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I dedicate this book to my wife, Swati Thiyagarajan, who is honestly the finest human I’ve ever met. She has taught me so much about nature and about love for wild things. She has stood beside me unwavering in good times and hard times. I feel so deeply blessed to have spent so many years with a truly graceful being. This book and our octopus film would be very different without her guidance.

—CRAIG FOSTER

 

I dedicate this book to my son, Joseph. I love you.
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Introduction

A friend of mine, knowing of my fascination with octopuses, sent me a link to the film My Octopus Teacher. I knew I was in for a treat, but there was no way I could have imagined what a transformative and entrancing experience was in store for me.

 

Of course, I knew that the octopus is a highly intelligent animal, but I was not prepared for the emotions that brought tears to my eyes as I watched the unfolding of a true friendship between a man and an octopus. Nor was I prepared for the sadness that gripped me as I watched her slow death and saw Craig Foster’s emotion as he recorded this last phase in her short life. He had spent eight months diving in the icy waters every day, slowly gaining her trust so that he could eventually follow her as she went hunting and learn about the challenges she faced daily in the Great African Sea Forest that was her home.

 

This book, set in the gorgeous kelp forests that surround Cape Town, takes us on a much deeper dive. It really is a magical window into an enchanted underwater environment. The stunning photographs with their evocative captions reveal a relatively unknown and astonishingly beautiful world. It describes many unique and fascinating creatures seldom seen by human eyes and shows us just how intelligent and curious some of these animals are. And it proves that human beings can, if they so wish, share deep and powerful bonds with many different kinds of animals. This is also a deeply personal and moving story of family, and how time in wilderness can heal and transform our lives. It celebrates friendship, and shows us that there is always something new to learn and experience if we could just connect with the world around us.

 

Craig Foster and co-author Ross Frylinck grew up in Cape Town close to the ocean and spent hours as children exploring the rock pools, then learning to dive and explore the kelp forest. I grew up exploring the cliffs that rose gently above the tamed beach near my home—no rock pools there. Instead, it was the birds and squirrels and insects that captured my interest. This probably explains Craig’s and Ross’s desire to probe the wonders of an underwater forest and mine to explore the secrets of an African rain forest. Yet, these different environments affected us in much the same way and allowed us to feel closely connected with the natural world, have a sense of oneness with nature, and gain an understanding that we humans are part of the natural world and ultimately depend on it.

 

And we were also prepared to learn about these different worlds from non-human teachers, to open our minds and our hearts to the ancient knowledge of the beings we were studying. Patience is vital: It was months before one chimpanzee, David Greybeard, became the first to lose his mistrust of the strange white ape that had invaded his forest home. And it was weeks before the octopus lost her fear of Craig. The moment when she reached out to him with one long, curious arm to touch him gently was mirrored for me when a four-month-old chimp I named Flint approached and, with wide innocent eyes, reached toward me, extending a curious finger to gently touch my nose.

 


Give nature a chance and even places we have utterly destroyed can be restored, and animal species on the brink of extinction can be given another chance.



 

The barriers between humans and animals are just illusion. We are part of, and not separated from, the animal kingdom. Before I began my chimpanzee study, Western science taught that we should not talk about animal personalities, minds, or emotions, as those qualities were unique to humans. There was, scientists insisted, a difference in kind between us and all other animals. Fortunately, I had not been to college before I began my study. I also had a wonderful teacher who had taught me that, in this respect, the professors were absolutely wrong—my dog, Rusty.

 

Because chimpanzees are our closest living relatives, sharing almost 99% of our DNA, and because my descriptions of chimpanzee behavior along with the evidence provided by film so clearly proved that humans are not the only beings with personality, mind, and emotions, gradually that reductionist scientific thinking began to change. There is, today, much evidence to show that many animals are highly intelligent, have different personalities, and know emotions similar to our own.

 

It is not surprising that the chimpanzee, so like us biologically, has so much in common with us. Yet the octopus, whose anatomy and way of life are so different, also shows curiosity, knows fear and pain, has the same will to live. Both can adapt to new situations, use objects as tools, and are highly intelligent.

