
Love, Liberty and Leadership	                         PREFACE 
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

IMPORTANT: Before launching into the 
content of Love Liberty and Leadership, let 
me say a few words about the form. As we 
conducted nine prototypes of the program 
which became the Young Canadian 
Leadership Challenge, we carefully 
recorded a great deal of it on video.

Much if what happened on the road to perfecting 
our program stretched our belief and left us in awe. 
For this reason, some of what I have written here 
won’t be believable unless you see it with your own 
eyes. Well, here you can read about it - and see it 
as it unfolded! Because we captured many of these 
moments on video, our book on the subject is 
rendered more complete by including and linking a 
companion video library - enough video for two 
CD’s. Just as one picture is worth 1000 words, one 
video sequence is worth 1000 pictures. So, as you read this book, to bring it fully alive, make sure that 
you watch the videos at the same time. At the end of each chapter, if there is a video which relates to 
the material, I will remind you what it is and where it is. Please enjoy!

Some books can be read wherever you open them. But the first five Chapters of this book describe a 
historical sequence starting with our inspiration to begin, and goes on to relate, in sequence,  the 
development of the program over its first 4 years. For this reason, I suggest that you not roam around 
– rather that you read the book in the sequence that it was written. You’ll get a better picture this way. 

At any given moment, over 40% of North American adolescents are worried that in the next few days 
someone in their near environment will carry out some violent act towards them. Over 70% have 
already been involved in some violent act - either as a perpetrator or a recipient. We adults can forbid 
violence, but nobody’s listening! We can sentence perpetrators to punitive programs which are meant 
to put an end to violent behavior - but who can name one current program which can claim success?

It was once felt that youth violence was rooted in poverty, but a significant number of young people 
thrive despite marginal financial lives. For this reason, it is widely acknowledged today that the root 
cause of violence in young people is their lack of resilience. It is not just that these young people have 
been exposed to adversity. Rather it is that they haven’t learned anything from their exposure. in the

A group of men met together between December 1999 and the date of our first program in October 
2000, to design and prepare for a program which would buck the trend, and actually put an end to 
violence. The fact that this program succeeded with 36 of the 43 attendees, plus further improvements 
which occurred in subsequent prototypes proved to me that a program which puts an end to violence 
for almost every young participant is not only possible, but actually within reach. Further to this, the
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institution of a parallel girls program in 2003, which after three 
painstaking years of adjustments and redesign accomplished the 
same ends with a wide range of young women, some of whom had 
experienced extreme adversity and were attending a corrective, 
alternative high school, suggests strongly to me that we have 
something in our hands of immense potential.

 Nevertheless, this is hardly a simple process and along the way we 
have identified seven balls that we must keep in the air, like a 
juggler, if the process is going to succeed. These balls have names. 
Love, Liberty and Leadership is a study of those seven balls and 
how they interact with each other, and how they may be 
reassembled by others so that the results of the program remain 

constant and 
consistently positive. It has been our experience that 
75% of attendees, including youth-at-risk, receive a 
remarkable jump start at learning to be resilient, to 
both lead and follow, and even to start looking 
forward to life’s challenges. The “ ingredients,” each 
one of which is necessary in the final recipe, each 
deserve their own description and treatment, and so 
the treatise which unfolds here will be explore each of 
them individually, and then how each fits seamlessly 
into the whole. The seven ingredients are – the catalyst 
which makes the change occur, the attraction, 
articulation, declaration, the environment, the 

attraction which brings participants together, and the motivation towards future development which 
results - and presencing. These balls and how they relate to each other will come up time and time 
again throughout the book. Of them, only the last term - “presencing” is unfamiliar - and this will be 
addressed at length in Chapter 8. 

