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      I am a swordsman, but this is not a sword fighting book. To excel in any art, including swordsmanship, we need a solid foundation of mental and physical fitness. Swords are cool. They are the shiny hook that pulled me off the sofa and into an active life. But they can also be a distraction that pulls us away from building our foundation.

      I have been training in martial arts of one sort or another for nearly forty years. In 1994, I co-founded one of the first historical fencing clubs in the world. In 2001 I founded my own school, and have been researching, training, and teaching swordsmanship for a living ever since. Through all these years, I have spent most of my personal training time on solo training. Even when I’m in a room full of people and swords and could do other things. If I neglect the real fundamentals, something will break.

      Soon after the pandemic of 2020 began, my student Wout contacted me for some advice. For reasons unconnected with training or the pandemic, his right lung had collapsed. The doctors re-inflated it, but he was strictly banned from exercise for six weeks. He used some of my breathing training to help him cope with pain in the hospital, which the doctors encouraged him to continue. But other than that, what should he do? What kind of training is possible when all you’re allowed to do is sit around the house?

      I suggested meditation. If you can’t move at all, you can still build your ability to focus, expand your inner horizons, and improve your state of mind.

      If you are able to moderate your breath, you can practise breathing more efficiently. Breath is the only unconscious process that is easily made conscious. It acts as a bridge between your will and your automatic responses, allowing you some control over stress and your level of neurological and hormonal stimulation. Some breathing exercises require movement, but many don’t. We can adapt those that do; one of my students has his elderly mother doing variations on my breathing exercises while sitting in a chair. I’m told she loves them!

      If you can move your body and have a little bit of space to move in, you can work on strength, range of motion, and cardiovascular fitness. You can also look after your joints. This is why you’ll find me on long-haul flights at the back of the plane doing squats, push-ups, and stretches. Yes, I get funny looks, but one advantage of being a professional swordsman in the 21st century is that nobody reasonably expects me to behave like a normal person.

      Add a stick and a bit more space (neither of which are usually available on aeroplanes) and you can practice footwork, and putting your sword where you want it to go. Point control, cutting practice, power generation, and most sword handling drills just need a stick of the right length. Sure, it’s more fun to use a proper sword, but this way you get to work your imagination too, which allows you to practise your control of measure and timing against your imaginary training partners. Imaginary partners have many limitations but they have two huge advantages over real ones: they are always available, and you don’t have to worry about their safety.

      Add a sword or other bladed weapon and you can train a broader range of handling drills; if you’re using sharps, you can do actual cutting practice, slicing through targets to improve your edge alignment and cutting mechanics.

      With one real-life training partner, you can practise all the techniques and pair drills. Add some protective equipment and you can practise coaching drills, do free-fencing, and  — most importantly — get pushed a little outside your comfort zone, without having to do the pushing yourself.

      With multiple real-life training partners, you can experience a broader range of responses to the stimuli you provide. You may find that not everyone falls for your best moves, the ones that always worked when you just had one other person to practise with.

      With an instructor, you get a more carefully constructed training environment, one that is designed to keep you practising in that sweet spot between “it’s too hard, it’s frustrating”, and “it’s too easy, it’s boring”. If the instructor is doing their job properly you will grow apace in the Art.

      But sooner or later you will come across a limitation in yourself that requires something other than pair practice. Maybe your sword isn’t going quite where you want it to, and you need to practise point control in a simpler environment for a while. Perhaps your hamstrings are too short for you to lunge fully so you need to work on your range of motion. Or maybe you get stressed and flustered in competitive environments, and need to learn ways to calm down and mentally prepare. A very common problem that even high-level competitors experience is that their mental approach is not up to the task. Most of the best do some form of meditation to deal with that.

      The tools of solo training are clearly essential for all martial artists, regardless of whether they have access to coaches, training partners, and opponents. Often the best solution to a training problem is one from your solo training repertoire. In this book we will cover the principles of solo training, from meditation through to sword practice. If you practise an unarmed art, or a differently armed art, then these principles apply there too. I have organised this book in the order of constraints, starting with what you can do when all you have is your mind, and progressing from there. I have tried to avoid describing specific exercises, because they tend to be applicable to only some people, and some arts, and the goal of this book is to be useful to all martial artists. If you want specifics, you can find a list of resources, including other books and online courses, at the back of this book.

