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CLOSER NEWS REPORT

emailed Mike the new address 
and switched off my phone. 
This wasn’t how women in their 
fifties were supposed to behave, 
but it felt liberating.’

Monique isn’t alone in her 
journey – a recent report 

revealed that around 
four in 10 people over 
60 are interested in 
taking a gap year, while 
industry data also 
points to a rise in long-
haul and extended trips 
among solo travellers 
aged 55+, most of 
whom are women. 

Sam Harrington-
Lowe, founder of Silver 
Magazine, for GenX 
mavericks, says, ‘We 
undertook an in-depth 
lifestyle study and, 
interestingly, the 
option of going alone, 

leaping on a plane and 
“working it all out when you get 
there” beat package holidays 
and all-inclusive options –and 
around 87% of our respondents 
were female.

REASSURED
‘The rise in “solo” travel groups 
means that it’s safer for women 
to travel alone now – or at least 
without their other halves, 
kids or dogs in tow – there’s 
a security of being in an 
organised cluster. The increase 
in travel meet-up apps and 
shared experience social media 
groups also makes solo travel 
a far more secure and exciting 
opportunity for women who 
want to get out there, make new 
friends and see the world.

‘Financial independence, 
time and confidence, often 
when children are grown up, 

aking up one 
morning in 
February 2022 
feeling weighed 

down by an endless list of 
chores, Monique van Tulder 
decided a short trip might clear 
her head, and started planning. 

But that little getaway, 
however, turned into a 
full-blown gap year – and 
eventually, a new way of life. 
After years devoted to being a 
wife to her husband, Mike, 56, 
and a mother to her sons, now 
aged 21 and 22, Monique now 
splits her time between home 
and solo adventures around the 
world. Her nomadic lifestyle 
often means months away from 
her husband and kids. 

Monique, now 58, says, ‘After 
two decades of playing the role 
of homemaker, something 
shifted for me that morning and 
I’ve never looked back. 

‘I’d done the lion’s share 

of raising the children 
and running the home. I’d 
organised holidays, planned 
meals and ferried the kids to 
endless lessons and sports 
matches, putting everyone 
before myself. I adored 
Mike and our boys, but I’d 
completely lost myself. 
Waking up that morning, 
the voice inside my head 
was screaming, “What are 
you doing with your life?” 
I kept thinking, “If I died 
now, what would be on my 
gravestone?”’

EXTENDED TRIPS 
Monique, who lives in 
Australia, decided to take 
herself away to their holiday 
home in The Whitsundays. She 
says, ‘I thought I’d spend a few 
days there but, when I arrived, 
I realised I could do whatever 
I wanted. Ten minutes later, 
I’d registered for a PO box, 

WHAT’S BEHIND THE RISE 
OF THE GOLDEN GAP YEAR? 
With solo travel surging for women over 50, 
Closer speaks to one woman who pressed 
pause on family life to find herself…

and responsibilities have eased, 
are all reasons why women 
might choose to travel later in 
life. Many actively choose solo 
trips for freedom, flexibility and 
personal growth too; to find 
themselves or get back to their 
old selves – so many feel lost as 
life progresses. Also, there has 
been a shift in social attitudes 
– travelling alone is no longer 
seen as brave or unusual, but 
increasingly normal.’

When Monique 
eventually switched her 
phone back on after a 
few hours, there were a 
few confused messages. 
She says, ‘I reassured 
Mike that I didn’t 
want a divorce – I just 
wanted to be me again. 
I ended up being away 
for a month. When 
I popped back 
home to check 
in on everyone, 
I stayed for a 
long weekend, 
then I upped 
and left again.

‘I slowly worked out what 
I wanted life to look like. I 
listened to podcasts, ate well, 
did some exercise and got 
plenty of sleep. I also started 
posting about my adventure 
on social media. I spoke to my 
family regularly and they’d 
learnt to figure things out 
without me. They knew I loved 
them and how to find me, but 
they had found their own feet.’

Five months later, in July 
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says 

travel has 
made her 
a better 
version 

of herself 
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2022, Monique visited relatives 
in the UK and the Netherlands. 
She says, ‘I had savings from my 
work as a clinical nutritionist, 
which enabled me to up sticks.

‘I also set off for an adventure 
around Europe, visiting places 
such as Venice and Croatia, 
stopping off in the Austrian 
Alps. A couple of months later, 
I decided it was time to go 

home, and Mike flew out and 
surprised me in Singapore.  
This told me everything I 
needed to know – I’d been 
missed and things wouldn’t 
slip back to how they used to be 
once I returned home.’

FOCUS 
In December 2024, Monique 
published her book A Grown 
Up’s Gap Year, a part memoir 
and part self-help guide for 
other women, imploring them 

to focus on themselves and 
learn to say ‘no’.

Monique says, ‘Some grumpy 
old men have told me, “If you 
were my wife, I wouldn’t have 
you back.” But who’d want to 
return to men like that? Mike 
understands that relationships 
can mean many things, 
including a need for space. He 
had a wonderful life before I 

left and, if anything, it’s now 
even better as I’m happier.

‘Not every family 
dynamic is the same, but I 
want other women to find a 
way to put their well-being 

first. My sons still call my gap 
year “the time Mum got mad 
and took off”, but to me it will 
always be the time I realised 
that, as well as taking care of 
everyone else, I deserved to 
take care of myself.

‘I now have the freedom to 
live my own life, and it’s made 
me a happier, healthier version 
of myself, and because I’m 
not snappy, tired or grumpy 
anymore, I’m a better wife and 
mum too.’ 

 j I DESERVED TO TAKE  
 CARE OF MYSELF J 
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