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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

There are nearly two hundred mental fitness topics covered in Mind Fuel. They will help to equip you for life’s daily challenges, building self-awareness, resilience and confidence. Just like our physical health, we all need to look after our emotional health.

Our daily insights take you through the whole year, but each topic is explored across two days to give you more space to think things through before moving on. Each day closes with two or three reflective questions to help you engage more personally with the concepts we raise, so that you can apply them to your own situation.

We have tried to create a book that gives you the flexibility to read in a way that works for you; each of the 365 entries is undated, so you can access them in any order, depending on what’s most helpful for you on any given day.

If you want to read in a more thematic way, we have divided our topics into eight broad themes: Wisdom, Battles, Motivation, Courage, Relationships, Self-Care, Spirituality and Determination. Each theme has an associated icon displayed at the top of the page to show you what to expect.

While Mind Fuel may complement your personal journey, it is not a substitute for professional mental health support, should you need that, and at the back of this book there are a few short pieces by mental health professionals that might point you in the right direction.

Mind Fuel is to help you build day-to-day mental resilience for the challenges of life. And however you read it, we hope you find the encouragement to never give up.

Bear Grylls

Will Van Der Hart
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MENTAL FITNESS

AS BASKETBALL SUPERSTAR LeBron James says: ‘Mental fitness is just as important as physical fitness.’ It’s developing an awareness of how we think and feel, coupled with effective tools to sustain (and hopefully improve) our wellbeing.

In the same way that physical fitness generates an awareness of our body, its strengths and vulnerabilities, so mental fitness can help develop an awareness of our thinking, processing and relating – giving us strategies to manage turbulent times, and to seek help if we need it.

Imagine your mind as a car. Looking after the engine keeps it working well, ensuring it won’t break down unexpectedly. The more we help the engine function well, the more we protect it from developing problems later on.

Being mentally fit doesn’t mean that we won’t ever struggle with mental illness, just as being physically fit doesn’t mean that we won’t ever get physically ill. But the good news is that mental fitness principles are positive habits that can play a vital role in our lives, whatever we may be going through.


• Have you avoided thinking about the way your mind works simply because you’ve never struggled mentally?

• How could an increase in self-awareness help to increase your mental fitness?

• If you were going to recommend developing greater mental fitness to a friend, how would you explain it to them?
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‘Part of the journey is to be aware of emotional challenges before they become too much’

THE WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION defines good mental health as four attributes, in which ‘the individual realises their own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to their community’. It is an holistic state of being. I have worked with people who have fulfilled all of these criteria at the same time as managing a diagnosed mental illness. It’s inspiring and it’s possible.

But we all need different sorts of support at times, depending on our situation. Having the effective tools to achieve these ‘Big Four’ is what mental fitness is about.

Most likely, we’ll be training for mental fitness while suffering. Life is full of emotional challenges like stress, overwork and financial pressure; part of the journey is to be aware of these before they become too much. That’s called wisdom.

If we can see challenges as an opportunity both to observe how we react and to choose better responses, then we give ourselves a good chance of building true mental resilience.


• Which of the ‘Big Four’ criteria do you feel most confident about in your life?

• What preventative steps can you take to protect your mental health when you’re feeling overwhelmed?

• Are you facing any challenges that could be an opportunity to improve your mental fitness?
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HINTERSTOISSER TRAVERSE

ONE OF THE most iconic climbing moves in history opened the north face of the Eiger to climbing. Andreas Hinterstoisser used his body as a pendulum to swing across an impassable section of rock, setting up a route and establishing a technique that is used worldwide today.

We all face obstacles in life that can seem impassable. Whether big or small, at work, in relationships, with finances, or health. Everyone is battling with something.

When progress grinds to a halt, it can be tempting to keep hammering away with the same old strategies to break through. But sometimes all this achieves is to burn up energy and we end up frustrated.

Sometimes the smart thing is to stop and think and amend. To adapt the way we are approaching something, so we don’t give up on the thing itself.


• Do you feel blocked from progress because of a specific obstacle?

• Has your approach to resolving the issue changed or remained the same?
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‘Creativity is a muscle, too. The more we use it, the stronger it becomes’

HINTERSTOISSER HAD TO set aside his traditional techniques so that his imagination could find a way to adapt and find a way past the ‘impossible’. He needed to look up the mountain before he could find a solution to the gap in their route.