      And I’m happy to report that Wout has recovered from his collapsed lung, is fighting fit, training with me regularly, and is still meditating. It’s impossible to measure exactly how it contributed to his recovery, but at the very least it gave him a sense of agency at a very difficult time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE TREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The mental model I use to visualise my training is a tree. The roots are mental health, the trunk is physical health, the branches are control of myself and my weapons. The leaves are external feedback mechanisms such as partner drills of all kinds, and the fruit is fighting skill. If you are training solely for health reasons, then the fruit is improved health.

      The tree has four main roots: four pillars of mental health. They are connection to other people, a sense of meaning, a sense of agency, and sleep. I grow my training regime from those four roots. The key skill is to be able to place my attention wherever it will do my mental health the most good, and so the root practice is meditation.

      Where the roots develop into the trunk, we have the connection between your mind and your body. The one autonomic process that you can easily bring under conscious control is your breathing, so breathing training is the means to connect meditation to physical practice.

      The trunk is formed of physical training concepts such as nutrition, range of motion, strength, joint maintenance, power generation, grounding, and stamina.

      The four main branches of the tree are dexterity, control, power, and form.

      
        
          	
        Dexterity refers to your fundamental ability to move your weapons as you please, which we develop with footwork drills, handling drills, and striking practice.
      

      	
        Control is about making the weapon go exactly where you want it, to the right target at the right time. We use various striking targets to accomplish this.
      

      	
        Power is being able to strike as hard as necessary to do the required damage. In a friendly fencing match, that’s usually not very hard- control is far more important. But for boxers, there is no use tapping the target if you need to knock your opponent out.
      

      	
        Form is about making your weapons do the techniques of your art- using your dexterity, control, and power and applying them to the desired movement.
      

      

      

      The leaves are partner drills, from basic to complex. The simplest partner drill may be an entirely choreographed one attack with one defence. The most complex is probably sparring.

      The fruit is fighting skill, whatever that looks like in the art you practise.

      This is why I say that solo training is the heart of the art. It is literally the foundation, the roots and the trunk.

      You can view the tree as elements of control:

      
        
          	
        Roots: control your mind
      

      	
        Trunk: control your body
      

      	
        Branches: control your weapons
      

      	
        Leaves: control your partners
      

      	
        Fruit: control your opponents.
      

      

      

      The external factors of soil, weather, and sun affect how the tree grows. Every tree has an environment that is optimal for it, and can tolerate more or less variation in that environment. The same is true for the martial arts- some are quite generally applicable, others only function in a very limited range of situations. And some practitioners of an art can adapt to different environments while others can’t.

      In our tree analogy, the soil is the culture from which you, or your art, have grown. It determines what will flourish, and what will die, and it is constantly feeding the tree. Take an art out of its culture and it will probably wither.

      The weather represents the resources around you - the clubs you have access to, the people who will water your tree - or let it die of thirst.

      The sun is the primary source of energy for the tree, and in our martial arts tree, that is your overriding purpose in training, the ideal you are growing towards.

      If your training goals are purely health related, then your tree will look different: the fruit is health, and you can assign the various practices you do to the various parts of the tree. The tree is an analogy, but it is surprisingly applicable. For instance, every species of tree is different, and every individual tree within that species is different (even if the tree is cloned - the environment will make it grow slightly differently). Every art is different, and within each art, every practitioner is different.

      Every part of the tree is needed. Without the leaves, the roots will wither. Without the fruit, the tree is barren. Without the trunk, it all falls down. It is one organism, with every part supporting and growing every other part. Every fencer knows that sometimes the best thing you can do for your mental health is gear up and beat the consensual crap out of your friends, who are returning the favour. You could add a tree-house and a rope swing to your tree, something for the kid in you to play with. That is also extremely good for your mental health.

      Most martial artists in my experience start at the leaves: they see the pair drills and want to do that. Some are drawn to the physical fitness side of things, and some start out meditative. There is no correct place to start, so long as you grow the whole tree. It is also very common for martial artists to cross-train, and to perceive their weight training in the gym as separate to their yoga class and unrelated to their sword practice. I don’t perceive these activities as meaningfully different. Your art grows your tree, and while you may see a difference in kind between making time for friends because it’s better for your sense of connectedness which puts you on a more solid mental footing to do the sword stuff, and practising forms in the garden, I view them as feeding different parts of the same tree.

