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      I’ve always been a writer and a martial artist, and I can’t clearly remember a time in my life when I wasn’t interested in both. As a kid I made up stories and wrote them down. At age 11 I started training in Judo and wrote roleplaying game scenarios. By 16 I started writing my first novel (though that is thankfully in the bottom of a drawer and will never be seen by anyone). Writing and martial arts have always shaped my life and I can’t help seeing numerous parallels between the two.

      Now I’ve published seven novels and six novellas, with more on submission. I’ve had more than eighty short stories published in a variety of places, and two short story collections. I’ve worked with a video game development team and I write a wide selection of non-fiction.

      I’ve also been a career martial artist since I was a teenager, learning multiple styles across the UK, Australia, and China. For the last quarter of a century I’ve trained in Chan Family Choy Lee Fut Kung Fu, and I’m now a Dragon Disciple International Master under Grandmaster Chen Yong Fa, and I run my own Kung Fu Academy.

      Clearly, writing and kung fu are two passions into which I’ve invested considerable time and effort, and I still see many parallels in my daily practices.

      Firstly, and most obviously, they’re both arts. The thing about an art — and one of the things I love about both Kung Fu and writing — is that you’re never finished. No matter how good you get, no matter how much you achieve, you can always get better. You can always do more, continually improving your craft and expressing your art in more accomplished ways. That’s what draws creative people to any artistic endeavour — that desire to push yourself against your own boundaries and see just how good you can get. The day you don’t have anything left to learn is the day you’ve lost your passion.

      But pushing yourself every day is hard and often unrewarding. It’s something for which we need to maintain our own motivation. When the going is slow, when improvements don’t seem to manifest, it’s hard to convince ourselves to carry on. And the better we get, the harder it is to improve further. Every time I lost a fight, I would ask myself why I put myself through this; did I really want to train hard and enter the next competition? Every time I saw someone who was better than me, I would ask myself the same question: why do I strive to be better when that guy is so far ahead of me? The same applies every time I get a rejection for my writing. Do I really want to continually put myself out there and get rejection after rejection?

      Of course, I do. Because when I won a fight, it proved I’d become a better fighter, a better martial artist. When I sold a piece of writing, it proved I’d become a writer people were prepared to pay for, to publish. The high of achievement can make up for an awful lot of failure.

      In both writing and martial arts, you have to brace yourself for a lot of failure. You have to withstand a lot of criticism. These are not easy things to pursue. If they were easy, if anyone could do them, then anyone would. There would be no challenge and therefore no satisfying payoff for the hours of training and self-motivation.

      It’s not easy to train hard six days a week, to repeatedly execute complicated and physically demanding techniques in order to perfect them, but that’s what it takes to get good. It’s equally difficult to commit the time and attention required to perfecting the art of wordsmithing, to study the nature of language and story, to repeatedly commit ideas to the page and make them not only comprehensible, but entertaining and informative. And to then hope people will pay for the privilege of reading them.

      It takes dedication, commitment and self-belief. You need to be open to learning and improvement, to put aside the ego and test yourself in the crucible of actually doing. You can’t learn and perfect an art by simply wanting it, or reading about it, or thinking it would be pretty cool. You have to get out there and do it. You have to make the time, work as hard as you can and then work some more. You might have noticed that I’m not making any distinction between martial arts and writing in this paragraph. There’s a reason for that.

      Lots of people would love to be a kung fu master, but few ever achieve it because of the demands it places on us, mentally and physically. The same can be said of writing. Think about how many people you know who have said, ‘Oh, I’d love to write a novel, but I just don’t have time.’ Like all it takes is a few extra hours. You know what? No one has time. When you decide to do it, you make time, but there’s a lot more to it than that. You have to learn and understand the art of writing, practice it diligently, and constantly improve.