We all have the capacity for incredible creativity but at times we need to step back from the way we have always done things to find it. Remember: creativity is a muscle, too. The more we use it, the stronger it becomes.

When we find a way to overcome an obstacle in life, it gives us a real boost. Not only is the way ahead open but we also feel the esteem of having achieved something hard.


• Have you been looking at the problem from the same angle for too long?

• What would it be like to ‘look up the mountain’ and change your perspective?

• How could you engage your creativity to begin to make progress?
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AIM UPSTREAM OF WHERE YOU WANT TO LAND

CROSSING FAST-FLOWING RIVERS is one activity that always requires extreme caution. It doesn’t matter how close the other bank may seem; it’s never as straightforward as just getting in and climbing out on the other side.

I have had more close calls crossing rivers than any other obstacle in the wild: there is always more going on under the surface than you can predict and the flow is always stronger than you might imagine.

Change can be a bit like that too. We might be looking ‘across the bank’ to where we want to be. It may seem really close and achievable but there is often a major current driving against us.

This resistance to change is known as ‘inertia’ – and it is an all-too-common human trait to resist anything that might upset the status quo. Inertia always works to keep things the same, however much your heart longs for change.


• Have you anticipated a simple change that turned out to be unexpectedly complex?

• What have you noticed about the force of inertia in pushing you back to the status quo?

• How have your previous struggles to achieve change enforced the idea that you won’t be able to make progress in the future?
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‘We should aim bigger and push harder than we think necessary’

I HAVE LEARNT that if we want to fight the current and achieve change, we have to really commit upfront. Anticipate the resistance. Recognise it and embrace it. Let it be a reminder that we are on the right track. As Corrie ten Boom said, ‘Expect resistance but pray for miracles.’

It helps to aim further upstream than the destination that we’ve chosen, because we’re going to get pushed back from our goal. So we should aim bigger and push harder than we think necessary. It just might be the extra energy we need to achieve the mission where others might not make it.

While we may want to reach that point across the river, we need to manage the various forces that stand in our way. For example, it may be a lack of confidence, an emotional connection to the present or a fear of failure. If we don’t anticipate it, the force of the current can easily wash us back onto the bank we were hoping to leave, feeling exhausted and disappointed.


• How does anticipating resistance impact your approach to making a change?

• What would it look like for you to ‘aim further upstream’ and go for more than you hoped, so that you achieve your ambition?

• What internal forces might be standing in your way … a lack of confidence or assertiveness, commitment or a connection to the status quo?
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HALT – MAKE BETTER DECISIONS

SOME OF THE most extraordinary survival stories I’ve ever heard started with one small, bad decision. Eric LeMarque reflected on eight days lost on Mammoth Mountain, which led to the amputation of both his legs due to frostbite: ‘I made several mistakes, and the first one was the attitude that I brought up on the mountain. Even though I had ridden Mammoth hundreds of times, I kind of took it for granted … thinking, “It’s just Mammoth”.’

Maybe a person is distracted, or cold, or disorientated and rushes in without thinking. Inject a little fear into the mix and bad things can happen super-fast. Suddenly an already risky situation becomes life-threatening.

We all make bad decisions from time to time in life too. Frustration boils over and a harsh word stings those we love; we are in a corner and tell a lie; we don’t listen when we should. The list goes on.

We cannot ever totally avoid making bad decisions, but I often wish that I’d been more aware of factors that precede them.


• What do you notice about the things that have preceded bad decisions in your life?

• Is there anything that you could be more aware of in the future?
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‘Give big decisions some space and time’

MOST OF US can look back at a moment in our lives and think: ‘If only I’d waited for an hour, I’d have done it completely differently.’ Or: ‘If only I’d asked so-and-so for some advice first.’

Knowing when we’re likely to make a decision we’ll come to regret isn’t an exact science, but I’ve found the acronym HALT to be useful. When I’m Hungry, Anxious, Low or Tired, I know it’s probably not the best time to decide something important or resolve an argument. This applies not just in practical situations, but also at work or with family and friends. If I HALT and take a moment or go for a quick walk, it’s amazing how much more measured my reactions are.

So if you’re not sure, HALT, take a break, talk to a friend you trust, give big decisions some space and time, then come back to the issue with fresh eyes and a new perspective.


