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BEAUTIFUL WORDS FOR THE MIND


Each book offers stories and ideas about creating daily habits that are kind to the mind, whether through our connection with nature, our creativity or everyday tasks, or simply knowing and feeling more accepting of ourselves. The books stretch the mind and soul, so that we may colour outside the lines, experience the moments of wonder that are right there in front of us and occasionally venture out of our safe harbours.


deptstoreforthemind.com is the exciting new creative venture by Sophie Howarth, co-founder of the School of Life. The Department Store for the Mind is a place to explore the world inside your head: a vast and unique terrain of thoughts, ideas, emotions and memories.


www.deptstoreforthemind.com
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INTRODUCTION


Walking is medicine for the mind. It helps us slow down and think things through. It also helps us perk up and generate new ideas. There are few activities as readily available and revitalizing as a brisk walk, or as soothing and stimulating as a long walk. Wonderful things can happen when we set out on two feet.


Within these pages you will find stories from artists, designers, writers, psychologists and speakers who are inspired by the effect of pacing outdoors. You will hear of walks in the city, hikes through woods at dawn and epic adventures involving long journeys on foot. No matter the scale of the tale, the writer offers lessons they learned of a simple, human nature that we can all understand.


Each chapter invites you to witness a personal journey and take from it what you will. In a world where so much of the noise around us suggests we are not good enough as we are, and that we must seek to change, these accounts try to do something different. They aim instead to invite a stroll into the complex pathways of the mind to discover the beauty of our own quirky individuality.


As we get more adept at feeling good about our own funny ways, we may become more able to warm to the same in others. Through tending ourselves, we may go some way to tending our world.


In each chapter you will discover suggestions and ideas about how to create simple daily habits from the writer’s thinking. Some ideas might work for you and others will pass you by. This is perfectly fine as there are enough for each reader to discover a little gem to make their own.
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CHAPTER 1


EAT, SLEEP, WALK


Walking is essential, every day


Katie Steel | Supafrank with Louise Ellaway | Writer


When I started the morning walks, I’m sure I looked half-mad.


I had a stick, a long gnarled-up thing that stood up to my shoulder. I was wearing a grey zip-up hoodie that resolutely flapped from one shoulder, no matter how many times I tried to shrug it back on. I had one pair of good leather walking boots.


And I knew, from the muted alarm in the eyes of passers-by, that I had a fearful determination on my face.


I’d just moved from the heart of London to a small village nestled among rolling and wooded hills. In the year before the move, my business partnership had gently crumbled. That, and a childhood of turmoil, had left me with a feeling of uncontrollable anxiety.


All the way through my twenties I had searched for adventure, or for escape in the disguise of progress. I travelled a lot and was totally restless. I wanted an exotic journey, I wanted a great career, and I never felt settled in any of it. There was a constant feeling that I needed to be somewhere else. To be not in the moment.


So many things go into a sense of self. All I knew was that by the time I’d moved away from the city, mine had reached a roiling tumult, a place where every thought had a frenetic energy. I had anxiety to the point where I would wake up with butterflies each morning for many years. I’d get shortness of breath just going into work. My mind was like a balloon, filling up with air and deflating, filling and deflating again – till it was all stretched and the life was gone from it. I was totally phobic about what my life was going to be.
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To make things worse, I’d just been put on strict doctor’s orders to give up my most effective coping mechanism – my cigarettes.


So I took up walking.


SLOW EXPECTATIONS


The morning walk, when I began it, was 5km (3 miles) long. It was winter, and the dawn was unappealing. I’d ask my partner, Tom, to drop me off on his way to work, just to take the choice out of it. He’d boot me out of the car and leave me stranded with only my two feet to carry me. From there on, I was alone – out in the cold and often apprehensive.


"I COULDN’T BELIEVE, AFTER COMING THIS FAR, THAT I’D LOST THAT INSTINCTIVE PART OF ME – THE PART THAT KNEW HOW TO DO THINGS BRAVELY AND SIMPLY"


My route took me on a meandering stomp through dense woodland. Although the path led me through undergrowth, occasionally I would poke my head out between branches to emerge at a wide, expansive vista with a view right over the downs. On a clear morning I could look out from the top of a hill and see London shimmering in the distance.


