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Introduction

Nature is a balm for the mind, body and soul – and nothing comes close to the exhilaration of wild swimming. Whether you’ve already taken the plunge or simply want to dip a toe in, the great outdoors is waiting for you. Wild swimming in itself is not entirely new – lakes, rivers and seas have long lent themselves to a dip, a plunge, a bathe, a float, a splash, a splosh and a race. But it’s only recently that we’ve begun to really appreciate just how much a swim in nature can help us take a vital pause from the fast pace of life and incessant demands of technology. Wild swimming encourages us to disconnect from daily stress and pay attention to the present moment. We can listen to the swish of the water and feel its resistance. We can watch birds absorbed in projects, building a nest or feeding their young. We can float to relax, gazing up at the clouds, or dart through the water as we channel our inner dolphin. Wild swimming connects us with our environment. It puts us at one with the world. It sets us free.

Best of all, if we swim in cold water – anything below 15°C (59°F) – experts believe we might reap extra rewards. Studies are starting to show that the cold could significantly boost our mental and physical health. To find out more about wild swimming and all its benefits, take a deep breath and dive in…


A note on safety

The idea that we could come across a lake, stroll along a river or skip along a coast and take a spontaneous swim sounds wonderfully carefree. This gentle warning is not meant to dampen that spirit. It’s just a reminder of what to consider before, during and after a swim, so that we can fully, and safely, enjoy the experience.


	Ask locals about your proposed spot. Approach lifeguards, sailing clubs, surfers and swimmers. Do they know whether the river is prone to flash flooding or whether rip currents are common at the beach? Make sure you are aware of the state of the tides.

	Take a friend, even if they don’t get in the water, as they can help you out of trouble or call for assistance, should you need it.

	Consider your swimming strength and know your limits. It’s harder to swim in open water than at a pool, as you probably won’t be able to touch the bottom or grab the side when you feel tired or get cramp.

	Avoid diving in, unless you are sure 
of the depth of water and confident that no hidden obstacles lie beneath the surface.

	Be prepared for cold-water shock. Don’t stay in too long and get out of the water if your fingers stiffen – a sign you’ve become too cold.

	Warm up quickly afterward. You can start to shiver and feel light-headed after you get out, even if you initially 
felt fine.

	Seek medical advice before going wild swimming if you have heart disease, an irregular heartbeat, angina or untreated high blood pressure.




MIND

If you’re lucky enough to stumble across a pod of bathers at the water’s edge, they will flood you with reasons why they love wild swimming: it gives them energy. It clears their head. It connects them with nature. It makes them feel part of a community. For many, a plunge in cold water helps to manage stress. For those going through challenging times, it offers perspective. These claims might be enough to persuade you to immediately dive in, but don’t just rely on these anecdotes; experts have been looking into wild swimming, too. Read on to discover how wild swimming really is good for you.

 

 

 

 

Feel alive

Plunge into water below 15°C (59°F) and feel ridiculously alive: lethargy disappears and sluggishness scurries away. This is because cold water activates our sympathetic nervous system, our fight-or-flight response, flooding us with the stress hormones adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol. Within the first minute of a dip, we feel a gush of energy. It might feel like a more intense version of splashing cold water on your face in the morning, but with longer-lasting effects. It might sound hard to believe, but a plunge into cold water will soon become addictive (in a good way), leaving you desperate to dive in again.

 

 

 

 

GET A NATURAL HIGH

Cold water boosts our levels of dopamine – the brain chemical behind our drive, motivation and feelings of reward – by a staggering 500 per cent. This natural high lasts for up to four hours. The cold also causes a release of beta-endorphins and serotonin, our happy hormones, further improving our mood. In one UK study, 61 people who learned to swim in cold water over ten weeks reported a greater sense of well-being than friends and relatives who watched them from the shore.

 

 

 

 

Practise mindfulness

Experts might still be working out exactly why wild swimming makes so many people feel less anxious and depressed, but many swimmers have discovered that a dip is the perfect opportunity to practise mindfulness, which helps to ease anxiety and depression. The bracing cold makes us pay attention to the moment, and we become hyperaware of our tingling limbs and frozen noses. We can’t think about anything else. The cold is a possessive beast, and it will not share its space with anything else. If everyday concerns intrude, the cold is ready to push them away, bringing us back to the here and now, and helping us to emerge from the water with a new perspective. When we’re more used to the cold, or on a warmer day, wild swimming gives us the chance to practise mindfulness in other ways. We might like to concentrate on our breath, counting down from 20. Or lie on our backs and do a body scan, gradually bringing our attention to each part, from our toes to our head. Alternatively, we could focus on an element of our surroundings: the light dancing on the water or the breeze swishing through the grass.

 

 

 

 

RELAX

It might seem strange that cold water can relax us, but it does so by helping our body deal with stress. The shock of the cold makes us take short, sharp breaths and our sympathetic nervous system kicks in, triggering our flight-or-fight response. We can overcome these short, sharp breaths by taking deep, deliberate ones from our diaphragm. Deep breathing, also known as belly breathing, is soothing: it slows down our heart rate and lowers or stabilizes our blood pressure. This breathing activates the parasympathetic nervous system, the network of nerves that relaxes us. By focusing on breathing deeply and rhythmically, wild swimming becomes much like meditation on the move.