• How does the HALT acronym relate to your experience?

• How does taking a step back impact your decision making?

• What could you do to broaden your perspective on an existing frustration?
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FAIL FIRST

WE HAVE ALL chalked up failures in life. In fact, if we haven’t, we aren’t aiming high enough! Failures are a by-product of going for things that inspire us. We all have those moments that, at times, come back to haunt us. The failed expeditions, the failed projects, the near-death moments. But the truth is, failures can also be the making of us. They are opportunities to build up resilience, they force us to adapt, to grow stronger. Inside and out. There is no shortcut to our goals that avoids failure. Failure is the doorway to success that we must pass through to get to the good stuff.

‘Returned To Unit’ are words that I never wanted to hear – the official term for ‘failure’ during the SAS selection process. First time around, those words came my way. And they stung deep. But I tried again, and by the end of my second attempt at SAS selection, only four of us out of the ninety who started were still standing.

Here is the irony. Out of those four, three of us had failed in our first attempt but got in the second time round. In other words, that first failure had been the key to eventual success.


• Do you tend to look back on failure in wholly negative terms?

• Can you identify a ‘failure’ in your life that was a key turning point for a future success?

• Can you think of a person you know who has persevered in the face of failure and ultimately achieved inspiring things? How does their story inspire you?
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‘Moving forward from failure takes courage’

NBA BASKETBALL SUPERSTAR Michael Jordan said, ‘I’ve missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300 games. Twenty-six times I’ve been trusted to take the game-winning shot and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed.’

It’s human nature to overfocus on failures and assume that’s all anyone else sees. As a result, we end up hiding our failures, and avoiding situations where we might fail again. But taking the next ‘shot’ is where yesterday’s failure becomes today’s success.

Moving forward from failure takes courage. But, as Henry Ford wrote, ‘The only real failure is when we learn nothing.’

Failure has a habit of showing us four things: 1. where we are weak; 2. where we are strong; 3. what we are afraid of; and, 4. what we need to succeed.

Remember that just because we fail a little along the road to success, it does not mean we are a failure. Take what you have experienced, be kind to yourself, praise yourself for effort, and go again.


• Are you at risk of backing away from something because of the fear of failing a second time?

• Which of the four things, weakness, strength, fear and need, have you learnt from your experience of failure?

• Can you see how these will, in turn, make you stronger? How could you apply what you have learnt to your next steps?
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CONNECT DEEPLY

IN THE THIRD century AD, a rough group of monks, wanting to strip away unnecessary distractions, went into the Egyptian desert, seeking a place where they could better connect with the Divine. These ‘Desert Fathers’ were pretty radical – early survivalists who thrived in the simplicity of the barren landscape.

Their commitment to pursue a deep sense of connection is inspiring. Father Dioscuros wrote, ‘But in the desert, in the pure clean atmosphere, in the silence – there you can find yourself. And unless you begin to know yourself, how can you even begin to search for God?’

When I get into the wild, it takes my ears (and my heart) time to adjust. At first you think it is just silent, but then you start to hear a different sound. The thrum of the jungle floor, the faint movement of desert dust or even a deeper voice within that offers words of light and strength.

We can find that same spirit wherever we are outside. Not only a jungle but also in a green city park. It’s about slowing down enough to listen to the beat of the natural.


• Do you find your life too full of ‘the next thing’ to be able to listen?

• When things get really ‘quiet’, what do you hear?

• What would it look like for you to carve out more space to be still and listen?
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‘Our bodies and our minds want to heal, and oftentimes we just need to let them’

ANTHONY, THE ORIGINAL Desert Father, set out into an arid area of Egypt to seek solitude. He was soon joined by others who formed themselves into small communities. Ironically, the desire to be alone led to the formation of villages in the desert. This was then followed by the arrival of pilgrims who wanted to meet the Desert Fathers.

One of these monks, Simeon Stylites, was so frustrated about getting constantly interrupted that he started to climb up high poles so the pilgrims couldn’t reach him to ask for advice. In the end he found an inaccessible ruin and lived for thirty-seven years on a little platform on top of a single pillar. That’s extreme commitment to solitude.

At times I get it. I remember as a kid always having this one tree in our garden that I would climb when I needed some space. Community and relationship are the most precious gifts of life, and yet, our ability to constantly connect means we are never alone to hear that deeper voice. Our bodies and our minds want to heal, and oftentimes we just need to let them.