There always is, or if there isn’t there should be, an inspiration which underlies 
a new idea coming into being. Martin Seligman, whose successful program to 
alter the mindset of Grade 5 - 6 students who were seen to be pessimistic and 
on an inevitable road to depression - earned him the honor of being chosen 
APA Psychologist of the Decade for the 1990s, was inspired by the singular 
experience of one Thomas Hoving which was well known in psychological 
circles as The Hoving Effect. While this “catalyst” will be explored in detail in 
the book, suffice it to say that this was a well known story of a young university 
student who was inspired by an exercise created by one of his university 
professors, which, in the space of 10 minutes, propelled him from being an 

ne’er-do-well failed student to discovering the fundamental passion which would drive his life and gain  
him worldwide fame for the rest of his life.

Such an extraordinary experience is often the starting point around which a new program is built. In 
our case, the inspiring experience was the chance meeting of a remarkable 12 year-old boy who had 
been sent to an adult leadership conference by an awed friend of the presenter. A number of men who
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spent the next 9 months cobbling together a youth program were present when this young man, after 
declaring himself shy, amazed the audience by showing up, unmistakably as “his own person.”
	
This exposure became our “catalyst” ball. Having et him, we knew, before starting, what was possible - 
that this young man had attended a weekend program as an “everyday” kid, and that at the end of 
the weekend he was no longer the same person. Five of us quickly volunteered for the next version of 
this program, hoping we would uncover its secret. Without diminishing, at all, the set of circumstances 
that had been created, into which remarkable change found a way of appearing, we can now tell you 
that the program was no moire complicated than taking a group of 75 young men up into the Rockies 
for a camping weekend with a group of adult men who were determined to become “good fathers.”

The program activities were not overly striking, but 
something intangible allowed the boys to join in with 
enthusiasm. At the weekend’s conclusion it was apparent 
that a handful of participants had gained a major change - 
much like the young man we had seen. A 17-year-old boy, 
who shortly before had spent months incarcerated for 
attempting to kill his father, had threatened my friend at the 
beginning of the program with the assertion “If you jerk me 
around, I’ll kill you!” spontaneously joined me sitting on a 
log at the end of the program. I was unknown to him. But 
this young man eagerly told me that this was the first time in 
his life that he felt that he could trust an adult. So this is 
where we started. We made this our central dynamic. We 
also knew that we would not be content with a handful of the participants gaining this change. We 
wanted it for them all. So, without knowing how to do so, we scrambled to add other needed elements 
to make the process universally accessible.

We identified another of the ingredients - the “environment” as the grandeur of nature - that the effect 
of the breathtakingly beautiful location in the Rockies was no accident, and indeed a contributor to the 
results. Add to this that the men involved were not trying to correct the young men who came – an 
environment which was new and refreshing for a group of boys largely from Vancouver’s ghetto - boys 
who were quite used to being told, in no uncertain terms, how to do things differently. Another 
ingredient of note was the “attraction” of an experience labeled by its very name as an “adventure.”

We later found through trial and error, that if a change were going to happen, it was important that 
the young people had a chance to “articulate” it when it was fresh in their memory. This became a 
cornerstone of our program. We also found that it was important to present the participants with 
challenges which arose almost unexpectedly, which gave them a chance to be truly present to the 
experience - which we labeled “presencing.” We also instituted, along the way, an opportunity for the 
participants to feel “motivated” to undertake the next segment with a passionate desire to outdo 
themselves. Finally at the end of the process, just before they left, it became clear to us that their 
making, “declaration” of their intentions to keep the ball rolling, was vitally important. Not all the balls 
were in play at the beginning, but that’s what prototypes are for, adding new elements, subtracting 
elements that don’t work, thus making it increasingly more likely any given participant would succeed.
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Vicissitudes 

Events that happen along the way are neither all good or all bad. Those which I would have seen as 
bad at the time - sometimes later proved to be clouds with silver linings. Some things didn’t seem like 
much at all the time, but later turned out to be amazing elements to build upon. Such are the 
vicissitudes which occur when one undertakes a creative process. The hardest, however, are the 
rejections, and no process occurs without some. Some are devastating at the time because one 
recognizes that they’re hard or impossible to undo.

