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Chapter One
Introduction



A retreat of any kind is a journey. It is a transition from everyday life – a life of outward pursuits and of giving, giving, giving or doing, doing, doing – into a quiet space of mind-body-soul nourishment, introspection and being. A self-led retreat is a pilgrimage inward, designed by you, for you. A self-led retreat isn’t a boot camp for self-reliance or ultra independence, but quite the opposite: it is an accessible, affordable means of taking responsibility for your own wellbeing. It is an ultimate act of self-care, empowering you to self-lead in your own health, healing and self-discovery journey.

This book will guide you through the journey and step-by-step process of creating your own self-led retreat. It will offer you the guidance, inspiration, support and tools you need to design yourself a truly transformative retreat experience, before encouraging you to give yourself permission to dive in, and immerse yourself completely in the magical, mystical world of retreats.





Retreat magic

Immersed among ancient oak trees, sat on the banks of the river Fal in Cornwall, England, I felt a grounded sense of aliveness in my heart. A steady balance of peace, of joy, acceptance and hope. I felt rested yet energised, open yet contained. I felt a deep sense of ease and peace within my own being. “This is the magic of retreats”, I thought to myself.

Retreat offerings have bloomed in recent years, perhaps as an antidote to the epidemic of stress and busyness the modern world has swept us along in. Retreats offer us a held space for quiet, nourishment and self-reflection. In a world that says “You need to do more”, a retreat will soothe us by saying “Do less”. Where the modern world wants to keep us distracted by algorithms, wanting more and striving to be more, retreats offer a space to slow down, and reconnect with the natural world and what really matters. In a world so geared toward the extroverted, retreats and especially self-led retreats offer gentle souls a safe place to realign and top up their energy

The difference between a retreat and a holiday (vacation) is subtle on the surface, but ocean deep underneath. A retreat embroils self-discovery, looking inward and taking conscious, deliberate rest. Attending a retreat is often driven by a desire for healing or self-connection, or to feel recharged or gain a deeper sense of mental or emotional clarity. A holiday, on the other hand, is more focused on external discovery such as sightseeing or exploring different cultures, or having some much-needed, light-hearted fun.

There is a time and place for both. But retreats allow us to lovingly tend to ourselves in a held space, and are what I consider to be an ultimate act of self-care. They can act as a reset button, helping us shift gears into a deeper, slower and more authentic way of living. Deciding to go on a self-led retreat can be an incredibly empowering experience, so I am excited that you are here. Leading yourself in this way is the embodiment of divine feminine energy.

Attending any retreat starts with an intention and a conscious choice to carve out sacred time to step off the treadmill of daily life and disengage from distractions. In some ways, the decision to retreat requires courage, as you choose to turn your awareness inward and not hide from yourself. The choice to book onto an organised group retreat – an experience that often comes with a pretty hefty price tag – instead of a holiday says something about where we are in life, who we are and what we value. I’ve been running wellness retreats since 2015 and I find it interesting that those who book onto a retreat all seem to have a similar sort of something about them. I’ve found that retreats often attract people – mostly women – who are of different ages and have different backgrounds, experiences and personalities, but are much the same in spirit. A retreat is a meeting of like-minded souls who seem to see the world in a similar way, and it all starts with an intention.

An intention is the seed that must be planted and nurtured in order for the blossoming, thriving tree to grow. An intention lines up the starting blocks in the direction we wish to travel. It is a potent yet utterly simple way of empowering ourselves in the present moment, and it has the ability to make the mundane sacred, to turn daily life into a prayer and to transform otherwise ordinary time and space into a retreat experience.






My journey of retreats

Back in 2015, I knew I was in desperate need of a retreat, but there were limited retreats on offer. It seemed that many of the retreats available were the super spiritual, serious retreats that were heavily focused on following an approach or method, or on one specific school of thought or philosophy. There were also retreats at the other end of the spectrum, such as super light-hearted yoga holidays with no real depth to them other than a class in the morning and evening. I was aching for a warm, welcoming experience that didn’t take itself too seriously, but that had some depth to it: something that offered a lovingly held space and non-judgemental guidance that would help me reconnect to myself and to nature. I wanted nourishing activities, but I also wanted plenty of room in the schedule to reflect and just be.