From the very first week that I moved to the countryside, I took this walk each and every day. It started as a way to cope, no more and no less. I had no expectations of it. Walking was just to give some kind of structure to the days that otherwise sprawled ahead of me, as I worked from a desk at home, trying to feel out a new path for my business. And my walks provided a distraction from the yawning call of my tobacco cravings.


Over time, though, they have become my centre, and my lifeline – asking only for my steady commitment, and giving back infinitely more.


EARLY ENCOUNTERS


My initial encounters with the woodland showed me just how far I’d strayed from myself.


At the beginning, it was manic. I was walking and walking, and talking in my mind, trying to frame my life to date – to work out who I was, what I was doing and just how I’d ended up talking to myself in a field in the middle of nowhere.


Sometimes I’d stop sharp, only to realize I was singing to myself, loudly.


My nerves were never so apparent as when, on one of my early, exploratory routes, I came to a small stream. Over the stream was a simple plank bridge.


It’s not that I’d never seen a stream before. As a child, I’d grown up rurally. And in truth, this was little more than a brook. I came towards it, striding boldly at my usual frantic pace. But as I drew nearer, I began to freak out.


I don’t know how to get over this. I don’t know how to get over this.


The voice of panic rose strongly, near overwhelming me.


After a long hesitation, I gathered myself. Who was I, to baulk at the prospect of a few steps across a friendly wooden beam? I couldn’t believe, after coming this far, that I’d lost that instinctive part of me – the part that knew how to do things bravely and simply. I’d lost touch with the quick, easy courage of someone at home in their natural environment, comfortable in a forest or grassland teeming with unpredictable life.


I was almost floored by the fear.
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I took a deep breath, and ran across.


Other encounters called for a different kind of courage.


I carried my stick in part for company – but in part to ward off moody Highland cows, whose presence on the hills loomed large in my imagination.


Often, in those early days (before I had the company of Nell, my sheepdog), I’d walk into a field to a sense of presence. It would take a good minute or two to realize that just a short distance away, among the ferns, was a muntjac deer standing and peering out at me. We would stand there, stock still, each fixed by the other’s gaze.


Things were changing, slowly, slowly.


FINDING A PACE


As I walked, I began to notice.


First I noticed the dawn. At 6am, the air often has a dense, soggy smear to it – the kind of cloud cover that, from behind the protection of a window, looks oppressive.


But the moment you cross the threshold, you feel different. Out there, skin to skin with it, the cloud changes. Within the first few minutes of a walk, you feel your body adjust. Your skin puckers up with chill, or breaks into a sweat in response to the heaviness of the air.


I have gradually come to enjoy being outside more than in.


Each morning brings something new. One morning the cloud cover will thicken and the breeze will whip up, and on another morning the sun will burn off the mist and warm you. Outside, I find myself a part of the conversation. My favourite days are those where I set out in a darkish, foggy air, and the light comes up slowly, as I’m walking.


Soon, I noticed my feet. On my walk, the forest floor is spongy. In such a thick canopy, leaves fall down to make a kind of buoyant surface, a thick bed of plant matter – light, springy and sandy beneath my feet. As I walk, my awareness sinks to the ground, and I become more and more conscious of a rhythm carrying me forwards.


It’s easy to forget that anxiety is a physical experience. In its darker moments, it’s known for putting you “in your head” and seeming to snatch the life out from your chest, forcing your heart up into your throat.


I had grown accustomed to the feeling – not just of stress, which creates a strained relationship to the pull of time, but of the edges of terror, marked by a voiceless, panic-heavy lurching, and a mind filled to the brim with scathing self-attack. I couldn’t remember how it felt to be settled and calm.


"WITH IN THE FIRST FEW MINUTES OF A WALK, YOU FEEL YOUR BODY ADJUST. YOUR SKIN PUCKERS UP WITH CHILL, OR BREAKS INTO A SWEAT IN RESPONSE TO THE HEAVINESS OF THE AIR."


If anxiety has a rhythm, then it is the constant, uneasy pitter-patter of consciousness circling itself. I found the rhythm of my walking to be its partner, and its antidote.


My own footsteps. Steady, slow, repetitive. When I move this way, something shifts inside me.


WALKING IN THE CHANGES


The walks brought a slow-burning space for observation.