When I got excited about this  to the point of not being able to say “no!” to it, after having met the 
young man who would prove to be the inspiration for perhaps 10-15,000 or more hours of my 
impassioned work, I wanted to share it with as many people as possible, including my son who was 17 
years old time. He liked hanging out with my male friends, and so was not difficult to enroll. But, 
because things happened with seeming serendipity along the way, sometimes moving forward in leaps 
and bounds, I got more and more excited, and at one point I blurted out the comment at home that 
working on this was like “falling in love with one’s species. “

Excited as I was,I didn’t see the look of consternation on Andrew’s face at the time, but my comments 
took him aback. He said to his mother that there was no way that he was involved in a love affair with 
the species. In fact, he revealed to her that he was somewhat cynical about the human race. Next, he 
simply disappeared into the woodwork and when the time came to go to the program, he was 
nowhere to be found. I wasn’t about to push the envelope. I knew in a moment I’d blown it. So, I 
advise any parent who becomes interested in this work to consider who they are talking to when you 
offer this to young person either in your family or beyond. Just remember that beyond what they are 
willing to reveal to you, they may be secretly or otherwise struggling with their own youth 
development. It’s not like they’re going to tell you. 

Luckily there’s a fast-forward here. Things did move on. My son, shortly afterwards got a job he liked, 
and moved out of home. He was interested in video production, and so was I. It was one thing that we 
had in common, and we often talked about it with some excitement.

From time to time I had him make videos for me, but not related to youth program. Then, when he was 
21, I somehow had occasion to show him Reed Larson’s article Toward A Positive Psychology of Youth 
Development, which I speak about at length in Chapter 7. 

Andrew is an inveterate reader, and while the Larson article is 
long, it’s anything but dull. It’s quite inspiring. After he read it, he 
made some uncharacteristically unguarded comments about his 
own experience as a 21-year-old, and somehow, in the process, I 
asked him if he might be interested in making a video based on 
Larson’s article. He leapt at the opportunity, and produced a very 
credible video, every bit as good as I could have done – and 
besides it was from the viewpoint of a 21-year- old – which I 
couldn’t duplicate. I have included this video on CD#2 as 
YOUCAN.mov, and I recommend it to any one who is interested in a 
project such as ours, as I have beeb doing so for some years, as it 
is representative of a younger view which is quite refreshing.
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Love, Liberty and Leadership	 INTRODUCTION 
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

A book meant to draw the audience in, not just to create an understanding at a 
distance, but to actually inspire people to join in – hands-on, must, as I see it, offer 
the reader a strong flavor of what is actually happening here. The exercise of writing 
about it is about getting you involved - not merely informing you. So let’s get right to 
it! I have called this book Love, Liberty and Leadership because of three elements 
which appear newly and spontaneously in the youth who have participated – and 
which, otherwise, rarely appear in a young person until adulthood - if ever.

Let’s start with 14-year-old Brent (not his real name). He was a 
musclebound young man,  who towered over his fellow 14 year-
olds. The first I saw of him was when I was overseeing the first 
challenge event which his team of eight boys undertook – an event 
called the Blind Square. The participants are given a 80 foot 
length of heavy rope. After each puts on a blindfold, the rope is 
taken from them, tangled and knotted, and handed back to them, 
with the instruction at that the challenge is to untangle the rope 
and fashion it into a perfect square. The first thing that happened 
was that Brent cheated, peering out under his blindfold and then 
approaching other boys who were blindfolded and pinching them 
viciously. This torture is known as “nipple pinching.” It was the first 
time I’d ever encountered it. 

The father of one of the boys on the team anxiously pointed out to 
me what was happening, fearing for his own son - one of the other 
boys. This is a mistake to involve a father in the same exercises as 
his son, as he will be understandably prone to take an action, 
rather than letting his son discover it on his own. 

I would be the same way! I tried to explain this to him rather quickly, as I didn’t want him to intervene 
at this early stage. After all, we have learned to let things play themselves out and let the young 
people find their own solutions. As it turned out, this is exactly what happened.