• When were you last really alone? How long did it last?

• What do you notice about being on your own? How comfortable do you feel?

• Do you find it difficult to dedicate time for your spiritual needs?
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EXPECT THE BEST; PREPARE FOR THE WORST

THE 1979 FASTNET Race was the deadliest yacht race in history: twenty-four boats had to be abandoned; five boats sunk; 136 sailors had to be rescued; fifteen sailors and four rescuers lost their lives.

The disaster was precipitated by a storm blasting the race with 80-knot winds, and waves as high as 50-foot, and initiated the largest maritime rescue operation ever mobilised.

Why it happened is a catalogue of improbabilities. But an important factor was simply that, in British and Irish coastal waters in August, a storm of such devastating proportions just wasn’t expected. Assumption, as we all know, is the doorway to disaster.

In familiar environments, we can easily make assumptions that get us in trouble when there are threats that we should be alert to. It’s not that we should spend our lives over-anticipating risk, but it’s about living with a healthy recognition that feeling safe and being safe can be two different things.

Being alert, especially in a setting where familiarity can blind us to danger, is smart. As we say in the wild: complacency kills.

So stay alert. Expect the best. But prepare for the worst. Be ready.


• Do you find the more familiar you are with something, the less you consciously consider the risks?

• How could you make a habit of staying alert and being prepared even in the most familiar environments?
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‘When activities are second nature, our mind shifts into autopilot’

AUSTRALIA IS HOME to some of the most poisonous creatures on the planet, including the Sydney funnel-web spider. Modern, effective antivenoms mean that funnel-webs have reportedly only killed thirteen people, but their potential to terminate life is terrifying.

The spiders love dark places, which is why Australians make a habit of knocking out their shoes before they put them on. It can be hard to imagine something as basic as putting on your shoes demands a potentially life-saving check before you do it.

And it is so easy to overlook doing it, because your mind is on other things. Activities that we feel are second nature are often times when our mind shifts into autopilot. Being ‘mindful’ is not just about avoiding hazards, it’s about living in each moment with a calm awareness. Never in neutral, but always tuned in. It’s a skill.

Learn from the past, hope for the future, but be in the present. It’s all we really have.


• Do you find your mind drifting to the past or the future a lot of the time?

• Does this mean you miss things of value in the here and now, or that you are disengaged from important tasks?

• What can you do to be more mindful, to hone your consciousness in the present moment?
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EMPOWERING TEAMS

EVERY TWO YEARS, the best ‘castells’ gather in Tarragona, Spain to compete to make the tallest and most complex human towers. Each team spans all ages and social backgrounds and involves hundreds of people. The best castells form human towers nine or even ten stories high.

At the base of the tower, the strongest men grip each other tight. As the tower grows, smaller, lighter men, women and then finally children form each tier. To complete the tower, a child of seven or eight clambers up the stack of human bodies to take their place at the pinnacle. Only the physically strongest members can hold the foundation of the tower – but their true power is in enabling the physically smallest to climb to the top. They are a beautiful example of ‘together stronger’. A castell’s success is not built on an individual’s performance, but on the quality of the grip between the individuals.

It is only when we can support each other, and depend on each other, that we create the culture of a winning team.


• Have you experienced an ineffective team where the strongest trample over the weakest to reach the top?

• What do you find inspiring about the principles of the castells?

• How strong is the ‘grip’ within any team you are part of? How could you help strengthen it in how you participate?
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‘Inspiring leaders give those around them the strength and courage’

THE ANGLICAN CHAPLAIN Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy, aka ‘Woodbine Willie’, volunteered as a chaplain to the army on the Western Front at the outbreak of World War I.

Studdert Kennedy was fearlessly committed to the men he served. He carried no gun, just Woodbine cigarettes that he would give out to any who asked. He would crawl out into the notoriously lethal no-man’s-land to lie with fatally injured men in the mud, so they did not have to die alone. In 1917, he was awarded the Military Cross for his courage under fire, and it was said of him that ‘his cheerfulness and endurance had a splendid effect upon all ranks in the front line trenches’.

Inspiring leaders give those around them the strength and courage to achieve their objectives, no matter the costs. Willie’s ‘cheerfulness and endurance’ empowered whole companies of soldiers to keep up their spirit and fight in horrendous conditions.