      Many martial arts schools and clubs confine themselves to the very specific leaves and branches that their art demands, so you will have to get your physical and mental health work done elsewhere. Others try to impose a specific meditation, diet, flexibility routine, or  even theological view, onto your life: if they happen to work for you then great, but in my experience that way lies cultish behaviour and illusions of correctness. As I see my role as a martial arts teacher, my job includes familiarity with the broadest range of practices I can find, so that I can help as wide a variety of students as possible. There is no one specific meditation, or breathing practice, or diet, or strength routine, or handling drill, that gets optimum results for every student. In essence what I am trying to teach you is this:

      Find out what works for you, then do that.

      Following that advice, you will create your own practice that gets you the results you want. This book will include a lot of options of things to try, and advice for how to apply them. It’s up to you to grow your own tree.

      While writing this book I sent this section of the book to several artist friends and asked them to draw their tree. Here are some of the results:

      
        
          [image: A tree, holding a sword, with banners in its branches.]
        

        by Gus Duenas

      

      
        
          [image: A brightly coloured tree with baubles in its branches with a psychedelic sky.]
        

        by Claire Mead

      

      You can see them in glorious colour at guywindsor.net/soloresources

      If you draw your own, I would love to see it!

      Using a tree to represent training concepts is an ancient idea. Perhaps most famously in historical martial arts circles, Angelo Viggiani used two in his 1575 book Lo Schermo. They are the “Tree of Blows” and the “Tree of Guards”.

      The “Tree of Blows” divides into cuts and thrusts. The thrusts branch divides into forehand and backhand, which each then divide into “rising”, “descending” and “straight”. The “cuts” branch splits into “true edge” and “false edge”, each of which then divide into “forehand” and “backhand”, each of which divide into “cross blows”, “diagonal blows”, and “vertical blows”. “Diagonal” and “Vertical” then subdivide into “rising” and “descending”.

      
        
          [image: Viggiani’s tree of blows]
        

      

      It’s a clear and memorable way to organise the blows by their characteristics. The “Tree of Guards” divides the guard positions into those on the right or left side of the body, by whether the point is in line or not, and by height. It’s very elegant.

      Fencing concepts are similarly organised in the German fencing manuscript known as the Starhemberg Fechtbuch (Cod.44.A.8) from 1452, though they aren’t drawn out as a fancy tree; they look more like a modern flow-chart.

      At the end of the Getty manuscript version of Il Fior di Battaglia, by Fiore dei Liberi, written in about 1400, there is a tree with two horses tied to it, one in armour, one without.

      
        
          [image: two horses tied to a tree.]
        

      

      It is not a stretch to imagine that Fiore was gently reminding the reader of the mnemonic technique of organising your art by imagining it as a tree. Especially when we notice that on the preceding page there is an image of one of Fiore’s mounted scholars chasing another rider back towards a castle, striking him, and then (as the text says) getting away to avoid retaliation from his friends. This creates a mental image of a castle full of opponents, and is doubtless indicating that we should create a memory palace.

      These ideas are not unique to European sources and styles – a kung-fu instructor friend of mine who was very interested in the medical side of his art (and who gave me my martial arts career by fixing my wrists), told me that in his style they view training as a tree, with health being the trunk, and fighting skill being the fruit.

      As I keep banging on about, every body is different, and every brain too. If the tree analogy doesn’t work for you, find another! It’s a tool for organising a huge breadth of information into a memorable and logical pattern in your mind. If you have something that works better for you, use that – and feel free to drop me a line to tell me about it, I have an interest in mnemonics (as you can probably tell!). Maybe a castle, like Fiore, with therapists on the ground floor, the dining hall and the gym on the next floor up, then separate training areas with the pell, tyre, and other paraphernalia, then on the next floor up a series of rooms with different opponents who you can only beat in certain ways. Or create a pirate map of training-land. Whatever works.

      

      So what is the fruit of your art?

      The question we are trying to answer when training anything is “how do I get better at this?” To answer it you must know what “better” and “this” actually mean. What are you training for, really? To impress someone? To get a role in a movie? To beat one particular opponent in a fencing match? To win a tournament? To improve your general health in a fun way?

      And how can you tell if things are getting “better”?

      The attraction of many simple sports is that it is really easy to measure “better”. Can you run this distance in less time? Or run a longer distance? Or lift a heavier weight?

      Martial arts are more difficult to measure because the usual yardstick, the opponent, is constantly changing. You may be much better now than you were last year – but your opponent improved even more, so she beats you again. That does not mean you wasted your time.