 

Some scientists will no doubt reject the idea of “friendship” and empathy between man and animal. This attitude is very unfortunate—for it is a lack of empathy with the wildlife of our planet that has led to so much cruelty and destruction of the natural world. And as human populations grow, as we pollute land, air, and water, and as we use the planet’s finite natural resources as though they were infinite, we show a similar lack of empathy for future generations. Our release of CO2 from burning fossil fuels and destroying forests, and our pollution of the oceans, have been the major cause of the climate change that threatens the future of all life on earth if we carry on with “business as usual.”

 

It so happens that two of the most important “carbon sinks”—habitats that can absorb and store CO2—are the tropical forests on land and the great kelp forests that cover some twenty-five percent of the waters around the coastlines of the world. Both ecosystems, with their rich biodiversity, are under threat from human activity. As tropical forests are destroyed, their stored carbon is released back into the atmosphere—and we are destroying them at an alarming rate. And as we know, the oceans are at a tipping point. Industrial fishing is pushing commercial fish species to the brink of extinction, while by-catch is doing the same for many other species. Plastic is polluting our oceans on a previously unimaginable scale, and climate change is, among other things, raising water temperatures. Kelp grows in temperate and polar waters, and the warmer the oceans get, the more challenging the conditions for kelp survival become.

 

Moreover, the increased strength and frequency of storms generated by climate change can tear the seaweed from the ground, and pollutants from freshwater runoff and commercial harvesting also threaten sea forests.

 

The good news is that the importance of these two very different yet uncannily similar forests is being increasingly recognized, and greater resources are being put into protecting and restoring them. There is more good news: give nature a chance, and even places we have utterly destroyed can be restored, and animal species on the brink of extinction can be given another chance. And young people, once they know the problems and are empowered to take action, are so full of energy; so dedicated and enthusiastic.

 

Nature is resilient and intelligent and regenerates when given a chance to do so. This book is a reminder and inspiration to make a sea change in our own attitudes, cease our relentless exploitation of the natural world, and leave lighter ecological footprints as we go through life. We must learn to live in harmony with the natural world, the forests and the oceans, and all the wonderful and fascinating animals who can teach us so much if we simply open our minds and our hearts.

 

—JANE GOODALL
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Preface

Like most humans alive today, I was born wild, though I arrived in a world barely resembling that of my deep ancestral memories. Wildness is no longer considered valuable. As a young child, I was deeply fortunate to live within spitting distance of the Atlantic Ocean. In an unconscious attempt to return to my natural design, I formed unbreakable threads of love with the kelp forest and its creatures. My early life comprised my human family, the Sea Forest, and my intertidal animal family. For my first ten years, exploring the tide pools and the forest was an everyday event for me.

 

In my late twenties and early thirties, I saw the threads to unlocking the wildness I’d touched as a child in the rock art of southern Africa. The early people who lived here believed that to connect to their wild source, they had to create threads to the animals they shared their world with. My own wildness seemed to be dying as I grew older. I spent ten years filming and studying the rock art and the few remaining masters of tracking and wild nature—the indigenous San of the Kalahari. Through my teachers Nqate Xqamxebe, Karoha Pro Langwane, and Xlhoase Xlhokhne, of the !Xo, I realized that tracking was the key to opening this wild kingdom. I formed a thread to these wonderful people and they left me with an unspoken challenge: to find a song that would take me back into the symphony of nature. I stopped making films and moved back to the shore of my childhood. This is where the journey of this book began.

 

I made a commitment to the wild: a regime of diving all 365 days of the year. I also committed to diving without a wet-suit, because I wanted to adapt to cold as my ancestors had. At first it seemed I had a lonely, hard road ahead and I struggled in the cold for a year, but eventually I learned to heat my body with my mind, an ability that our ancestors had for thousands of years. The cold repaired my previously weak immune system and gave me an increasingly clear mind.