After the exercise, which was successfully completed despite Brent’s distraction, the team’s next action 
by was to “debrief” (in a conversation among themselves) to see if they learned anything that could be 
applied to future challenges. We adults were there at the debrief, but not to involve ourselves. Not 
much was said, if anything, about Brent’s unseemly bullying (it is rare that young people speak up), 
but the team didn’t have much to say either when it was called up before “High Council”– a group of 
volunteer adult men dressed in medieval costumes who would ask the boys difficult questions, grilling 
them about how they had participated together. High Council is trained not to be a pushover  - and is 
not looking for stock answers meant to please adults - but little else. The team stood to “win”an icon for 
having learned something, but Brent’s team had little to say about anything it had learned and so left 
the meeting with High Council without gaining the available icon which signifies success.
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This was their first run. Now the team knew that each time they encountered a challenge, the next thing 
would be for them to debrief and following that was their meeting with High Council. A strange 
phenomena quickly ensued as they readied themselves for the next challenge event. Brent seemed to 
cast around for what to do next. There was a boy on Brent’s team who was a special needs camper - 
mentally challenged and generally kind of lost on the team. The team was discussing how it would 
undertake the next challenge. Brent sidled up to the mentally challenged boy, and encouraged him to 
put in his “two cents worth.”Quite evidently a bully, Brent wasn’t bullying now!

This seemed a bit unusual to me at the time. I wasn’t sure what would happen next. But as the next 
challenge unfolded, it was clear that Brent had decided to take this disadvantaged team member 
under his wing. What was going through his head? He was helping, not hindering. The team did better 
with the next challenge, there was no nipple pinching, and when the team came to High Council, Brent 
was eager to be one of the presenters of the team’s argument to gain an icon. Clearly the challenge 
had captivated his interest. And he seemed to be astute at sizing up the situation, realizing that the 
team would only be as good as its weakest link. And he was determined that the weakest link would 
not be weak at all. The team gained an icon. Brent, in the background –was clearly up to something.

By the third event, Brent was making up cheerleading lines and teaching them to his team. He was 
really enjoying participating and clearly a leader-in-waiting. He had a smile on his face! The team 
prospered, and yet Brent seemed happy to see other people rising to the foreground. It didn’t have to 
be him. At an exercise at the end of the afternoon called Best Day Worst Day, each member of the 
team was given the opportunity to talk about what they consider to be the worst day of their life and 
their best day. Brent was remarkably candid. He told of the time when he was 11 years old when his 
father, who had left when he was three, phoned the family and wanted to see his children. Brent and 
his siblings were excited, and when the day came, his father didn’t show up. Brent noted that he had 
had, from that day on, a chip on shoulder. When it came to describing the best day of his life, he said 
“Today is pretty much it. I guess I can let go of the chip on my shoulder.”

Brent is typical of the bullies who show up at our program. If one were to start out by correcting them, 
they would just resist. But if we can persist with them until they see that there is something of value for 
them here, they will almost always find it. And quickly, at that! What they find is something they would 
never expect – that the very kids that they hold in disdain regularly are seen through different eyes. 
Instead of bullying them, they find ways to lead them. All this occurs in the space of one morning, but it 
must be orchestrated perfectly for it to happen. This is the rising of love - the first unexpected element 
in our young people’s transformation. Both the love of themselves and the love of others now becomes 
a motivating factor. As they lose themselves and their self-consciousness in the event, they also lose 
their characteristic way of handling everything – and become more spontaneous and magnanimous.

They like this, and so they become even more spontaneous. In many ways they get positive feedback 
for new behaviors which has not characterized them before. This is their liberty - and it’s breathtaking. 
At the end of the first day another opportunity will present itself, and that is, after being told how good 
they’ve been at meeting the challenges, they are given the opportunity to ponder what it would take to 
be even more prepared to meet the challenges of the next day.