      This is one of the many reasons that wherever possible you should measure yourself against only yourself. Are you stronger, more skilled, healthier, happier, now than you were a week ago? A year ago?

      This is another reason why solo training is so useful. When we train with a partner we inevitably measure ourselves against them. Their role is, after all, to provide feedback of one sort or another. But when training alone the only thing that changes is you.

      If there is one message I’d like you to get from this book it is this: there is always something you could be doing.

      Not “should”. Could. Because rest is part of training, and it doesn’t do to push it.
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      Mental health is the foundation of all your training. If you’re too depressed to get out of bed, or too anxious to concentrate on your striking drills, it will be very hard to train effectively. I’m not a psychiatrist, and if you are struggling I hope you will get professional help. I did, and it works, or at least it worked for me.

      If we were talking about physical health, you would agree that there are many things you can do to improve your general likelihood of avoiding disease and injury. Don’t smoke. Eat healthily. Exercise regularly. I think it’s the same for mental health. There are things you can do that will reduce the severity of mental health issues if they arise, or even avoid them altogether. But there are no guarantees, and all interventions carry some risk.

      Meditation can reprogramme your inner voice, can reduce depression and other conditions. It can teach you how to control where your attention goes. But it can also make things worse, depending on how you do it and what you focus on.

      Breathing exercises are particularly effective at reducing stress levels, and inducing a feeling of well-being. They are excellent for bridging the gap between conscious control and autonomic processes. But they can be frustratingly slow to work and don’t work for everything.

      Exercise is a great mood enhancer, and is a simple way to boost endorphin levels which help with mood. But it comes with a risk of injury.

      Spending time doing things you actively enjoy (like swinging swords?) is good too – and swinging swords can include meditative, breathing, and exercise components that are a feel-good triple-whammy. But everyone who has trained for any length of time knows that you can have bad training days. Understanding the foundations of mental health will help you figure out why. As I see it, they are:

      
        
          	
        Agency. A sense of control over your life and its direction. In many ways practising weapons drills is an externalised form of this. See! I can control this blade - I am in control. Control is always an illusion (you could drop dead at any moment), but it’s a very useful and necessary one.
      

      	
        Meaning. If you feel your life means something, you can tolerate a great deal more stress. Sacrifices you make for a greater good are much more bearable than those that are just taken from you.
      

      	
        Connection. We are social animals, and a great deal of our sense of meaning comes from the impact we have on those around us and our connections to them. The pandemic has highlighted this to an extreme degree. We need each other, and we need others to see that our existence has meaning. Believing that nobody would care if you disappeared is perhaps the worst feeling a person can have.
      

      	
        Sleep. The one natural process that is most key to your health and wellbeing. It only takes one bad night’s sleep to ruin your day. Sleep is a process and a skill, so I’ll discuss it separately from the other three branches, in Part 2: Practices.
      

      

      

      Agency is the feeling of being in control.

      It’s often reasonable to be upset, depressed, sad, angry, annoyed, or frightened. But none of those feelings are fun, healthy, or helpful so do what you can to avoid them. This has a great deal to do with what you focus on, and your sense of agency. The one single most important tool in your mental health toolbox is the ability to focus on your area of control. You don’t control the pandemic, or the weather. You do control whether you did push-ups today, or how you speak to the people in your life. Steven Covey popularised the idea of area of control (which dates back to the Stoics), in his 1989 book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. He uses the terms “circle of concern” to cover all the things you are interested in or concerned by, and “circle of influence” to cover those things over which you can exert some control. The circle of influence is always much smaller than the circle of concern, but by focussing on your circle of influence, you actually grow it, and become more able to affect the things in your circle of concern.

      The key skill then is being able to control what you focus on, to keep your focus within your circle of influence. A great tool for becoming better at choosing what you focus on is mindfulness meditation. As with any skill, it gets better with practice.

      One way to focus on your area of control is to make good art. Neil Gaiman was, and always will be, right on this. In his commencement speech on May 17th 2012 at the University of the Arts, he said:

      
        
        “Life is sometimes hard. Things go wrong, in life and in love and in business and in friendship and in health and in all the other ways that life can go wrong. And when things get tough, this is what you should do.

        Make good art.

        I'm serious. Husband runs off with a politician? Make good art. Leg crushed and then eaten by mutated boa constrictor? Make good art. IRS on your trail? Make good art. Cat exploded? Make good art. Somebody on the Internet thinks what you do is stupid or evil or it's all been done before? Make good art. Probably things will work out somehow, and eventually time will take the sting away, but that doesn't matter. Do what only you do best. Make good art.” (Published in The View from the Cheap Seats, 2016).