Ultimately, the fact that Willie was alongside them, at every turn and danger, set his leadership apart at the highest level. Great leadership can be summed up in three words: example, example, example.


• What inspires you about the way Woodbine Willie stood alongside those he led?

• Can you recall a leader who empowered a team to persist despite huge challenges?

• Could you have a greater eye for people left behind in a team?
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CHARACTER IS KING

LEGENDARY UCLA BASKETBALL coach John Wooden won ten national titles, but he was much more than a brilliant strategist. Wooden was interested in developing his players beyond the ‘wooden boards’. His premise was that ‘ability may get you to the top, but character keeps you there: mental, moral and physical’.

The word ‘character’ comes from the Greek kharakter, meaning ‘an engraver’s mark’. Character is a sign of a deeper set of values and ideas that are more than what may be apparent on the surface. In the same way that a hallmark speaks about the quality of the gold, character speaks about the quality of the heart.

Character shouldn’t be mistaken for personality or reputation. Those things may express something about us, but they aren’t really what make us ‘us’. Character is not found, it’s forged. And, it’s often in those moments when we are under pressure to keep quiet or go with the flow that we get to build and test and strengthen it the most.


• Can you think of someone you know who has good character? Could you spend time with them to ‘catch’ something of that?

• How would you describe your character (aside from your personality or habits)?

• How would you like to forge your character further in the year ahead?
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‘Character may be revealed in the big moments, but it is developed in the small ones’

BEFORE THE WAR, Richard Davis Winters was working part-time jobs to pay his way through college. He then volunteered, and soon found himself as a Lieutenant in charge of a platoon within the elite 2nd Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division. Winters went on to become one of the most respected military leaders of his time, awarded the DSC, Bronze Star and Purple Heart. He said, ‘I know of no man who lacked character in peace and then discovered his character in combat.’ The story of ‘Easy Company’ became immortalised in the television series Band of Brothers.

When the battles come, character is forged. Winters truly led by example. He was reflective and modest. He gave credit to others. He was self-aware and resourceful. He understood and cared about the needs of his team. Under pressure, he just did what he knew was right.

Character may be revealed in the big moments of life, but it is developed in the small ones. It’s often in the decisions we make when nobody’s looking, the way we treat the people who haven’t got power or influence.

Aim for character and you will get reputation as well. Aim for reputation and you will have already missed character.


• What character qualities do you admire in others?

• What example are you setting to people around you?
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MANAGING YOUR ‘ELASTIC LIMIT’

I DON’T REMEMBER A huge amount about my physics lessons at school but one experiment I do recall was called Hooke’s law.

This involved hanging weights on fixed springs in the lab and watching what happened. It was a recipe for classroom chaos.

Hooke’s law states that ‘the extension of a spring is proportional to the load that is applied to it’. The experiment worked so long as you stayed within the elastic limit of the spring. Overloading the spring with too much weight had our springs snapping and uncoiling all over the place.

Equally, people are stretched proportionate to the pressure that they are under, and we all have an elasticity limit. Being smart enough to accept this reality can prompt us to make better decisions about what we are willing to take on and what we turn down, as well as asking for help if we need it.


• If you were going to describe yourself as a spring, are you underloaded, overloaded or do you feel that you are carrying the demands of life well?

• How would you describe your ‘elastic limit’? What does it feel like when you start getting near it?

• Which weights of responsibility that you are carrying are fixed, and which could you take off, at least intermittently?
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‘Only we can create boundaries for ourselves’

ONE THING MY work life has taught me is that success doesn’t respect your limits. There is never a point at which anyone sits you down and says, ‘I think you are close to your limit so we are going to stop giving you opportunities.’ In fact, the opposite is often true: the more you do well, the more you will be asked to do. At the end of the day only we can create boundaries.

The riskiest moment for a pilot is not at the start of their flying career, or even once they are allowed to start flying solo. Their greatest risk of error, according to the Federal Aviation Administration, is at around five hundred hours of flight time. It’s the exact point at which the pilot begins to feel competent and successful.

Previous successes pose many risks. One is the temptation to take our eyes away from our vulnerabilities and to assume everything is OK. But when we achieve any of our goals in life, that is also the time we need to pay close attention to our limits and boundaries.