Many of them have remarkable answers that you would never hear in another context. A fat boy talks 
about no longer “sucking it up“ when teased by others on account of his fatness. Another talks about 
not really putting in effort at school, in some sort of defiance, and feels that this defiance could be 
given up in his quest for increased participation at a high level. If it sounds like this is orchestrated and
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 that the participants say these things to appease the adults who were present, it doesn’t happen this 
way. The adults involved have been well warned that young people need to discover their best self, not 
to be continually told is what it is. So, leadership arises as the natural consequence of love for one’s 
self and love for one’s compatriots, and from the freedom and liberty wrested from their usual violent 
behavior, which happens once the young person is fully engaged.

The timing of the next event was just a few years after the intertribal genocide had occurred in 
Rwanda.A number of Rwandese boys and girls had accepted our invitation to attend. 
Rodrique was an 11-year-old French Canadian 
boy who was small for his age – small but wiry. 
He could well have been the forgotten member of 
his team of eight. On it was a 300 pound 13- year-
old boy whose claim to fame was that he was too 
fat to do any of the challenge events. With him 
was in another overweight boy, who could have 
done the events but was caught up in complaining 
about everything - and who sat them out. 

Three of the boys were refugees from the Rwandan 
genocide, handsome young boys who nevertheless carried the strained facial expression of sadness. 
While they seemed glad to be there, they were cautious, joining in very slowly.

On the second day of challenges, the Sunday of a three day weekend, the team of eight had gelled 
nicely, and were moving along famously. In about their fifth or sixth event of the day, they came upon 
the Jousting Challenge. Each team sent out its members to stand on a plastic milk carton container with 
a cudgel made of a piece of plumbing plastic with soft foam on each end. The exercise was to see who 
could push the other off their plastic milk carton.

Rodrique’s team and the other team had tied in wins, and the next challenge was to meet as a team 
and send out the right representative of the team who could win the winner-take-all final event. 
Rodrique’s team was very excited - all but the two fat boys. One of the the Rwandan boys strode 
immediately to the front and declared “It’s me!” It seemed obvious to everyone that he was the most 
athletic of the group and the most likely to win. It also seems likely that this is the way it was good to 
go – until pint-sized Rodrique raised his hand to speak - like a student in school, and said “What about 
Mark? He hasn’t been able to do anything so far. And he could win this!”

Mark didn’t say anything one way or the other. He wasn’t used to putting himself forward.  But the 
other overweight boy piped up that this was fair. Unexpectedly, the Rwandan boy who had leapt into 
the fray, suddenly and unexpectedly agreed that Mark should be their representative.

Mark was sent out as the team’s candidate, and quickly won the contest -
hands down. The adults present, myself included, had tears in our eyes. 
There was nothing to say. The boys had simply “risen to the occasion.”

Again, love had intervened in a strange way. Nobody had to say “I love 
you!“ That would have been inappropriate. What was appropriate was 
that everybody had a win to celebrate, and the team had performed 
with class. The icon was gained and when they gained it, as all icons
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 were given a name, the boys named it “INGENUITY.” But the adults 
realized that what was really in the air was “compassion.” Yes, there was the arising of new ideas, 
liberating the participants from their usual way of ragging on each other - and in the doing, leadership 
was the end result, not merely a taking of the lead, but - more complex than that - a taking into 
consideration the needs of all - and the actions needed to meet those needs, a moving on from one’s 
old, habitually cruel self. 

I had occasion to talk to Rodrique about a year later. He had spent a lot of time in the interim 
reminiscing about how much fun he’d had the program, but he steadfastly held that he hadn’t learned 
anything there and that if he had learned anything since, he had learned on his own. I had no reason 
to argue with him, because we always find it preferable for the young people to take ownership of 
their own learning. I was curious, however, and had to ask him “What was it like to be on the team 
with three black boys from Africa? “ To my surprise he answered “They were?” I had to show him a 
picture if his former team before he recalled that they were different from himself. How often is it that a 
young person is freed from their racial stereotypes?