Years previous to this, I had moved through burnout, and my first experience of a “dark night of the soul” – an experience where I questioned and re-evaluated all I thought I knew about life and myself. Emerging slowly, I felt as if I was standing at the edge of a thick fog in my life. I could see and feel the light on the horizon in the distance, but I had no idea how to get there. I knew the only way to reach the other side would be to enter the fog – the unknown – and to place one foot in front of the other and trust in the path as it was unfolding. Fast forward to 2015 – and my desire to attend a retreat I could not find – and I decided to create the retreat experience I was in need of as an offering for others. I called these retreat offerings Horizon Inspired.
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Nearly a decade and 80 retreats later, I have learnt a lot about retreat experiences. One thing I know for certain is that for most people, there is a certain magic that happens during a retreat. Most people emerge having received exactly what they needed, even those who came to the retreat not knowing what it was that drew them there or what they needed. It became obvious to me very early on that any insights or feelings of alignment and empowerment experienced during a retreat was owned fully by the retreat attendees themselves; it was their ability to enter the experience and really be a part of it. The venue, teachers, schedule, teachings and food helped, but none of these things were the magic ingredient that sparked the difference between having a lovely time or having a life-changing time. That bit was 100 per cent owned by them, and is something they took away with them.

Since 2015, the retreat industry – or wellness tourism as it is sometimes referred to – has boomed. There are retreats of all different shapes and sizes, catering for just about any interest or need. Industry data is showing a significant increase in demand for retreats since the Covid-19 pandemic. A National Geographic article dedicated to this phenomenon reports a 30 per cent increase in demand for wellness breaks between 2021 and 2022, and found that almost half (46 per cent) of global travellers are more open to wellness breaks than ever before. Now you can find creative retreats, dance retreats, singing retreats, plant medicine retreats and everything else in between.

I truly believe in the power of retreats, and it fills me with joy that no matter who you are and what you need, you should be able to find an experience that suits your needs and interests. There is just one (quite significant) problem: you have to have a decent amount of disposable income in order to attend one.

Group retreats are expensive for both the guest and the host. I know the price I have to charge in order to make a retreat viable is not affordable for most people, and it has always sat uncomfortably with me. I also lived the irony where I was running multiple retreats a year, yet couldn’t afford to attend one myself. In fact, it was being in this position that first led me to the unexpected power of a self-led solo retreat.






Self-led retreats

The first time I took myself on a self-led solo retreat, it was largely spurred on by the deep desire and need for a retreat – a need to get away and clear my head – and a lack of funds to join an organised group one. I had no expectation that it would be remotely as beneficial as a group retreat. I just knew I needed to retreat and get away.

I booked two nights in a friend’s holiday cottage not far from home, and decided that in order to make the most of my time there, I would design a retreat schedule and get super prepared, just as I would when holding space for other people. I didn’t want to have to get in my car or engage in the outside world for the whole two days.

I set the intention to completely hand myself over fully to the experience from the moment I arrived. Emerging on the other side, I was surprised to find I felt all the benefits I was hoping to feel, and that I had experienced the same sort of magic as I did from a group retreat. It cemented a thought I’d had since I ran my very first retreat: the true magic of a retreat doesn’t lie in the location, the leader or the group, but in our own individual intention and ability to hand ourselves over fully to the experience. To self-lead. Any insights, wisdom or inner shifts that are experienced while on retreat – group or self-led – are all owned by and because of you.

Handing yourself over to the experience means being fully present to it, unshackling yourself from preconceived expectations for it to be a certain way, and instead opening yourself up to what is and to whatever will unfold. It means to stay present in the experience and to bring a beginner’s mind and a willing heart to it from start to finish. It requires an element of surrender, handing over control and yielding to be held or guided by the experience itself.

Solo retreats are nothing new. The history of them is rich, but usually a little on the extreme side, such as vision quests or pilgrimages. A vision quest is usually time spent in the wilderness, alone, with no access to food, water or sleeping arrangements. Just like all types of retreats, there is a time and place for this sort of retreat, but they can be quite masculine in nature. The self-led retreats we are exploring and designing in this book, on the other hand, offer a deeply feminine, nourishing and restorative alternative to other solo retreats. Where vision quests are about discomfort and abstinence, our self-led retreat will involve comfort and feeling held.