Once we’ve adjusted to the cold and feel ready, we can stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system even more by putting our face underwater. This activates the diving reflex, waking up the vagus nerve, one of its key components. Triggering our parasympathetic nervous system, as well as our sympathetic one, creates conflict in our body. This controlled form of stress gives our nervous system a workout. We are training ourselves to become more comfortable in stressful situations, including our next dip in cold water.

 

 

 

 

Swimming is a rite of passage, a crossing of boundaries.

Roger Deakin

 

 

 

 

Set your mind free

There’s a freedom that comes with wild swimming. We don’t have to contend with answering emails, tidying away dishes or picking up dirty washing off the floor. Once we have adjusted to our watery conditions, we might slip into a state of “flow”. The term was coined in the early 1970s by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a Hungarian-American psychologist. When you’re in flow, he said “the self seems to fall away”. We become wholly engaged in what we’re doing. Flow gives us a break from our daily stress, fears and anxieties.

 

 

 

 

Spark your creativity

The late neurologist and writer Oliver Sacks swam nearly every day, attributing his creativity to his daily dip. After each swim, he would record the ideas that had come to him in the water. Sometimes, he said, they even arrived in full paragraphs, and there’s good reason for this – wild swimming encourages creativity in many forms. Being in the water forces us to disconnect from technology and, as we ease into our strokes or float, we daydream. The brain areas associated with a resting state are activated, which helps us to make different connections and come up with fresh ideas.

 

 

 

 

Embrace the awe

Wild swimming can be intense. The watery environment is very different from our routine lives. How often do we subject ourselves to temperatures that are bone-chillingly cold or immerse ourselves in a body of water so mysteriously deep we can’t see the bottom? Or glide harmoniously alongside marine creatures as if we were guests in their home? Like the Romantics of the eighteenth century, we might experience the “sublime”, a feeling of transcendence and awe. This encounter with the natural world can give us a real thrill.

 

 

 

 

GROW YOUR CONFIDENCE

If you’ve ever slipped into a lake, unsure of the temperature or what’s lurking below, or you’ve swum out halfway and doubted you have the energy to make it back, you’ll know the sense of self-satisfaction and achievement that comes afterwards. Wild swimming boosts our self-esteem and we feel more confident when we emerge.

We might be mentally stronger in another way, too. Experts think that swimming in cold water can make us more emotionally resilient because of “cross-stress adaptation”. This is because our body experiences the cold as a form of stress. While long-term stress can be damaging, an acute bout of stress (such as that caused by cold water) might be useful. By subjecting ourselves to a little stress in the water, we are training ourselves to deal with stress in other forms in our lives. We will be better able to face work deadlines or cope with family arguments, as well as approaching challenges more calmly and recovering more quickly.

 

 

 

 

Embrace eco-therapy

Wild swimming is the ultimate eco-therapy, as many believe that being in nature improves our mental health. We might even think of it as “eco-therapy plus” because submerging ourselves in the water enables us to experience the natural world on its own terms. We engage with it completely as we surrender to the elements. When we’re in the sea or in the middle of a lake, we might feel especially at one with the environment, surrounded by water as far as the eye can see. Opening our minds, we may experience the “oceanic feeling” described by the French writer Romain Rolland in a letter to Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, in the nineteenth century. Rolland used the phrase to describe “a sensation of eternity” or “being one with the external world”. He had been inspired by the teachings of Ramakrishna, an Indian Hindu mystic. Rolland and Freud explored “the oceanic feeling” as the source of religious energy. But swimmers today understand that you don’t have to be religious to experience it. We can get that relaxed, expansive feeling whenever we’re in touch with our surroundings. In the water, we realize that we’re part of something bigger than ourselves.

 

 

 

 

Explore blue spaces

Spending 20 minutes regularly in or near blue spaces – large bodies of water – boosts our long-term well-being. “Blue mind theory”, developed by marine biologist Wallace J. Nichols, suggests that being around water encourages a gentle meditative state. Its blue hue may well be important: according to colour psychology, we associate it with feelings of peace and tranquillity. Watching the ocean has also been shown to increase alpha waves in our brain, which are those produced when we’re calm. Moreover, listening to the crash of waves or lapping water switches on our parasympathetic nervous system, the network of nerves that relaxes us.
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THE BEST TIME FOR NEW BEGINNINGS IS NOW

 

 

 

 

By the light of the moon

Taking a moonlight dip has a special thrill: the reduced



	Do the swim in daylight first, so you know the potential hazards.

	Make yourself visible. Place a torch inside a tow float or clip a waterproof safety light to the back of your goggles.

	Bring extra layers for afterward. Air cools faster than water at night.

	Plan how to dress in the dark. Arrange your clothes so you can put them on quickly.










	Choose long-lasting swimwear that will have a lower impact on the environment, as you’ll help to minimize textile waste.

	Use a marine-safe sunscreen brand.

	Invest in reusable glow sticks, which you can attach to your wrist or the back of your head to help you be more visible, rather than standard disposable ones.

	Car-share to and from swimming locations.

	Tread carefully around plants, especially when getting in and out of the water.

	Give nesting birds space, and keep clear of areas populated by breeding and spawning fish.

	Leave waterweed and gravel beds undisturbed.

	Clean up litter – your own and others’. Even better, organize a beach or riverbank clean.

	Take pictures of shells and pebbles rather than taking off with them.

	Remember to wash your wetsuit between different swimming locations to stop the spread of invasive species.
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