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“Now if you are going to win any battle you have to do one thing.  You have to make the mind run the body.  Never let the body tell the mind what to do.  The body will always give up.  It is always tired morning, noon, and night.  But the body is never tired if the mind is not tired.  When you were younger the mind could make you dance all night long, and the body was never tired…You’ve always got to make the mind take over and keep going.” 
-George S. Patton- 
US Army General and 1912 Olympian

  
Was Patton talking about Gasshuku?  (Okinawan term, literally “under one roof” – an intensive karate training session of several days or longer) Probably not, but he and other athletes (and warriors) understand the importance of mind over matter if we are to prevail.  There has always been that trial by fire…the rite of passage throughout history.  It is an effort to face up to more than we think we can in order to emerge on the other side of the ordeal as stronger, more confident individuals.  
Just as the best katanas (Japanese Swords) require the constant stresses of heating, cooling, and pounding during creation, certain physical/mental ordeals are necessary in true training in order to hone the will of the practitioner.  From the intensity of these ordeals, a sense of spirit, or shin, grows and becomes as necessary to victory as the pragmatic technical side of our training.  The Japanese swordsmith understood the importance of unwavering cultivation of the spirit, evoking Shinto rituals for purification of the soul to create the best blades in the world.  It is curious that the Germans, known for their technical expertise, could never duplicate the essence of the katana blades by utilizing technical skill alone.  Something more is also needed in the development of willpower - an essence that allows one to win (or survive) an encounter which common sense dictates should not be winnable. 

The Marine Corps has always believed that demanding, realistic training makes better soldiers, and the Marines have always had the highest espirit de corps because of the rigors of their training.  That belief in self and in their comrades has resulted in a litany of victories that makes them one of the most formidable fighting units in history. 

In tune with this “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger” school of thought are the super-endurance athletes - the marathoners, the triathletes, and the ultra-marathoners.  Renee Despres writes that prior to her first Western States 100 Mile Endurance Run, she asked one of the veteran runners “Why?  Why run a 100 mile race?”  The veteran replied “Because during a 100-miler you go through the emotions of an entire lifetime in a single weekend.”  Which brings to mind the emotions I’ve felt during Gasshuku trainings. 

Yamaoka Tesshu, founder of the Muto Ryu (No Sword) school of fencing in the 1880’s, developed his own unique method of developing will power among his disciples, which he termed seigan.  (Seigan is a Buddhist term meaning “vow”)  In this instance, it was a vow to literally challenge death in order to attain the ultimate principles of swordsmanship.  There were three kinds of seigan.  The first seigan was preceded by a 1000 consecutive day practice period.  On the last day of the training, the candidate was required to engage in a 200 contest seigan with the other swordsmen of the dojo, facing fresh opponents one after the other. 

Successful candidates were then eligible, after further training, for the second seigan:  600  matches over a three day period. 

The supreme test was the third seigan:  a seven day, 1400 match marathon which taxed the outer limits of the swordsman’s physical and spiritual endurance.  Tesshu wrote: 
“Swordsmanship should lead to the heart of things where one can directly confront life and death.  Recently, swordsmanship has become a mere pastime with no bearing on matters of importance.  In order to counter this tendency, I have instituted a one-week, one-thousand-four-hundred-match training session.  Initially, the swordsman will find the contests similar to regular training; however, as the number of consecutive matches piles up, it will assume the dimensions of a real fight to the finish - one must rely on spiritual strength.  This is real swordsmanship.  If single-minded determination is absent, one will never advance regardless of the years spent in training.  Thus I have established this special training to test the resolve of my swordsmen.  Fortify your spirit and throw yourselves into this practice!” 
Tesshu’s comment about “swordsmanship becoming a mere pastime with no bearing on matters of importance” brings to mind the overall state of the martial arts today.  As schools water down the training intensity in order to create more mass-market appeal an intrinsic martial value is lost.  Without overcoming hardship regularly in order to develop one’s spirit, a martial art does become a mere unimportant pastime.  
Similar to the true martial philosophy of quality over quantity, Tesshu’s Muto Ryu style is very small in number, which critics attribute to its intensive training methods and deep principles.  Tesshu was never interested in making the Way of the Sword a sport or pastime.  To Tesshu, one good swordsman was worth 10,000 mediocre trainees. 
Although very few records survive of the successful contestants, one is notable.  Yanagito Ganjiro undertook the three day, 600 match seigan, having trained for an additional 500 consecutive days since his 200 match siegan.  Despite being bruised dreadfully and reporting that his “urine was dark red and he had no appetite” he nevertheless “passed the final day’s contests with a clear mind.  I felt as if I was floating among the clouds.”  
Clearly, a breakthrough had been achieved.  This breakthrough was mushin (no mind), the prevailing truth behind Tesshu’s Muto Ryu school.   To Tesshu, the prime requisite of a swordsman was unyielding determination.  When students complained of a lack of progress after a year’s training Tesshu would thunder, “You’ve just begun!”  Pointing to his abdomen he would say, “You must experience swordsmanship here.” 
Renee Despres writes “The limits I’m interested in are those of sheer endurance.  How long can you go, and what happens when you push beyond the place where you thought you needed to stop?”  Tesshu would respond that it is the only way to understand the essence of true warrior spirit.  Despres puts it into a more modern perspective:  “Breaking through expectations creates confidence, provides courage, and fosters an ability to change.  When you go as far as you think you can and then keep going farther, you accomplish something great.”  
Ultrarunner Norm Klein said “I knew that if I could run the Western States 100, I could do anything.” 
Hard training sessions, especially the ones that cover a span of contiguous days, such as Gasshuku, build spirit by enlarging the very idea of what we perceive ourselves to be.  There is that awesome feeling of “floating among the clouds” that comes after running your first marathon, completing airborne jump school, or attending Gasshuku.  After experiencing breaking old barriers, we can never go back to what we once were.  Nor would we want to. 
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