I thought back to the same event where there was a girl’s event that was happening simultaneously 
and remembered that the three Rwandan girls on the team with five white girls and the black girls had 
refused to even talk to the other girls on their team for the first three challenges. On the fourth 
challenge, suddenly chattering broke out, and after that it was hardly apparent that there was any 
tension caused by the differences. Yet, at school, these two racial groups never mixed.
___________________________________
The events recorded above occurred with several prototypes under our belts. But we never doubted, 
after our very first event, that what young people really want, despite all their bravado and defensive 
behavior, is to be able to find the peace of common ground with others in their environment. Once 
they find the common ground – love for themselves and positive regard for others – and liberation 
from their knee-jerk reactions – violence goes out the window and leadership arises almost universally 
– something immediately apparent to the adults around them.
___________________________________

The Program In A Nutshell

Love, Liberty and Leadership follows the inner development of the program which came to be called 
the Young Canadian Leadership Challenge.  All we had to begin with was the certainty that a few 
young people had “popped out” into being “their own person.”  While we had attended the program 
where this happened, we could only see that the opportunity centred around spending a weekend in a 
remarkably beautiful natural setting with a group of men were not ragging on them at every 
opportunity. Yet, this simple form had given rise to something a few young men took away from it 
which left us in awe. We wanted whatever this was for our own kids. Many of us had trained to do 
Ropes Course training1, which had been used by the British military during World War II to train 
officers to “think outside the box.” Two of us, Ken Victor and I, had been involved in creating programs 
which centred around “simulation gaming2”– in which challenging scenarios were cast and 
participants were asked to operate within a participatory theater, joining in the scenario and then 
working together to accomplish a goal despite adversity and pitfalls which occurred along the way. In
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 the nine months that we met as a team on a weekly basis, starting with only a vague notion of what 
our program would be, we arrived at the night of Friday the 13th, 2000 not really knowing what to 
expect would happen. But we knew very well the results we wanted. We later recreated this for girls, 
and came to realize that one has to go about it slightly differently with them - which we documented in 
the EVENT MANUALS which we created. It took us longer to get it right with girls - but we did!  

What we devised, duplicated more or less in each prototype, was the following: the participants 
would arrive, by bus, having agreed to play weekend-long role-playing game. A theatrelike 
atmosphere was created, with players in costume. Once we explain the game to them, they are 
divided into teams, separating friends from each other, and making sure the teams are relatively 
balanced, yet quite diverse in age, background and in culture. We had a strong sense that this was 
necessary even from the outset, as it meant that there wouldn’t be a dominant “way things are done 
around here” which characterizes many activities. It meant that the young people were going to have 
to make something up, and this was very consistent with the design of the simulation game.

Once they are familiarized with the rules (there are not many, but staying in the game is one), we 
formed a single line and we take them on a long hike, at least until darkness falls, at times having to 
proceed with blindfolds on, in order to learn how to help each other out. Next comes the creation of a 
bivouac or camp for each of the teams. They are given the bare essentials of creating a shelter– ropes, 
canvases, pegs and the like. Once they create a shelter they are to choose a team name, make a team 
better banner, and compose a team cheer which they will have to present before being served 
breakfast. Sometimes this produces conflict among team members who have been thrown together, 
and usually this provide some early ways of working themselves out of conflict as well. The opening 
evening sets the stage for what is to occur. The story is told which will be the scenario they will be 
fallowing for the next two days. We have often used the Knights Templar attempting to get their 
esoteric power back after a century of being on the run as a storyline, a completely made-up story line 
is just as good. But since costumes add considerably to the scenario casting, it is essential to know 
which story one is putting out well in advance. Like the young people who are attending, until they 
arrive, the adult volunteers have only a mere inkling of what is to happen, and know only that they will 
be expected to broadly protect the youth from harm, but to avoid for the most part telling them what 
to do. We are able, time wise, to provide about two hours of training prior to the young people 
arriving. We have experimented with several forms of training. Enough said about this at this time.