Saying no to something good is hard, but it is often also wise to protect ourselves and our relationships. This is especially true as you start to see positive progress in your career.


• What is it about success that makes you willing to compromise your own boundaries?

• What would it look like for you to protect your own boundaries and say ‘no’ when you are over extended?
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FACING PRESSURE

IN 2019, THE deepest ever dive was achieved by a submarine, operated by Victor Vescovo. He reached a depth of 10,925 metres, where his craft had to endure the massive pressure of eight tons per square inch. The ‘crush depth’ of most ordinary submarines is only around 500 metres below the surface.

In contrast to ordinary steel-hull submarines, Victor piloted a 90mm-thick titanium hull that enabled it to withstand those extraordinary pressures. He had to trust that its structural strength would keep him alive.

Life can feel extremely pressurised, at times unbearably so. Like the steel-hulled submarines, when we rely on our own strength, it can feel like we are going to be crushed. Our steel isn’t strong enough. But there are other strengths in life that can make a critical difference and take us to greater depths: friends, family, our communities and even professionals.

Another strength I have found when under pressure has been my faith. King David also knew this quiet confidence well before the era of submarines. He wrote: ‘If I make my bed in the depths, you are there … even there your hand will guide me’. That’s truly empowering in times of pressure.


• Have there been times in your life when you’ve felt the pressure and feared you were being crushed?

• Are you relying on yourself to withstand them? Are there other people in your life you could reach out to?
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‘When we rely on our own strength it can feel like we are going to be crushed’

OLYMPIC RUNNER LOUIS ZAMPERINI crashed into the ocean when his World War II B-24 plane’s engine failed. He endured forty-seven days adrift in a life raft at the mercy of sharks, starvation and dehydration. He was finally captured by the Japanese in sight of land.

As a Prisoner of War, he endured levels of hardship, torture and humiliation that defy the imagination. Yet, somehow, Louis survived.

For years afterwards, he was filled with thoughts of hate and revenge. Until Louis remembered a prayer he had said when adrift in the Pacific. ‘If you save me, I’ll be yours forever.’ Suddenly Louis was aware that he had the power to forgive his persecutors. The following year, he visited Japan to meet many of his former guards to forgive them face to face.

Louis was under unremitting pressure, both during his survival experience, and afterwards as he dealt with the emotional scars. In forgiveness, he exercised a power far greater than his tormentors’. Louis’s story speaks to the truth that love relieves us from the pressure of hate and revenge. And love always wins.


• What do you find remarkable about Louis’s survival story?

• What is surprising about his journey to forgiveness and the freedom it gave him?

• Has forgiveness ever relieved pressure in your life?
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ADVERSITY AND CONNECTION

LIFE CAN BE hard, at times brutal. We all have to face pain, loss, grief, broken relationships or ill health at some point, and many other types of adversity besides. Christopher Reeve, the original Superman actor, broke his back in a riding accident. He reflected: ‘At some time, often when we least expect it, we all have to face overwhelming challenges. When the unthinkable happens, the lighthouse is hope. Once we find it, we must cling to it with absolute determination.’

On one hand, adversity can stretch us in a positive way. After all, kites only rise against the wind. But there is also the reality that adversity can turn into trauma if we experience too much, for too long, on our own and with no help.

Looking back, whenever I’ve had some long periods of what felt like tough times, whether with work, relationships or injury, I know I would have struggled to get through if I hadn’t been able to share honestly how I felt with friends and family. Sharing our experiences can profoundly reduce the negative impact they have on us.


• Are you facing an overwhelming challenge alone?

• What is stopping you from sharing your experience with others?
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‘The first step towards connection is always worth it’

WHEN WE ARE isolated, difficult experiences can all too easily become traumatising and confidence-sapping. Psychologist Peter Fonagy says, ‘Adversity turns into trauma when you experience your mind as being alone. If you have good relationships they actually help you assimilate that experience.’

Breaking out of isolation can be hard, I know. But taking the first step towards connection is always worth it. In life, in adventure, in times of battle, you don’t have to go it alone. Because together we are always stronger.

Are you going through something tough right now? If so, talk to a friend about it. Bring in others to help you carry the load. As my mum used to say: a problem shared is a problem halved.


• Have you believed that you ‘have to go it alone’ on an issue?

• Who could you talk to about what you are dealing with?