A retreat – whether it’s group or self-led – is the deliberate carving out of time and space to pause. The activities are a vehicle for reconnection, and the carved-out space for self-reflection is where the true and lasting magic happens. While for a lot of people, the bonds formed with others on group retreats can be one of the highlights, for some, navigating group dynamics and different energies can be distracting and, at times, challenging. A self-led retreat is designed specifically to meet all of your own individual needs, allowing you to connect with yourself on a profoundly deep level.

Creating your own retreat experience at home, or in holiday accommodation to your liking and budget, is the ultimate act of self-care. When done right, I have found that a self-led retreat can be just as powerful as a group experience.

Self-led retreats have become an annual occurrence for me. My self-led retreats usually involve two nights (sometimes more) at a cheap holiday let where I take myself off to reconnect. I put just as much time and energy into lovingly designing and curating these experiences as I do with the group retreats I organise for other people. I plan a menu and prepare delicious, nutritious foods, snacks and drinks (including all of my favourite things). I have a good idea of what activities I’d like to include, but allow for flexibility too. I make sure I turn my phone off for the duration of the retreat. And most importantly of all, I set an intention. I make that intention clear, memorable and achievable, and I always leave feeling topped up, clear, calm, grounded and excited about the life I’m going back to, and the changes I am going to make. Stumbling across the power of self-led retreats excited me because it showed me that there is a solution to the issue of the growing affordability gap, and that it can be closed without loss of quality or depth of experience.






How to use this book

In this spirited, easy-to-use guide, I will offer you guidance on how to plan, design and prepare for your own self-led retreat. Among these pages, you will find a pick and mix of retreat activities, rituals, readings and more, all offered to support you in your preparation for and experience of your self-led retreat.

A self-led retreat is a truly empowering experience. Your retreat will be designed and led by you, at a budget that works for you. Whether it’s one night away in a cheap holiday let or a 5* hotel in your local town, or an afternoon home-based activity, it has the power to be just what you need if you hand yourself over fully to the experience.

This book has been designed to be worked through systematically, so grab a journal that you can dedicate specifically to this self-led retreat experience, and work your way through the book chapter by chapter.

First, in Chapter Two: Planning your retreat, you will be coached through the planning stages of your retreat to get crystal clear on what it is you truly need, and the tools and resources you might need access to to bring your retreat to life. Next, in Chapter Three: Curating your retreat activities, you will be offered a pick and mix menu of practices and activities to choose from for your retreat. Moving on to Chapter Four: Your retreat, you will be offered support and guidance for the first day of your retreat. This chapter also includes support for you as you move through the retreat itself, and advice for staying focused and navigating any resistance should it surface. And finally, in Chapter Five: Integration, you will find guidance on how to integrate your learnings and reflections into your daily life.

I hope this guide inspires you to take some sacred time for yourself. I hope it acts as a trusted companion as you embark on your own self-led retreat. And I hope it feels like something you can turn to as a trusted friend and companion whenever you feel the need to reconnect.

Are you ready to prioritise you, and start planning your self-led retreat? Let's do this!
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Chapter Two
Planning your retreat



Welcome to the planning stage of your retreat. Here, you will put on the hat as retreat organiser, much like you would if you were planning on hosting a retreat for paying guests. As a professional retreat host and a self-led retreat enthusiast, I know this is a vital step in the process that cannot be rushed or overlooked. So in this chapter, we will explore the power of intention and the importance of space and setting.

Let this planning stage be an act of self-care in itself. If you can, carve out half an hour here and there to work through this section. In it, you will be guided to explore what it is you are truly in need of; the tools you will need to nourish yourself with; and the all-important part of booking a date and a venue for your retreat. First, let’s get clear on what it is that you truly need right now so that this can shape your intention and your self-led retreat.





What do I need most?

It is a beautiful, simple self-care practice to at least once a day – no matter how busy or stressed you are – place your hand on your heart, take a deep inhale and ask yourself: what do I most need right now? Sometimes, an intuitive answer comes flooding forth. At other times, the answer is so buried beneath the surface that it is hard to translate what your heart is yearning for.

To uncover what you need most right now, I invite you to practise the following short meditation, which will help you drop from your head to your heart before journalling your thoughts and feelings. This exercise will also give you a good idea of what you will be working with during your self-led retreat.


The meditation

Follow these simple steps, or, to hear a guided recording of this meditation, scan this QR code. You will need: a quiet place; your new journal; and two different coloured pens.

[image: ]


	Start by taking a few breaths to centre yourself.
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