      

      

      Over and over again, I’ve found this to be good advice. I don’t know what your art is: writing code, painting, baking cookies, it could be anything. And it may well be that it feels like you can’t do your art right now, but there are related things you can do, to prepare for when things get back to normal. And ideally, whatever it is, share it. Which brings me on to my next thought: for mental health purposes, you’ll get the most profound sense of agency from helping others. There is nothing more empowering. It can be super-simple, such as Sir Patrick Stewart, Captain Picard himself, deciding at the beginning of the first UK lockdown, to read one Shakespeare sonnet per day aloud . You can find it on the internet. It’s very interesting to compare this shot-at-home Sir Patrick sitting on a sofa in comfortable clothes reading out of a book, with the more polished professionally produced sonnet readings of his which you can find on YouTube. To be honest, I actually prefer the homemade version. You don’t have to be producing content like this. There are a million ways to help people, and there is nothing that is better for your sense of agency, and connection.

      Meaning is the story you tell about the things you focus on.

      In 2015 my family and I moved to Lucca, in Tuscany, for three months. We spent a lot of that time eating pizza, but also a great deal of time in museums, “looking at old stuff” as my kids would put it. They were aged 6 and 8, and so didn’t have most of the background stories that bring meaning to a statue or a painting. The thing was either pretty, or not. We went everywhere with art supplies, so they would often sit on the floor and draw and paint the marvels around them. My wife and I would take it in turns to hang out with them while the other went exploring.

      We learned early on that it made for a much better museum experience if we prepared the kids with some stories, pitched at their level. One very successful example was a YouTube video that dramatised the story of how Michelangelo created his David. When we got to Florence and took them to the Gallery of the Academy, and there David was towering over us, it had meaning for them.

      Meaning is primarily mediated through story. The meaning of a piece of art is mostly in the story it tells, and the story of its creation. The meaning of your life is entirely in the stories you believe about it.

      Imagine the difference between a scrap of wood on the trash heap, and an identical scrap of wood that a devout Christian believes is a piece of the True Cross. The meaning the Christian brings to the scrap of wood determines the quality of their experience seeing it.

      I have a thought experiment for you, to illustrate this. I call it “three broken legs.”

      You wake up in hospital in a lot of pain. You have a broken leg. There are three possible stories to explain why.

      
        
          	
        You went skiing/hang-gliding/mountaineering/insert fun but dangerous activity of choice. You had an accident, and your leg is broken. It happens, you knew the risks and took them.
      

      	
        You were walking down the street one day, when somebody came up to you with a baseball bat, shouted hate into your face, and broke your leg with the bat.
      

      	
        You were walking down the same street one day, and saw a truck about to run over a child. You leap into action, you save the child, but the truck breaks your leg.
      

      

      

      One of these injuries is neutral; one is likely to require some serious counselling and may result in long-term psychological problems, and one is a badge of honour that you will draw strength from for the rest of your life. The broken leg is the same in each case.

      Your emotional response to the injury is at least as important as the injury itself. The story that comes with the scar determines your experience of the scar.

      And mental health is entirely about your experience, your subjective response to external factors.

      So how does this apply to training?

      From an entirely rational perspective it is absolutely pointless to study most martial arts most of the time. You are never going to use them. I certainly have no intention of ever fighting a duel. My sword training is in that sense a giant waste of time. But it resonates with a depth of meaning for me that every sword person understands intuitively, and no non-sword people will ever fathom. I am wired to see meaning in swordsmanship. I’m guessing that if you are reading this, so are you. Or maybe it’s some other martial art that turns you on. It doesn’t matter which one; it matters that it has meaning to you.

      The sword is a sacred object. With its sharp point it pierces the veil of illusion, and with its sharp edge it separates truth from falsehood. It demands balance and justice. It focusses my being on a single point.

      But literally every object is sacred, if you see it through the eyes of the right story.

      So why are you training? What meaning do you bring to the arts you practise?

      It’s perfectly all right if they are just a fun way to spend time and stay reasonably fit. But you need to bring meaning to some area of your life. Endless contemplation of the infinite void in which people are meaningless specks of agitated matter and we might as well not bother might have the satisfaction of being kind of accurate, but it’s not conducive to mental health.

      Connection is our relationship to the people around us.