 

I wanted to share my exploding passion for swimming in the cold and for wild ocean life, and after a few years of diving alone I met Ross Frylinck. At the time we had no idea that we would write this book together, but he joined me diving every week. There was something about this quiet, humble man that enabled us to share the most inspiring thoughts and deep, unedited conversations about life, wildness, and mystery. Ross judges very little, and I felt able to open up to him about many things that I had trapped in my mind. Friendship shared with purposeless adventuring in the wild ocean is something very powerful. Every time we dived together a deep magic seemed to be unfolding, a mysterious coming together of two fractured souls. I felt the wild sea was slowly nurturing us, teaching us, and allowing our natural humanity to flow. Another thread was formed.

 

For me, what was so powerful about diving with Ross was seeing how the mirror of nature worked with him. Almost every time we dived, something magical would happen, reflecting the repressed love and wonder he had trapped deep inside. On the flip side, the cold water mirrored his fear and the pain he kept on the surface. He had frozen his pain—and he was literally freezing in the water. His story, detailed in this book, shows how nature was the perfect mirror, showing him his hidden beauty and his frozen pain.

 

Ross’s story reflects all our stories. We all have the same thing, the beauty and the beast within. Wild nature, and especially wild nature here, at the most likely point of origin, shines a very bright light on who we really are. It’s our teacher, our provider, it’s every breath we take, every meal we eat. Yet we have forgotten where we came from, forgotten who we are. Like our fractured minds, that’s a beautiful tragedy. I truly hope we find our way back—and if we don’t, natural law will preside anyway.

 

After three years of diving in the cold every day, I started to develop a way to track animals underwater and began to form threads with many wild creatures. They became my animal teachers. For the first time in years, I had the energy and passion to pick up my cameras and start shooting again. By this time, I’d also built threads to the scientific world through working with and befriending some of the greatest anthropologists, philosophers, biologists, and archaeologists in the world.

 

However, my supreme teachers on this journey have been the animals themselves: the octopus, the clingfish, the helmet shell, the urchin, the cuttlefish, the otter, the pyjama catshark—I’ve spent so many years every day with these animals, and they are finally allowing me into their club. The Great African Sea Forest seems to have a mind of its own too, a deep intelligence that has helped me repair my threads to the wild and to the people around me.

 

My deep wish is for all the threads that we’ve woven here to one day form a rope. I hope this rope will join with many other ropes created by people, by animals, and by plants. I hope that these ropes will form a giant chord, and that this chord will pull us backwards and forwards to be in accordance with the symphony that is our original dance with the wild.

 

—CRAIG FOSTER
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Wild nature, and especially wild nature here, at the most likely point of origin, shines a very bright light on who we really are. It’s our teacher, our provider, it’s every breath we take, every meal we eat. Yet we have forgotten where we came from, forgotten who we are. Like our fractured minds, that’s a beautiful tragedy. I truly hope we find our way back—and if we don’t, natural law will preside anyway.
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Cold and Scared


A freezing wind swept across the Indian Ocean at the Cape of Storms in South Africa, blowing seagulls off their rocky perches. I stood at the water’s edge in board shorts and watched the birds as they spread their delicate gray wings to ride the current of air, and then effortlessly settled down again and tucked in their heads.

 

Craig Foster stood a meter (3 ft) or so in front of me, knee-deep in the swirling ocean, squinting as he spat into his mask and rinsed it in the shallow seawater. He mentioned that he had a prescription lens in his mask and could hardly see without it. His imposing 1.9-meter (6-ft) body was marked by a long surgery scar on his left shoulder, which accentuated this vulnerability. I guessed the scar was a rugby injury and that he was in his mid-40s.

 

Out to sea, an ominous bank of storm clouds was building on the horizon. I felt the first raindrops sting my skin and noticed that all the fine hairs on my forearms were standing upright. My feet were aching and I realized with a pang of guilt that I was standing on a bed of sharp little mussel shells. I shifted my weight and hoped that I wasn’t crushing them.