• What would it feel like to halve the load?
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FIND A MENTOR

WHEN I LOST my father in my mid-twenties, I felt so adrift without someone older to chat to and to ask advice from. I missed someone who I admired and trusted, who could be there for the key life decisions I was facing as a young man.

I did eventually find a mentor called Nicky, and I am genuinely grateful for all the kind, sage advice that he has given me over the years – for the wisdom and the time he invested when I needed it most.

Mentoring is not about giving control to someone else. It’s about getting better control of your own life by increasing your access to wisdom, fresh perspective and broad experience. My best mentors have been people who have shared their experience, not their advice; they have left the responsibility to act entirely in my hands, without obligation. I respect that.

Getting a mentor is one of the most helpful tools for growth. Look for character and skills you admire. Give permission for honest feedback. Keep meetings light, short but honest. Be grateful and then get going.


• What appeals to you about getting a mentor? What makes you feel nervous?

• Have you seen a great mentor/mentee relationship, and what results did it yield?

• Is there someone in your world who could offer you some mentoring?
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‘It isn’t just for you, it’s for the people you will mentor in the future’

MENTORING IS A beautiful way to ‘pay it forward’. When somebody has shared their wisdom with us, we, in turn, can offer ours to others.

The climbing world is a perfect example. I was a 23-year-old rookie when I started climbing on the bigger Himalayan peaks. At the top of my mentoring mountain were the Nepalese Sherpas. They had knowledge and such a generous and gentle disposition. They helped me so much, at every stage and on every mountain. There was also Neil, a Special Forces officer who went on to summit Everest alongside me. He believed I had what it took, even when I doubted myself.

When you come down one of the world’s highest mountains, it becomes your turn to answer the questions. As a mentor our role is to be encouraging and honest, and to listen – never proud or showy.

It’s a great calling and can be so rewarding, and it is a gentle way to keep the positive cycles of life turning.


• Can you think of a time when you received wisdom from a mentor and then directly passed it onto someone else?

• Are there people who are already acting as mentors to you without you realising the role they are playing?

• What excites you about mentoring somebody else?
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MINDSET FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE

IN 2017, AMERICAN climber Alex Honnold shocked the whole world when he made the first free-solo (without ropes or protection) ascent of El Capitan, a 3,000-feet vertical rock slab, in Yosemite National Park. Until then, professional climbers had reckoned it was next to impossible. Alex achieved it in under four hours.

Achieving something ‘impossible’ is no mean feat. Climbing coach Pete Whittaker believes it was Alex’s ability to control his mindset that set him apart. He understood how to keep a relaxed mindset on the easier sections. And an engaged mindset, absolute focus, on the harder sections. It was Alex’s ability to flip from one to the other at will which enabled him to achieve the ‘impossible’.

Free climbing requires more focus than probably any other sport; a momentary lapse of concentration is the difference between life and death. But by actively oscillating between being engaged and relaxed, Alex used his deepest concentration when he needed it most.

When it comes to achieving something ‘impossible’, focus is everything. And if failure isn’t terminal – as it would be on El Capitan – what do you really have to lose?


• How could oscillating between a relaxed and engaged mindset help your own concentration?

• Can you think of a time when your focus enabled you to make exceptional progress?
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‘One of the greatest obstacles to achievement is focus, not talent’

MOST OF US have been told we can do anything we put our minds to. It is sometimes hard to believe it, but there is a lot of truth in it. One of the greatest obstacles to achievement is not talent, but focus. Research suggests our attention spans have actually dropped by four seconds since the mobile phone revolution. If this is true, what sets people apart will be their ability to focus.

Alex Honnold used two techniques: the ‘novelty method’, switching between relaxed and engaged, making every engaged moment ‘feel’ new and, therefore, attention-grabbing. The second was harnessing fear. Alex says it ‘is pretty close to warrior culture, where you give something 100% focus because your life depends on it’. You believe it is possible.

Being 2,000 feet up a rock face without a rope is going to improve our focus, but it is also solitary and darned scary. I have learnt with scary situations that I not only need to be intentional about the way I think but also put myself in a situation where I am able to think. That means putting all superfluous distractions to one side. It is why focus is king to those who can master it. Do this consistently and you can achieve the ‘impossible’. Ask Alex.


• Which positive mindset method might you try to extend your focus and concentration?