      Just like no one becomes a martial arts master by simply dropping in on a few classes here and there, no one becomes a successful writer by wishing they had more time. The people who pursue mastery of fighting and writing alike put in more than time. They know there will never be an end. They’ll be constantly pursuing more, striving to better themselves and their art. These people are artists, be they martial, wordy or anything else, and their success, at any level, is self-evident.
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      I’ve been thinking about the generally accepted premise that you need to grab readers in the first few lines of a story. For short fiction, this is certainly true. You’re usually trying to get noticed in a slush pile several feet deep, and an editor needs to be interested right from the outset. You need to convince that editor that in your 5,000 words or so you’re going to tell a clever, interesting and engaging story, so there’s very little room for leisure in the opening paragraphs of short fiction. That doesn’t mean it has to be action and explosions, but it needs to give the editor a reason to keep reading.

      Is it also true of novels? Writers are constantly told to make sure the opening pages of our novels are attention-grabbing. You need to get right into the action immediately, grab the reader and drag them along. Don’t give an editor the chance to pass up your book on the grounds that it’s a slow starter. But I wonder if that’s true.

      If you’re writing a straight up thriller, you expect some action right away. Bond films usually open with some crazy chase and action scene, for example, that’s often nothing to do with the rest of the movie. It’s only after this example of Bond’s heroism and derring-do that we’re treated to a longer, slower exposition of the film we’re actually here to see. The opening sequence is just re-establishing what Bond is all about.

      In a thriller novel, you’d expect much the same thing, in some form or another. In a mystery, you’d expect a crime early on to establish the credentials of the book and its protagonist. So there are some styles that do evoke the need for a cracking opening and a fast pace, but is that the case for every genre?

      People often talk about writers like Tolkien and Dickens and how they’d never get published these days because they’re too slow and verbose. No editor would take a chance on them. But if you’re reading something that you know is a long and complicated tale, would you really expect a tyre-screeching opening that leaves you breathless?

      Let’s take a contemporary example. China Miéville is a poster-boy for success in speculative fiction right now. He won the Hugo for his novel The City & The City (shared with Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl), and  I recently finished his massive book Perdido Street Station.

      This book opens with more than three pages of first person prologue about a stranger arriving in a weird and interesting town, New Crobuzon. There’s no action, no calamity, just pure exposition. A deliberate setting of the scene, taking the reader into the city where this story will be told.

      Then, we get to the first proper chapter and it’s more exposition. Miéville is painting for us, using words to emulate the sights, sounds and smells of New Crobuzon so you can feel its grime on your skin. He wants the reader deep in the environment. He introduces characters and lifestyles. There’s eight pages of this opening chapter and again, no action or massive event. No obvious hook beyond the desire to learn more about this amazing place we’re experiencing. Chapter 2 is more description and exposition. It’s beautiful writing and incredibly evocative in creating a sense of place, but there’s no action or intrigue to speak of until many, many pages in when Lin gets approached with a commission and Isaac is approached by a troubled garuda, our first-person narrator from the opening prologue sequence.

      This book is a perfect example of the kind of thing that many people tell you won’t get published these days, yet Miéville is hot property and winning more awards than he can carry. That’s mainly because he’s an awesome writer. He also arrogantly ignores that old chestnut, the “adverb rule” — the strange idea being that you should never use them, when it’s better advice to use them well — to brilliant effect. He uses good writing and good ideas to draw the reader in, regardless of “rules”.

      It doesn’t always take some mind-blowing event to ensure the start of a book holds the reader. Getting that measured and relaxed opening past an editor, however, is a different matter. Perhaps it’s something that emerges as a writer’s craft develops and that writer’s work entrances readers regardless of the subject or pace. Good writing and an interesting premise will win out.

      I’m always prepared to read on and discover a story slowly, especially in something that I know is long and will require a lot of my time. It doesn’t need to grab me by the throat right from the start. I’m happy to be gently teased with interesting ideas and situations slowly developing if I feel my investment will be rewarded with quality storytelling.

      But if I’m fifty pages in and still nothing is happening, well then I might think about putting it down.
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