 

Why was I even here? I wondered. I hardly knew this guy and yet I was about to follow him into a frigid underwater forest, in the winter, to look for sharks. Worst of all, he had insisted that we dive without wetsuits. Already I was cold and I hadn’t even entered the water yet. I had been swimming, surfing, and diving in the icy seas around Cape Town for most of my life, so I was no stranger to cold, but I always wore thick gloves, a hoodie, and booties, leaving only my eyes and nose exposed. I truly hated the cold—and I wasn’t that mad about sharks either. As a surfer, I knew that sharks were always a threat; almost every year there was an attack in these waters.

 

I had crossed paths with Craig a few times over the years and followed his work as a natural-history filmmaker. Then I bumped into him at a film festival, and during our small talk in a crowded cinema aisle he mentioned that he was swimming alone in a kelp forest in False Bay every day. I wondered why anyone would swim through freezing underwater forests all on their own, every single day. There seemed to be no point to it, but for this very reason I was intrigued.

 

When I asked him why, he paused, gave me an odd, piercing look, and said he believed that the “Sea Forest was calling to me.” The crowd melted away, and in the silence that followed I could think of nothing appropriate to say. I stood there feeling awkward as I stared into his blue eyes, and was relieved when he finally broke the tension with an invitation to go swimming. Because I had nothing better to say, I agreed and we made a date.

 

Now, standing here on the rocks, I was regretting my decision, but it was too late to back out. I firmed my resolve and winced as I waded into the sea to join Craig, who was fiddling with his diving watch. I asked him what he was doing and he replied that he kept records of every dive: depth, temperature, and duration. He casually mentioned that the temperature was 13°C (55°F), but because he didn’t seem concerned by this nasty fact, I kept my dark thoughts to myself.


 

Just as we were about to submerge, we noticed a flash of movement in the clear water at our feet. Craig bent down and plucked a small fish out of the sea. He looked slightly puzzled as he studied it, as if he was also surprised by what he had just done. He showed the shiny little pug of a fish to me, mentioned that it was a rock sucker, and then let it go. I was amazed. Did that just happen? Did I see someone grab a fish out of the water? I had no time to process this any further because Craig sank into the sea and was gone. I didn’t want to be left behind, so I rushed in after him.

 

As I dropped beneath the surface, the cold crushed me, and for the first few minutes I found myself in a brutal civil war. I had a manic urge to swim back to land, but pride held me back, so I followed Craig deeper into the Great African Sea Forest. An ice-cream headache pounded in my temples, and I chewed on my rubbery snorkel until I cut my gums. Swimming directly behind Craig, I focused on the bubbles streaming off the soles of his kicking feet. My world was reduced to just four stark elements: cold, bubbles, the white soles of Craig’s feet, and the amplified sound of my breathing.

 

Craig had been following a school of spotted gully sharks for a few weeks and he was excited to show them to me. He thought we would find them at the edge of the forest, so we swam about 300 meters (985 ft) out to sea, where the kelp was sparse and the water deep and dark. Resting for a moment in a clearing, I realized to my great surprise that I had warmed up a bit. I listened to the clicking sounds of the cracker shrimps and watched a large red roman reef fish swimming a few meters away. We eyed each other until it gave me a disdainful look, and then vanished into the gloom.

 

As a teenager I had dived in these waters to hunt crayfish with my friends. I was comfortable inside the thick kelp forest and still had a surprisingly good breath-hold. It was easy enough to swim down to 10 meters (32 ft) with Craig, equalize my ears, and hold onto the long kelp stipes while we looked for the sharks. Soon enough, we noticed shadows gliding through the swaying forest and we knew that we had found what we were looking for.

 


My world was reduced to just four stark elements: cold, bubbles, the white soles of Craig’s feet, and the amplified sound of my breathing.