      We are social animals. Without our place in society, we are nothing. In every culture banishment is a severe punishment, and in many times and places was equivalent to or considered worse than death. For most of pre-history our place in our tribe was literally how we survived. This is as true for hermits as it is for the most gregarious among us. Having very limited connection is not at all the same as having none.

      Loneliness is a plague in our society, at least as damaging as the global pandemic, and of course it has been made worse by the pandemic. It is literally better for our mental health to be hated than to be ignored.

      Of course, it’s better to be loved.

      But what has this got to do with training?

      Simply this: a large component of martial arts training is social, and as with any other human activity, it creates tribes and societies. This is good, in that we need to feel part of a tribe, but comes with the risk of cultish behaviours. Once we are deeply connected to the people in a tribe, staying part of the in-group becomes more important than other factors like rationality, morality and kindness. Martial arts are as vulnerable to becoming irrational cults as any other kind of human organisation. All this means is that we must be mindful of our need for connection, and make sure that we are connecting with the kinds of people who will bring out our best selves. When evaluating a school or club, see how the senior students behave – do you want to become like them? Because if you stay, you probably will.

      It goes deeper than our need for social interaction though. Creativity is intimately linked with connection, because we create primarily through connecting previously separate ideas. Great writers aren’t great because they invent a lot of new words - they are great because they connect old words together in new ways. When growing your tree, you need to draw on the ideas of those around you. You can do this through personal interaction, but also through books, videos, and other forms of idea-spreading.

      Connection is necessary for your emotional wellbeing, but also for your creativity. I wrote my first book because a friend suggested I should. I wrote my second because a student from my old club happened to complain about there being nothing out there for the rapier. Without these chance connections, I doubt I’d have started writing; I never had “be a writer” as a goal in life. But look how that turned out! Matthew Syed’s book Rebel Ideas explores the relationship between broad social connections and creativity in depth.

      During the pandemic I have had a hard rule of at least one social call with a friend every week. Most weeks I have two or three. And if any of my friends contacts me wanting to talk, that takes priority over any work I may need to do. Connection is so fundamentally important to human wellbeing, way more so than any specific project I may be working on.

      Our need for connection has many downsides, such as comparisonitis. We compare ourselves to those who are richer, prettier, stronger, luckier, more charismatic, more “successful”, whatever success means to you. My books do ok, but Stephen King probably wouldn’t be impressed by my figures. I find it helpful to be mindful about whom I compare myself with, and the metrics I use for comparison. Most people I know make more money than I do. I don’t care; I have way more free time. And my job description is infinitely cooler. If it comes down to money, I prefer to compare myself to the several billion people on the planet who make less than I do, rather than the much smaller number who make more.

      If you are mindful of the categories you compete in, you can optimise for your mental health.

      If you are living a life you believe to be meaningful, and have a sense of agency over it, and have strong connections to those around you, then you are in the best position to have solid mental health. If your training feels meaningful, gives you a sense of agency, and fosters connections with other people, it’s likely to help your mental health. This is why it is so very important to train in such a way that you are getting meaning, agency and connection. Because otherwise your training could feel meaningless, reduce your sense of control, and sever your connections with others.

      After a session that goes really well, reflect on why. The chances are good that it scored highly in one or more of the three pillars. And if a session goes badly, which pillar did it fail to strengthen? How can you correct that next time?

      I should also mention that your mind needs rest too. A bit of boredom is very good for you (see Bored and Brilliant, by Manoush Zamorodi if you don’t agree).

      Swords have been a major part of my life since I was a kid and I still have days when my training feels meaningless. It’s normal, and we have ways round it. My own particular fix is having students. They depend on me to have decent sword skills, so on days when I can’t see meaning or value in training, I train for them.

      Physical health is important primarily because it impacts on mental health. Would you rather be blissfully happy but physically ill, or utterly miserable but physically fine? A great deal of your experience is mediated through your body. To take a straightforward example: adrenaline and cortisol are produced in the adrenal glands, which are connected to your kidneys. The adrenaline rush we get from a roller-coaster or falling in love? You can thank your adrenal glands. The grinding long-term damage from elevated cortisol levels? That’s your adrenal glands too. It is artificial to separate mind and body, they are deeply intertwined. This is why in many cases changing what you do with your body can deeply affect your mental health.

      Sleep is discussed in Part 2.

      To continue with the tree analogy: at what point exactly do roots become trunk?
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