The next day teams are assembled around breakfast and things move forward at a fast pace. During 
the day young people will pass through 6-8 Ropes Course events – which are physical puzzles set up 
in the forest – with which they will have no advance familiarity, and which, for this reason they will 
have to respond to his ingenuity and curiosity. 

An example is an event called Nitro Swing. There are two 
platforms slightly raised above the ground, about 6’ x 6’. 
They are about 25 feet apart, and between them hanging 
from a wire suspended between two trees, is a thick rope, 
unreachable from neither of the platforms. The team mounts 
one of the platforms and is given a bucket of water almost 
filled to the top. They are told to imagine that they are on a 
sinking island, and that they have a bucket of nitroglycerin, 
which, if it spills even a drop will blow them to smithereens. 
They are challenged to get the whole team and the nitro to 
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the other island – the other platform – without anyone touching the ground. Executing this 
perfectly requires quite a lot of talk and planning–and some ingenuity–in some sense of spatial 
estimating. Some people have to reveal their fears, and others their doubt that they can get to 
the other side. On the other hand, each team member that makes it to the other side is greeted 
with rousing cheers. 

The elements are all quite different, and each requires working together, as there are no events which 
can be solved by one individual acting alone.

When an events is completed, the participants debrief – which means that they review their 
performance, talk about their personal response to it, and make whatever plans seem appropriate for 
tightening up their performance during the next event. But we added to the traditional Ropes Course 

training is the visit to High Council, which we made 
up ourselves. We want the young people to think 
about skills, virtues, leadership qualities, values–the 
things that make a difference between failing and 
succeeding. So the young people do know, each 
time out, that they will be queried on what qualities 
they have brought forth newly in order to solve the 
puzzle. It means that they begin to talk about these 
in advance, gradually becoming part of their 
planning. Fortunately the trips to High Council 
become the highlights of the day – which surprised 
us a little. It gives the teams added incentive to do 
well, as, if they perform at High Council with marked 
authenticity and genuine curiosity, they will walk 
away with a piece of a treasure map, with the name 

of the quality they have embraced during the challenge written on it. This can be, as in the story 
above, qualities like INGENUITY or even COMPASSION. They name it. Each of the teams want to 
gain as many icons as possible, to find the treasure chest.

Very few of the Ropes Course challenge events opens up head-to-head competition with other teams, 
so most of the interconnection occurs within a constant group of 8-10 people. Adults are assigned to 
the teams as “mentors”, but they are instructed not to intervene except to encourage, and are really 
there to assure safety and that things don’t get too far out of hand.

There is a definite shift in the dynamics about the middle of the day on Saturday, as the bullies in the 
group discover that there is something that they are more interested in doing than their usual raining of 
disdain on everyone–that is,  to assume leadership. Not only is it leadership, but it is generally a 
benevolent leadership, which gives rise to greater participation by young people who have normally 
been quiet because of their fear, and relatively non-participatory. During Saturday afternoon we see 
these kids coming out of their collective shell and participating with me please please. Many of them 
have never done so before.

 After supper, we have the final exercise before the Saturday night campfire. This exercise is meant to 
prime the pump and it involves the team circling up, with the adult mentors a part of the circle, and 
perhaps speaking at this time for the first time, as they have been told to be non-interventionist up until 
this point. Those in the circle are encouraged to relate the story of the Worst Day of their life and the
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 Best Day of their life. This gets people talking, and it has delayed the verbal participation of the adults 
until the young people are well launched on their own trajectory. Sometimes, as in the story of Brent, 
this exercise, in itself, produces a major transformation, if the timing is right.