 

I was mesmerized by their wild grace. They hardly paid us any attention, but I knew they were acutely aware of our presence. As I enjoyed watching them move so freely through the water, my normally crowded head seemed empty. I paused to look up at a shark gliding above me through the “trees.” Far above it, raindrops pitted the surface of the sea and storm clouds passed by. It was both surreal and beautiful, and I felt a wave of euphoria ripple through my body. I also noticed that the red roman had returned, along with a large school of sea bream, and they were all looking at me. I returned the stare, feeling the enormity of the gulf between our species.

 

The spell was broken when I realized how cold I was. My fingers had curled into misshapen claws and were almost translucent with lack of blood. I tried to straighten them out so that I could swim, but the message didn’t get through and they stayed stubbornly crooked. I stared at them in mild horror and also realized that my jaw was shaking. Suddenly it was as if a steel gate had slammed shut on me and all the magic vaporized. I was cold and scared and knew that I had to get out of the water immediately.

 

I motioned to Craig that I was heading back and swam hard to shore. No longer able to feel my arms, I watched them dip in and out of the water in front of me as if I were seeing them in a film. Climbing onto the rocks was difficult. I felt drunk with the cold and the wind chill was pushing me over the edge. As I stumbled to my feet, it took all my strength to harness my fading will and pull on my down jacket. My numb, salty arms got stuck in the synthetic material and by the time I got it on I was exhausted. I tried to pull up the zip, but my fingers were shaking so much that I had to give up. Craig came over and did it for me. I was amazed that his hands were calm.

 


I paused to look up at a shark gliding above me through the “trees.” Far above it, raindrops pitted the surface of the sea and storm clouds passed by. It was both surreal and beautiful, and I felt a wave of euphoria ripple through my body.



 

He began to chuckle to himself and tried to hide this from me. When I questioned him, he pointed to my groin; I had wet my pants. A flash of embarrassment and then anger passed through me, but Craig’s chuckle had erupted into an innocent laugh and so, despite myself, I also burst out laughing. When this passed, I felt like I had been shot and collapsed into a nearby bush. I lay there for a while, allowing the shaking to continue. An elderly couple and their geriatric terrier came past and did a magnificent job of ignoring us. When I eventually managed to compose myself, Craig and I walked back up to his house on the mountain while the rain continued to fall.

 

Craig and his wife, Swati Thiyagarajan, a well-known wildlife presenter in Asia, live in a wood-and-stone house that teeters on the steep mountainside above False Bay. Approaching it, we arrived at a high rock-and-wattle wall—the kind you would expect to find protecting a livestock corral in the country. It’s an unusual facade in that suburban setting, especially next to the neighbors’ brick wall. There’s a large num-num bush at the front gate, and we ate a few of the tart red berries before entering.

 

Walking down the tree-lined pathway to his house, I noticed a row of large, spherical stones and admired the fascinating engravings on some of them. They reminded me of crop-circle patterns, and when I asked Craig about them he said that he had spent a year carving into the stones with a dental drill. I found this an odd way to spend a year, but decided not to question him about it. When we reached his front door, I saw a rack of weathered diving equipment hanging on hooks, and beneath them the rotting head of a giant tuna, its milky eyes staring blankly into the sky.

 

I was startled by the interior of his house, which was crammed with thousands of bones, shells, skins, and indigenous artifacts. A weird skull drew me closer; it could have been a deer, but had a pair of the meanest fangs that gave it the look of a mythical beast. I wanted to explore some more, but I was soaked and shivering, so we took off our clothes and climbed into a small sauna perched against the side of the house. It was getting dark as we watched the storm pass over the sea far below. Craig poured some water and a few drops of peppermint oil onto the heated stones, and as we warmed up we began to talk.

 

I told Craig that I had grown up on the Cape Peninsula, just a few kilometers away in Fish Hoek. This conservative, windblown valley town of ugly apartheid architecture was unremarkable to me, save for the mountains and lovely sheltered beach. Here I had fallen in love with the Peninsula and the kelp forests that fringe its coastline.

 

Craig told me that he had also been immersed in these waters as a child. When he was three days old, his parents brought
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