People say London is seasonless, but I think it’s a matter of attention.
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Walking, I began to sense the minute, gentle whispers emanating from each part of the landscape. I could hear the humming chorus that calls out the changing of a season.


My eyes became attuned to the colours. The Surrey Hills in summer are a vivid purple, thanks to fields of heather in bloom. As the seasons pass, the landscape is hit by a sweep of sudden life and demise. New arrivals spread in waves across fields I have only just got used to: a bed of buttercups rising in a plain meadow, a sprout of mushrooms emerging lurid red among wet shoots of grass.


Snowdrop. Daffodil. Bluebell.


"A WALK DOESN’T TAKE YOU AWAY FROM YOUR TROUBLES. IT DRAWS YOU RIGHT ALONGSIDE THEM, IN THE SPACE AND SILENCE, TO LET THE QUIETER PARTS OF YOURSELF SPEAK."


As I watch these cycles unfold, I feel a strange solidarity between the changeable seasons and my own shifting emotions. Nature doesn’t stay benevolent and stable all of the time. Seasons wreak havoc, whether violent or soft, but always vibrant. They bring life to a landscape.


WALKING THE TROUBLES


My walk’s short pocket of time – just an hour – has taken on its own dimensions. For a space born of repetition, it never feels the same.


I have noticed that, like weather patterns passing over and around me, my own being changes and expands into this space. Sometimes I feel large and bounding and passionate. Other times I feel small and narrowed.


Some days, I wake with a crystal clarity. On others, the ferreting voices of anxiety harass me and will persist until some point mid-walk. Or they will persist all the way through and relief will only come later, as I’m sitting at the breakfast table with flushed cheeks and a body ready, finally, to pause.


The deepest and most surprising benefit is that, without having to forcibly think positively (or really think about anything), a walk will soothe me. For one hour each morning, my usual overthinking is quiet, and I am absorbed in the movement.


If there is an internal voice, it’s in a different register. Maybe it’s having your feet firmly planted on the ground with each step, but a walk doesn’t take you away from your troubles. It draws you right alongside them, in the space and silence, to let the quieter parts of yourself speak.


WALKING HOME


I talk to myself more comfortably now. And sing! I think I’m finally at ease with it. I see it as a part of the process.


If there’s a difficult conversation to have, I’ll make sure I take a long walk beforehand. The time alone, pacing, is what I need to play a scenario over.


I’m not that good at knowing where I stand in situations, or in relationships. In the heat of a dynamic, it can be easy to forget yourself. I’ll have discussions with people in my head, trying to figure out how to solve problems or how to explain how I feel. Often, as a result, the real-life conversations turn out more positive than if I’d had them straight off the bat. They feel more truthful.


But it’s more than that. I somehow find my boundaries when I’m walking.


The walk becomes a place in itself. I’m brave enough, there, to express myself fully. By granting me time to reflect on how I feel about things, and to speak of them frankly, walking helps me remember that I’m a human, I’m a part of the world.


I can float options in my head, get to the bare bones of a situation, and start to see, actually – who I am is right here. This is what I believe in.


When a situation is taking me far away from who I am, walking will faithfully bring me home.


AN EVERYDAY REMEDY


I feel strong now. I feel like a phenomenally strong person. Oh, and I haven’t smoked in six years.


If you ask me, it’s all in the walking.


There’s a drive, almost an anticipation – I just get up and I’m straight out the door. I call my sister sometimes, but mostly I still walk alone, except for my fractious sheepdog companion, Nell, who bounds along beside me.


I love that it doesn’t take much money, or time, or a suite of special Lycra accessories. It’s nothing deep or mysterious. I just have to get up a bit earlier, and get out the door.


I can hardly believe the change that has come from something so simple.


It’s like breathing to me now. There are no ifs, no buts or maybes – no real decision to make. If it’s snowy or raining, I might go for a shorter route. Sometimes I’ll arrive home wet through. But I’ll always do it.


Because if I don’t, I won’t feel like myself.


Now I head to my desk in the morning with half-wet hair and rosy cheeks – knowing that my fears have been kneaded away into the earth by the soles of my feet.




GET THE EAT, SLEEP, WALK HABIT


Ideas for making walking essential
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