The young people then go right to the evening campfire, scheduled as darkness overtakes the light of 
the day. On their way to the evening campfire their task is to find a rock to bring with them. The notion 
of the campfire is revealed to them to be a rite of passage as they move from being a “Squire” to their 
role from now to the end of the program as a Knight. Each of the teams is called forward, and each of 
the members passes through a maze, carrying their rock with them. The leaders then tells them that 
more will be expected of them once they are knights, during the challenges of the next day. They are 
told that their rock stands for any burden that they may have brought with them from their everyday 
lives. The notion is the burden may slow them down or cause them not to be at their best. The 
possibility is put forward that they may leave their burden at the campfire and move on. At this point, 
quite spontaneously, young people often speak from considerable maturity, talking about what they’re 
prepared to do to be their best. Many of them talk about issues in their lives, like the bullying of little 
brothers or sisters, difficulties they have with step parents, struggles with the school system, 
embarrassment over body image, and the like. Organizers, time and time again are always pleasantly 
surprised by the depth in the articulateness of their participation at this point.

After the ceremony is over young people are issued swords, which are pieces of Styrofoam, normally 
used to insulate plumbing pipes from the cold. These are sufficiently soft and, as sword fights break out, 
no one gets injured. Young people are simply exuberant, and tend to roister around most of the night. 
One thing that we found about girls in this context, and you will see that they approach this event 
somewhat differently than boys, is that they often choose to dance after the Saturday night ceremony.

On the Sunday there will be a similar set off challenges, and these are, understandably more difficult 
than the challenges of the day before. But knowing that, we also add another layer of inquiry on the 
part of the young people. They’re not only operating for the team on Sunday, ( sometimes even teams 
are joined up so that they get the experience of cooperation) but they are also led to examine the 
skills they brought with them, the skills that they discovered during the program, and the most difficult 
of all, the skills they wish they had to recognize that they don’t have yet. During the day they will write 
to these skills are qualities on a crest on their T-shirt, such that by the end of the day each person will 
wear a unique crest which delineates qualities of the person they aspire to be. We have a number of 
different ways to end the event, but usually there is a dramatic moment in which the young people 
acquire the final puzzle piece that allows them to discover where the treasure chest is. It’s really quite 
remarkable to see that the quest for the treasure chest is recognized by the young people themselves 
as a intrinsic quest, as opposed to one that is sought after for the reward itself. They’ve never been told 
to treasure is, and when it becomes something quite mundane like cake and ice cream or something 
frivolous like the wherewithal for a food fight, they are not taken aback at all. It hardly needs to be 
said to them that they themselves are the treasure. The day ends with each of the participants being 
celebrated by the chanting of their name as they board the bus and head back into the city. 
____________________________________________________
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 The highly replicable results are easily apparent, widespread (occurring in 75% of 
participants) and are readily observable - right away, during the program, and less 
often, delayed, appearing in the six weeks following the program. They include:

1. Increasingly “authentic” behavior and the ability to articulate this behavior.
2. Increased self-respect and parallel respect for the diversity of others.
3. Reduction in violent behavior and/or victimization by others.
4. Increased resilience (quantifiable ? See: Chapter 7 P. 73) 

Unlike many intervention-related behavioural adaptations, the results seen are not 
extinguished over time. Rather they are enhanced by subsequent everyday life.

 Anecdotally, the positive results achieved are seen in the same frequency in 
individuals who were dysfunctional, disabled or at-risk prior to attending. 

As you read through Chapters 1-7 which follow the historical sequence of the various 
prototypes, you’ll see the accumulation of a certain emerging phenomenology which 
we explained to ourselves as best possible at the time, on the basis of what we or 
others knew (and wrote about) at the time.  Understanding the phenomena which 
occurred proved, at times, to be piecemeal and partial, and sometimes we were left 
in the mystery of not knowing precisely why things had happened the way they did. 

But you will see me stating several times in the latter chapters that Western society’s 
understanding of human change has been evolving very quickly since the turn of the 
21st century. You’re in for a pleasant surprise when you come to see that virtually 
everything that remained mysterious by the time of our last prototype has 
subsequently been cleared up in a new, exciting overarching understanding of the 
total process which has been unfolding here. This new understanding and its portent 
of an exciting and expansive future appears in Chapter 8 p.85.
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