazd,
yau hopalully

hava a elear eat of
imustians and 4
new group af riends
1 0 Wwith them

I wanr o be vulnerable abour and chis
feel: uncomforiable.

I feel drained from all the release
and sharing. I"ve had a migraine for 24
hours, and it is srill hammering ar my
temples like an angry neighbour trying
o knock down the front door of a near-
by house party. As [ breathe chrough i,
I think to miyselt chat this experience is
at is besr when ir's ar i simplest.
Breathing, a supportive hand on your
shoulder, the knowledge that some-
one understands what you're going
through-—aor even better, that they em-
pathise in silence,

The final event of the weekend rakes
us outside. | don my Merrell hiking
boots (that have never been used for hik-
ingl, Berghaus basehall cap and a Uniglo
jacket I've boughe for chis weekend. I'm
cosplaying as someone who spends dme
ouwtside in the Brigish wilderness. The
truth is, at abour this fime on a normal
Sunday I'd be higuring our the best place
to get brunch. As we all gather in a drcle
by a wood and glass orangery away trom
the main buildings, Al explaing why we
are here. We are at the last srage of our
transformation, We are abour to cross
the threshold berween the paved slabs
we srand on and the grass thar leads wo-
wards a rock facing the stream beyond,
And the threshold berween who we were
on Friday moming and who we will be
when we bead home, We will climb onto

“If this weekend

is meant to be
a primordial

reconnection with
myself, this is a
spectacular way

to kick it oft.”

the rock and shour an intendon for owe-
selves into the world.

At first T can't see how I'm going to
take this seriously. The first person heads
our, We stand in silence as chey make the
30 or 40 steps to the rock, They take a
minute and sceeam their sentence ino
the void. As they walk back, the small
unit of men that has been their support
network for the whole weekend awaies
them tor a welcoming embrace, As the
first few men go up, [ find myself getting
emotional again. Suddenly, ir feels casy
taking this seriously. | clench my fsts
and decide to go next. | march forward
with focus. | pause at the edge of the
last concrere stab, As | pass the thresh-
old, I place my hand on che wet grass,
like a Beazilian foorballer rowching the
pitch and looking up to the heavens, 1
stride vowards the rock, The grass and
mud make my walk more uneven than
I would like. I climb onto the rock and
with far more ferocity than [ had im-
agined shour our °F will rake feev=
rivks” into the cold air ahead of me, 1 feel
the roar go through the soream below
and the trees ahead. | shour so hard 1 lose
my tooting and stumble off the rock, 1
pound my chest and shour as [ stare inwo
the ground. | keep staring down as |
walk back m my group, stll pounding
my chest. “In the eyes!” they shour a
me. [ life my head and carch their gaze,
these five strangers who have seen me
fall apart and come back rogether over
the course of the weekend. | smile as we
embrace, | tear up again,

As | load up the car with my souff,
ready for the drive back though the chird
storm of the week, | am happy w be
alone for the nexy dhree hours. [ came w
this place nor quite sure whart o expect.
I leave with clarity. breathing rech-
niques, and  aches from my B
pushups in a tew vears, [ leave having
messaged the people T love most in the
world words | hadnt thought of ex-
pressing in a while, if ever. I leave with
unexpected friendships, [ worry [ will
be weird when 1 get home. By the dme
I reach Morch London, 1 haven't really
communicared with my wife in three
days, save for the odd message. As soon
as she sees me, she stops whart she’s do-
ing, “You look different. Mo, you feel
different,” she says with a smile, looking
at me across the living room. Resist it as
vou might, bur when you embark on a
hero's journey, you are bound o come

| home a chanped man, W