• How do distractions change the level to which you can engage? What can you do about them?
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CAMP OUT

IT’S EASY TO think that camping is something you do because of another activity: ‘I’m camping out because I am walking, fishing or on an expedition.’ But camping is an activity in its own right. It’s a physical, emotional and spiritual reboot.

Since I was really young, the excitement of sleeping outside was something I felt deep within me. Something natural and right. Lying under a night sky and breathing cool, fresh air can be intoxicating.

Camping is a great exchange; we swap all of the things we think we need, for all of the things we really need. When people camp for the first time, it will often feature some complaints, especially if it’s raining. Fear of doing new things often elicits that response. But even reluctant campers find it hard not to be touched by the simplicity of being under the night sky.

American naturalist John Burroughs wrote, ‘I go to nature to be soothed and healed, and to have my senses put in order.’ That’s why we do it.


• Have you decided against camping? What things have put you off?

• What do you think about camping as a sort of natural ‘therapy’? Could a little discomfort be part of the journey?

• What might it be like to give it another (or first) go, with a deeper willingness to let nature set the pace? Perhaps with a bigger tent and thicker sleeping bag?
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‘It seems to call out something ancient and instinctual within us’

MOST PEOPLE WHO say they don’t like camping are often simply reluctant to let nature be in charge. I think this resistance to nature’s wisdom is one of the reasons so many people are so stressed and unhappy. The greatest challenge of technology is that it makes everything faster. And speed can be the killer of calm.

Camping is a sort of deliberate regression. It’s about getting back to when fire, food, water and shelter were the determining factors in human survival. On that level, it seems to call out something ancient and instinctual within us. Maybe that’s why food tastes better when you cook it on an open fire. It feels like more than food, it feels like triumph.

Pippa Middleton wrote, ‘Whatever form it takes, camping is earthy, soul enriching and character building’. My top five tips for a ‘soul-enriching’ trip are: 1. Leave unnecessary technology behind; 2. Keep your plan as simple as possible; 3. Take only what you can carry; 4. Focus on the camp not the activities; 5. Let everything take the time it takes. Less is more. In terms of people, gear, time – you don’t need much to get so much.


• How is living life in the ‘fast lane’ impacting your wellbeing?

• Could camping reboot your sense of perspective?

• Could you put up a tent in your back garden this weekend?
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A SECURE BASE, A SAFE HAVEN

THE PRINCIPLE OF establishing a secure base is at the heart of nearly every activity that requires us to venture into the unknown: mountaineering, humanitarian work, military operations. Even staff rooms at work. They all echo our need to embrace adventure from a place of security.

Camp Bastion was a British Army airbase in Afghanistan, the largest British overseas military camp built since World War II. It provided a crucial, secure base for up to thirty thousand service personnel, in a very uncertain environment.

In life, operating out of our inner ‘secure base’ equips us to venture into the unknown and to take risks. It is about knowing we always have a safe place to regroup, recover and to go back out from.

I have found great security in my life from the non-judging relationships around me, from my Christian faith and in the memories of some of the harder experiences I have made it through.

Wherever you find it, use it and lean on it.


• Are there physical ‘secure bases’ in your life?

• To what extent do you carry a secure base within?

• Are you acting as a secure base for others?
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‘The secure base, which launched us into the adventure, needs to be matched by a safe haven when we find ourselves in a recovery phase’

EVEREST BASE CAMP in Nepal is a hive of activity, like a mini city at 17,598 feet. I experienced a palpable sense of energy in the high altitude as determined, focussed climbers organised their equipment and discussed strategies.

What people don’t tend to see about the camp is that it is also a ‘safe haven’ for exhausted, disheartened and sometimes grieving climbers.

We all need such a place at times. When plans haven’t quite worked out as we hoped, or when we are bruised by life. The secure base, which launched us into the adventure, needs also to become a safe haven when we are in need of a recovery phase.

Safe havens can include a set of relationships in which we feel protected and able to share our struggles freely. Or it can be mindsets and attitudes, like self-compassion and forgiveness. It can have tools we adopt to help us recover, before we embark again onto the high mountain of life. Mount Endeavour.


• Can you think of an example of a safe haven in your life, or a time when you were held and comforted by others?

• How could you be more intentional about leaning on your safe havens? How could you be a safe haven to others?
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