
As someone who tells stories for a 
living, I am aware that I use more 
than my fair share of words. If 

I’m not typing, texting, or scribbling in a 
notepad, then I’m chucking as much as 
I can at my brain – friends’ Facebook 
photos, stupid YouTube clips, trashy 
television shows. And if technology 
isn’t handy then I’m playing my own 
little movies in my head – memories or 
aspirations, regrets and desires, measuring 
my success against others, willing myself 
to improve.

It’s frantic, exciting, exhausting. But 
nothing in my life has been as draining as 
a ten-day silent meditation retreat where 
I learned to separate myself physically 
from all those distractions and to stop my 
mind from taking off on another one of its 
indulgent escapades.

My Kiwi friend Mike went along to a 
Vipassana meditation retreat a few years 
ago, and soon after went through an 
impressive career change. Part envious, 
part inspired, I had been meaning to go 
to the Auckland centre ever since, but I 
just couldn’t seem to fi nd the time to take 
off for ten days and sit silent and cross-
legged. Or rather, I always had more 
exciting things to do over the course of 
ten days than sit, silent and cross-legged. 
But, I ran out of excuses when I arrived in 
Singapore last month with no job and little 
money, only to fi nd there was a course 
on St John’s Island that just happened to 
have places available. I knew my mind 
needed a good cleanse. My liver did too.

Still, even up until the point of boarding 
the ferry I was in two minds about actually 
going. The idea of giving up glam party 
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Is it possible to survive a silent meditation retreat? 
Jacqueline Smith reports on her quiet, cross-legged 
experience. 

invitations and turning my back on 
potentially important emails was most 
unsettling. The thought of not being 
able to talk turned my mouth dry. It 
wasn’t until I called my boyfriend in 
New Zealand from the ferry terminal 
that I decided to do it. I wasn’t going to 
prison, he told me, but it would be good 
practice for if I ever did.

Prison. It took just a few minutes of 
sitting, silent and cross-legged for me to 
realise that word did not only apply to 
a block of concrete cells built for bad 
people. I couldn’t escape my aching 
knees, raw tendons, pained, squealing 
mind. Ten minutes felt like an hour, and an 
hour felt like a day. The tuneless chanting 
that crackled over the speakers at the 
start and end of each hour lit an angry 



acidic fi re in my chest. The Mandarin 
translation stoked it. I decided it sounded 
rude and aggressive, and it became even 
more unbearable, when accompanied 
by one woman’s incessant cough and 
another’s belches. 

The next ten days were to follow 
this pattern. 4am: gong sounds (10, 20 
something 30 times) to signal the fi rst, 
two-hour meditation. 6.30am: breakfast. 
8am: shower, hand wash one of my 
t-shirts and a set of underwear, pace fi ve 
times along the path, brush my teeth. Two 
hours of meditation, lunch. Pace another 
fi ve times along the path. Visit teacher, 
share concerns (talk!), brush my teeth, 
fi le my nails. 1pm: Four hours meditation. 
Fruit snack and tea. Shuffl e back to room. 
Take in washing, brush teeth, maybe 
shower again. 7pm: Meditate, attend the 
evening discourse, meditate again, shake 
all bedding to remove lizards, scratch 
the bright blue nail polish from one nail 
to ceremoniously signal the completion 
of one day. Stare at remaining nails. Will 
universe to devour me whole.

Perhaps it was because I was sitting 
with my eyes closed for ten hours a day 
that my world felt darker than it had ever 
been. In the afternoon, low-fl ying planes 
from Changi Airport screamed above the 

meditation hall, only just clearing the trees, 
and on the fi rst few days, I willed them to 
crash and blow me to smithereens. Part 
of me felt dead already, and I’m sure 
circling hawks and the creepy drain-
dwelling monitor lizard could smell it.

Every day I fantasised about someone 
calling the emergency number I had left 
behind to tell me I had to leave the island. 
But every day something - something 
even stronger than my stubbornness 
and masochistic nature - kept me going. 
Slowly, slowly, I started to feel like an 
ecstatic child seeing the world for the fi rst 
time. Ants made me giggle, birds made 
me swoon. Staggering, like a dazed 
patient in an asylum, I fell head over heels 
in love with the trees. I decided they were 
the most selfl ess and patient of all life’s 
creations. I guess this was the “zen” that 
women’s magazines talk about.

It took me a while to realise I had 
become oblivious to my own aches and 
pains and the coughing and belching of 
others in the meditation hall. I had even 
started enjoying the chanting and the 
rush of the overhead planes. My fear of 
missing out on the real world turned to 
fear of returning to it. How would my glow 
hold up against the smog, and stress of 
the mainland?

Two weeks later I’m no longer a 
vegetarian tea-totaller who rises at 4am to 
salute the sun, but I do feel that something 
has shifted in me. I’m crazy about buying 
plants, less interested in Facebook and 
un-phased about the uncertainty of the 
future. I mean, if I did ever fi nd myself in a 
concrete prison cell, I think I would stand 
a better chance of preserving my mental 
stability, well, as long as I had a row of 
ants for entertainment.
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